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        Years ago, one fateful night changed my world.

        He took my virginity, then left town.

        Now, it’s up to me to clear his name.

        If this isn’t irony I don’t know what is.

      

        

      
        I watch as Martin leans back in his chair.

        Arms folded over a broad chest.

        An unshakable confidence that makes my blood BOIL.

        Still devilishly handsome.

        Turns out the devil is twisted. Arrogant. Cold.

      

        

      
        It's up to me to clear his name.

        Our past? Complicated.

        The only thread that still remains...

        Is a precious little girl he knows nothing about.

      

        

      
        "Let's get this the h*ll over with."

        My finger presses record as I brace myself.

        "Anything you say can and will be used against you..."
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Martin
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      So…this is it.

      Music was forcing its way into my ears and echoing into my skull, with determination to wake me up.

      It was working.

      Blood pumped in my veins from the adrenaline that came from realizing this was a pivotal moment in my life.

      Standing back and looking around the party made me feel… alive.

      The last hurrah. We were going to be citizens of the world.

      Many would be moving across the country or all over the world to their next destinations.

      But not before getting shit faced.

      Displayed before me were at least three different beer pong matches going on, and there was enough alcohol to supply the local bar for three months. Of course, seeing as it was free, it would all be gone by morning. No doubt.

      This was the way the typical senior high school kid partied: drink it if you got it, and for God’s sake don’t ask any fucking questions.

      I poured myself another beer and smiled unabashedly at a group of girls who had gathered around the corner with red beer cups in their hands. I watched as they launched into an almost comical outburst of giggles, making me chuckle.

      My thoughts flew back to everything that had happened during my senior year and the summer that was now coming to an end. They called me the ‘big man on campus’ – whatever the hell that meant. Apparently I had it all. The guy with a million signatures in his yearbook and invited to almost every party worth attending. Little did most of my friends know, it was all an act.

      Then there were those senseless sex ed classes I’d all been forced to sit through, and the endless droning on about abstinence. If only Miss Pickler knew that I was too far  past the point of saving.

      I was a lucky man to have Rene around, who kept me both sane and awake in class. I thought back to the puns that came out of that girl’s mouth and smiled to myself. As innocent as she was, her mind truly was filthy.

      And I loved every bit of it.

      She’d been funny and quick with a snarky comment, gorgeous, and ballsier than half the guys I knew.

      The girl was really something else.

      Rene seemed to somehow have everything figured out for herself. Me on the other hand, I was miles behind when it came to having life in the bag. Of course, it appeared the complete opposite.

      I played baseball my entire life, starting with T-ball and working my way up to the elite youth leagues. I had played for the school during the school year, and for a traveling youth league during the summer. There really hadn’t ever been a time that I wasn’t giving everything I had to the game, and it had eventually paid off. I received a scholarship to NYU, and with it a chance to really play ball with some of the best in the country.

      But my love for the game had eventually diminished, along with the loss of my inspiration for playing in the first place. My dad.

      Life really was fucked up like that. You get the one thing you’ve always thought you wanted only to realize it’s not at all what you want.

      It had been three years, and the memory of that horrific night woke me up in cold sweat at least twice a week. Every damn time the vivid scene came flashing back, I wanted to punch the lights out of the officer at the door.

      “Dead? What the hell do you mean they’re dead?”

      I’d just seen my parents a few hours prior to the accident when they’d driven off to see mom’s favorite country singer on stage. It was dad’s 25th year marriage anniversary gift to her.

      The officer at the door could barely get the words out.

      The poor bastard was broken by the news himself. He’d served on the force with my father, who had been a cop for over twenty years. Just a year shy of retirement.

      Just like that. A head on collision with a drunk driver and they were gone.

      They deserved better.

      But their memory would live on. I was their only child and I was going to make damn sure of it. One day I was going to follow in my father’s footsteps and become a cop.

      I took my beer out on the balcony and gulped it down. I watched out over in the backyard at the people playing in the pool. I forced a smile, pushing the thought of my dead father out of my head.

      My friend, Arthur, a lanky redhead, gave me a thumbs-up from below and then cannonballed into the pool. It was his parents’ house, and they were out of town again on some extravagant vacation, leaving the place open and empty for Arthur.

      I stepped over a passed-out kid from my Chem class and kept walking.

      And at that moment, halfway through my drink and lost in my thoughts, I found my eye on the one girl that could freeze time where ever I was.

      Rene Cole. In the flesh.

      She was all curves, soft pale skin, with a mass of wavy auburn hair tamed into a ponytail. One of her finest assets was a set of enormous and soulful blue eyes that always saw through my bullshit.

      Rene both scared the crap out of me and drove me wild.

      She wore a silky rose-colored dress that demurely covered her from throat to knees but was cut almost to the tailbone in back.

      Her sensual beauty and curves made it hard to be her friend at times. Who the hell was I kidding? All the time.

      She was so incredibly hot, but the best part was she had zero idea.

      We ran with different crowds. She didn’t have time to mess around.

      She was smart as well as beautiful—one of those hard-working grade machines. She was also incredibly driven, knowing what she wanted and how she was going to get it.

      Most of the girls in our graduating class were more concerned landing the most likes on their Instagram selfies than their actual future. Rene had it all figured out and I admired that about her.

      Right now, she was standing alone on the other side of the room, looking at the books on the shelves.

      I felt my dick stir to life and took a big gulp of my beer and started walking through the crowd.

      I approached her and stood there, waiting for her to turn her attention to me. Thanks to the form fitting dress she had on, I didn’t mind waiting and enjoyed the view before me. The poor, sweet nerd was so buried in one of the books that she didn’t even notice. After a minute or two I cleared my throat.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone read at a kegger .”

      “Jesus Martin!” she squealed, jumping a foot in off the ground. “You scared the shit out of me.”

      I laughed and jumped out of the way as she swatted me with the heavy book. “Why aren’t you mingling?”

      “Mingling,” she rolled her eyes. “You know I don’t fit in here.”

      I looked around the room and realized she was right. Most of them weren’t her friends. “So why are you here then?” I asked.

      “Peer pressure,” she nudged at her friend Abby who at this point was tongue deep with one of the baseball jocks in the corner of the room and I got her point.

      “Besides, I couldn’t let my baby daddy go off to play ball without one last farewell,” she quipped.

      I burst out laughing. “Crap! I almost forgot about that stupid project.”

      She nodded. “And we would have passed it, if someone hadn’t dropped our poor little bundle of joy right on its head the day before we had to turn it in.”

      I shrugged. “Hey, it’s not my fault Pickler marked the eggs with invisible ink so they couldn’t be switched out. I thought we were home free.”

      Rene feigned horror. “I can’t believe you would think you could pass off some generic egg from the store for little Eggbert.”

      I shook my head. “Let’s be honest, I’m not exactly the father of year type.”

      We laughed and I was struck again by how much I liked the girl. In all honesty, I never thought she’d give a cocky jock like me the time of day in a relationship.

      Maybe I was wrong.

      I sure as hell wanted to find out.

      “Hey, it’s kinda loud in here, you want to go somewhere a little quieter to talk?” I asked.

      “Sure,” she said. Sounding relieved that I’d asked.

      “Follow me,” I replied, gently taking her hand and heading through the crowd. Through the lively crowd, I spotted my ex who was staring daggers at us.

      Cindy Stone. I’d really dodged a bullet with that nut case. The girl cared about three things in life: Looks, money, and getting shitfaced as often as she could. She made me realize that a pretty face didn’t go far.

      Not that Rene wasn’t ten times hotter, but she was also a girl with real substance. Too bad the two of us would soon be hundreds of miles apart when we went off to college.

      Just tell Rene what you think of her already.

      Rene held my hand tightly as we moved through the mass of people and to the grand sweep of the main staircase. I took her upstairs, to the top floor where an empty guest room beckoned.

      An open set of French windows let a cooling breeze into the room. We could look out over the house from out there, watching everyone acting crazy in the pool, but we were shielded by the fact that we were up so high. It was quiet and secluded.

      I kept hold of her hand as I led her out onto the balcony. She didn’t seem nervous to be alone with me. She looked around, seeming unaware of how much I wanted to kiss her.

      “I’m pretty sure my house would fit on this floor.”

      “Arthur’s dad is a financial guru.” I laughed.

      “Lucky for Arthur,” she replied looking around.

      Suddenly, without warning, I leaned forward and pressed my lips to hers, waiting for her reaction. She froze for a moment, and then relaxed against me, fingers trailing over my biceps.

      She didn’t pull away, instead slowly returning my kiss as she whimpered against my lips. I felt the tremor run through her body, and knew I had to have her.

      “Do you want to stop? We can go back downstairs or just ditch the party and grab a bit to eat or something.”

      “I’ve wanted this for a long time,” she replied looking deeply into my eyes.

      Now I was fucked.

      I had no doubt if she looked down, she could see the degree of desire I had for her. I kissed her hungrily as I nudged her onto her back on the bed.

      My hands rubbed up and down her bared back, making her shiver harder when my fingers brushed her spine.

      Her skin was soft, and I could taste the sweet vanilla on her lips.

      The same innocent scent of hers that always drove me wild.

      I pulled her body close to mine, running my hand down the slick fabric of her dress. Her skin was covered in goosebumps, and she whimpered slightly as I kissed her even harder. I pulled back slightly and rubbed my tongue over her lips before pulling back.

      “You’re so fucking gorgeous.”

      She swallowed, and smiled.

      Is she blushing?

      Fuck. Her innocence alone almost drove me over the fucking edge.

      I drove my lips to hers.

      My hand was cupping her breast through her dress. I teased my thumb across her hard nipple through the fabric. She moaned as I unfastened her dress at the back of her neck and slid the fabric down off her breasts.

      “Holy shit, you are hot as hell,” I breathed, meaning every word. My dick throbbed harder and harder. I didn’t know how much longer I could actually wait.

      But I wanted her to enjoy it too. I buried my face between her breasts, and then eagerly sucked one of her nipples into my mouth.

      She went rigid, and then a hard shudder went through her as I suckled her hard. Her thighs clenched around one of mine; her hips rocked enticingly. “Oh!” she gasped. “Oh… that feels so good, oh God...”

      I feasted on her, moving from one nipple to the other and sucking them roughly as she squirmed and begged for more under me. Her hips humped against my leg in reaction to every pull of my mouth; she crooned and dug her nails against my back.

      I curled my hips and ran the bulge of my groin against her through the dress, so that she rubbed on my cock instead of my leg. It felt so good: every shudder and shimmy, whether her hips circled or rocked. Every little movement made me want her pussy more.

      Was she ready? Did she want it? I slid a hand under her dress and rubbed her through her panties, making her moans go deeper, lustier. Her panties were soaked with her juices. She wanted it.

      Finally, I forced myself to raise my head to see her reaction and if I should stop. The last thing I wanted was for our first time to be anything less than 100% what she wanted.

      Both of us were out of breath, our hearts beating wildly in our chests as we pressed against each other. I could hear her breathing heavily, our bodies moving over one another. “Oh God, I’ve never wanted to fuck someone so much in my life.”

      I raised myself over her, hips still nestled against hers, pressing my bulge against her. “Say you want it.”

      “You have to say yes,” I whispered. “That’s the only way this is going down.”

      She closed her eyes and tilted her head back as I ran my tongue down her neck and back up to her earlobe. I sucked it into my mouth and moved my hand up to her breast, squeezing tightly. She moaned softly, lost in my hands.

      “Yes,” she said breathlessly. “Don’t you dare stop.”
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      He smiled a devilishly cocky smile that nearly drove me over the edge.

      Broad chest heaving, his coffee-colored hair hanging over his drowsy dark eyes.

      I could feel his cock throbbing hard as he rubbed it against my aching pussy through two layers of fabric.

      Holy fuck, is this happening?

      I was riding a wave of bliss that only intensified when he pulled off his shirt eagerly to reveal his powerful chest.

      I’m going to lose my v-card to Martin freaking Ferrel.

      He leaned forward, pressing his well-shaped lips back against mine. I melted right into his arms, bare breasts rubbing against warm slabs of muscle. His hands were exploring underneath my skirt and it was all I could do not to grab ahold and grind against them like some sex-crazed maniac.

      More.

      More of his hands, more of his mouth, more of his skin sliding against mine. I worked up the nerve to rub that throbbing bulge and he groaned against my mouth. I had wanted Martin Ferrel since I was old enough to crush on a guy.

      Did I ever expect to be in this position?

      Hell no.

      But I wasn’t going to talk myself out of it.

      I silenced the voice inside telling me to stop. To slow down. To walk away.

      The voice could go to hell for all I cared. I wanted this.

      Martin’s mouth on my nipple brought me back to the moment. Every flick of his tongue sent electric jolts of pleasure through me; I squirmed under him, feeling his hands undress me but unable to do anything about it but moan and squirm and cling to him.

      I was about to have sex with the guy I had always wanted. I wanted him to have my full attention. I reached up and ran my fingers through his hair as he raised his head, closing my eyes and leaning into his kiss. He parted my lips with his tongue and pushed my dress down to my hips; I lifted them and he slid the dress off, tossing it away into the semi dark. Now I was lying there in my panties.

      He sat back to look at me, eyes bright with desire, then reached up and started rubbing me through my panties again. The heel of his hand pushed against my mound, sending little jolts of pleasure through my clit. I squirmed and moaned, feeling an aching emptiness inside of me that I wanted him to fill.

      “You’re a goddess,” he said breathlessly.

      I decided to be brave. I reached up and grasped the band of his pants, toying with his fly. I undid his button and slowly slid his zipper down, looking up at him with the sexiest grin I could manage.

      He slid off the bed to take his pants off, retrieving a condom from his back pocket before tossing away his jeans. He tore the packet open and turned around as he rolled the condom on. His cock looked as big as my forearm; if I hadn’t been so turned on, it would have frightened me a little. The rubber sheath stretched over it tightly.

      I wanted it inside me. When his hand went from rubbing me through my panties to pulling them down, I lifted my hips to help.

      He leaned up and pressed his lips against mine, his hand stopping just above my clit. I gasped, feeling the heat intensify between my legs. I was nervous, but I was going to push through it. I was not going to miss out on this opportunity.

      Martin laid down next to me and ran his hand up my thigh, rubbing his hand over my mound. I gasped, feeling his fingers spread my folds apart and slide through my juices. He rubbed up and around my clit, sending waves of heat up through my chest. Each stroke felt better than the last, until I was humping his hand eagerly.

      He moved back down and slowly pushed his finger inside of me, leaning forward and kissing my lips. I moaned, feeling him pushing and pulling inside of me, thrusting his long finger firmly, making me hotter and wetter by the second. Another finger slid into me; his thumb propped against my clit.

      I had never been fingered before; I fell apart under his hands, unable to do anything but thrash and make noises. He sat up and watched me writhe, pulling out and rubbing and circling my clit alone for a second.

      I groaned, feeling the heat building in my belly, my hands grasping the sheets beside me. When he slid his fingers into me again, he added a third, pushing me closer to climax. I screamed out, covering my mouth to muffle the sound.

      “Your pussy feels so good. I can’t wait to get inside you.” His thumb rocked faster against my clit. “Say you want it, baby.”

      “Oh yes,” I cooed, trembling on the edge of something I barely understood. I wanted more pleasure, so much that I ached for it; if I didn’t get my aching pussy filled with him soon, I felt like I might die. “Oh yes, yes, do it.”

      He parted my thighs, chest heaving, eyes wide with something like wonder. He bent over me, tucking the head of his cock between my slick, swollen lips.

      He kissed me roughly as he pushed his dick slowly inside of me, a hoarse groan vibrating his lips. Each slow thrust pushed him a little deeper inside of me; he trembled hard with each one, low sounds of pleasure in his throat. His back arched, pulling his lips from mine.

      “Oh baby, your pussy feels so good.....”

      It hurt, but at the same time, felt incredible. He pushed deeper, stopping and kissing me passionately before sliding forward again. “Yeah...” he purred as he started to hitch his hips faster against me.

      We moved together convulsively, panting into each other’s mouths, his hips hitching his cock in and out of me fast as he groaned with bliss and called me his baby. My pleasure hovered near climax, edging a little further up with every movement of his body, until I swooned under him, my pussy a tight knot of need around his surging dick.

      Martin groaned, holding my arms above my head as I wrapped my legs around him, thrusting my hips upward and feeling him sink even deeper.

      “Sweet Jesus, baby, you feel so good, oh...,” he moaned in my ear.

      The tenderness in his voice, that soft note of worship, almost set me off by itself. I lifted my hips against him, softly whispering for more.

      Letting go of one hand, he grabbed my hip and pressed deep into me, as far as he would go, filling me up completely. This time our cries chorused.

      I had never felt so close to anyone in my entire life. The bliss swelled inside of me, even as his frantic movements sent jolts of pleasure through me. “Don’t stop;” I whimpered, shimmying around his shaft as he drove it into me.

      I threw my head back, moaning loudly as he continued to pound, his cock moving feverishly inside of me.

      “Look at me baby,” he said.

      I opened my eyes and stared up at him as he gripped my hands, my thighs quivering around his roughly pumping hips.

      “Your turn,” he murmured as he drove his dick into me hard enough to shake the king-sized bed. I didn’t realize what he meant until he slowed down and slid a hand between us. His thumb worked between the top of my lips and propped against my clit, rubbing it with every jolt his cock sent through my body.

      I gasped, still feeling the heat in my belly getting hotter by the moment. He let go of my hands and ran his hand down my thigh, pushing down as his cock adjusted inside of me. He reached up under my back and laid flat, rolling me over on top of him. I put my hands down on his chest, pulling my knees under me. At first, I was nervous, but as soon as I slid down his shaft, I lost all inhibition. He reached up and grabbed my tits as I started to slowly bounce up and down. I swayed my hips in a circle, rubbing my clit against him. Then, he pushed down on my hips and helped me move faster, grinding quickly against him as my moans grew louder.

      He sped up, his hard belly slapping against mine, hips pounding and thumb brushing m clit, making each thrust feel better than the last. I started grinding violently against him, pushing back hard against his surging dick and the elegant swirl of his thumb.

      I screamed out, arching my chest forward as my pussy tightened around his cock.

      Burning pleasure erupted through me; I convulsed under him, thrashing and sobbing in sheer bliss as all that tension released in long waves.

      He groaned loudly, face tense with rising pleasure as my spasms massaged his shaft

      “Oh God that feels even better—oh you feel so good...” He pounded hard and fast, sending fresh ripples of pleasure through me as his moans went high and desperate.

      His hips pushed down on mine hard suddenly and I felt a rush of heat deep in my pussy. His cock jerked violently inside of me, sending more rushes of heat into me; he trembled so hard that I knew he was feeling the same ecstasy he had given me.  I held him, cooing encouragement, as his dick spent itself and he shuddered with bliss.

      I love you so much.

      He lay there holding me tightly, his body strangely rigid after climaxing so hard. “Fuck, that was amazing,” he panted as his erection relaxed inside of me.

      We lay together for several minutes before he suddenly let me go and sat up.

      “How do you feel, baby?” he asked me.

      “Amazing.”

      If I was honest, I was shocked at the fact that we had just had sex and I had lost my virginity. It had felt so intense, and so very good. And it had been with exactly the right guy. I remembered him moaning and trembling in my arms, calling me his baby, making me come for the first time in my life.

      It was a dream come true.

      All I wanted was more.

      He smiled at me and sat over on the end of the bed, sitting and looking down at me. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I just laid there watching him back. He smiled again. A satisfied smile, friendly, grateful. And a hint of something else I couldn’t name.

      Tenderness maybe?

      Before I could invite him back into bed with me, a loud crash and chaos erupted beyond the bedroom door. Martin jumped up and threw on his shirt before running over to see what was going on.

      “Goddammit!” he swore.

      I sat up, holding the covers over my bare breasts. “What’s wrong?” I asked as the noise from outside the room reached a crescendo.

      “Drunk assholes fighting, that’s what’s wrong. I have to go,” he said, hopping into his shoes before running out the door to help break up the fight.

      Disappointed at being left alone naked in the room, but warmed by his chivalrous and brave nature, I began gathering my clothes, noticing a slight wetness on my thigh. I thought it odd but since we’d used a condom, I didn’t dwell on it. I would learn later that I should’ve been more concerned.

      I hummed some cheesy song to myself as I dressed, smoothing down my hair and stepping out into the hallway.

      I looked down to see that the fight had been broken up and that Martin and one of the other baseball players were trying to restore order in the living room.

      Before I could reach the stairs though, I was approached by Cindy Stone, Martin’s ex. She gave me a snarky look that frankly made me want to punch her, and shook her head.

      “Can I help you with something Cindy?” I asked, annoyed by her appraisal of me.

      “It’s just sad, that’s all,” she said in a sickeningly sweet voice.

      “What is?”

      “Listen, I don’t want to burst your bubble or anything but I think you should know the truth about Martin.”

      Oh this ought to be good, I thought to myself.

      “And what is this truth you’re so eager to share with me Cindy?”

      “That your little escapade in there was just a bet.”

      My blood ran cold.

      Lying cold hearted bitch.

      “Some of the other guys dared Martin to deflower a virgin tonight. I mean unless I’m wrong and that wasn’t your first time. I mean, I know you and Bobby dated for a while but he’s such a gentleman and I never got the impression that the two of you had slept together.”

      “You’re lying,” I said.

      “I wish I was.” She paused momentarily, savoring her satisfaction from fucking with my head.

      “Oh and that fight you just heard break-out… well let’s just say that was a part of Martin’s plan also. He wanted an easy exit after scoring your V....”

      Before she could say anything else, I pushed past her and headed for the bathroom.

      I knew Cindy was a vindictive bitch, but it was hard to deny her story had legitimacy. I was in fact a virgin. At least I was. I’d only revealed that to a few people in my life. But, how the hell did she know? And did that mean everyone in this fucking party knew it?

      God!

      And Martin did in fact leave abruptly. He didn’t have to just leave like that, even if there was a fight.

      Had the part about Martin wanting me like I wanted him for so long been just another part of the lie. How could I let myself believe that?

      Stupid. Stupid. Stupid!

      I’d given him my virginity on a silver platter. Just like that. Psshhh. Gone.

      I dialed Bobby’s number.

      “Hey,” he said. “Where you at?”

      “Oh, God,” I said, bursting into tears as soon as I heard his voice. “I really fucked up, Bobby. I need you to get me out of here.”

      “I’ll get the car ready.”

      “Go around the back,” I said. I didn’t want to take my walk of shame through a crowd of classmates. I dried my eyes, jaw set with determination and left with my head held high.

    

  







            Rene

          

          

        

    

    






Present Day (12 Years Later)

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “You ready for this?” Jenny peered across our scratched wooden table at me, her small, heart-shaped face a mirror of mine at her age. She had my blue eyes too, and her hair had my curl to it but was much darker.

      Like her father’s.

      One eyebrow raised, she waited for my answer as I hesitated, her fork poised distractedly above a mound of scrambled eggs.

      “No. Of course not,” I said truthfully, smiling at her. I tried never to lie to my daughter. The world was full of bullshit, and she sure didn’t need more of it from her only real parent.  “Eat your breakfast, honey. We have to leave soon.”

      The subway rumbled past underneath our small apartment, rattling the dishes in their one narrow cupboard and knocking over the peppershaker. My daughter caught it distractedly before it could spill.

      “So you’re first-day-of-school nervous?” She still wasn’t eating. Just my luck to get a daughter as stubborn as I was.

      I glanced at the clock on the wall. We had fifteen minutes before I had to clear dishes, get us bundled up and out the door: her to school, and me to my very first case as a Salt Lake City PD Internal Affairs officer.

      It had been a long climb to get there, especially after finding myself pregnant just as I started college. I would never have told Jenny this, but the first three years after her birth were the hardest of my life. My dad had still been dealing with all the hospital bills and had been in no position to help me. Her father...well, the less I thought about him, the better.

      We were still living a little close to the bone, but that would soon change. Being  IA messed with your reputation among fellow cops, but as long as you didn’t break down from the things you discovered about Salt Lake’s finest, you made damn good money. With my kid’s quality of life riding on my decisions, and few friends in the department thanks to my newness, applying for the position had been an easy choice. But now I was actually facing the consequences, and the whole idea made my stomach hurt.

      “Cops don’t like people who investigate other cops, honey,” I explained as she finally started eating again. “But my job’s necessary. I help keep them honest.”

      “Good. I hate bad cops. But that’s why you’re nervous? You think they’ll bully you?” Her orange juice disappeared in two gulps.

      “I’m not scared of a bully. Bullies are usually wimps who talk big,” I reminded her, hoping to ease her mind. “More worried about being too nervous to do a good job.” I took a big bite of English muffin before double-checking the contents of my purse.

      “That’s bullshit,” she encouraged in her edgy, tween way, tossing her ponytail over her shoulder. “Of course you’ll do great.”

      I smirked, shaking my head at her. “Watch your mouth, kid. And thanks.”

      After her assurances, we packed up and headed out. I dropped her off at school, her last week there since we were moving back to my hometown. I hated to pull Jenny out of school right after it started, but she’d only been in sixth grade for two weeks. I hoped the move would be easy for her. Thankfully, she’d stayed with my dad during the summer a lot, so she’d made friends. The commute would be a bit of a bitch for me, but we’d be closer to my dad and Jenny would be able to attend a much smaller school. The move home, in my opinion, was a great choice for both of us.

      As I drove to the station, I actually felt pretty good about starting my new position…until I reached the precinct parking lot. I got there twenty minutes early, thermos of home-brewed coffee in hand, determined to make a good impression. But I realized I wasn’t quite ready to get out of the car yet.

      I sat in the front seat of my little car, staring out the window at the police station in front of me. I pulled the mirror down and checked my eyeliner and smoothed my hair. I usually felt some trepidation right there as I looked at myself in the mirror, though I had zero idea why. I’d never done anything wrong that might elicit that response. But it happened just the same. And on that particular day, I was there not to file paperwork or as part of my training, but to investigate a fellow cop.

      I’d left some files on cold cases on the front seat after taking them home to review the night before, so I shoved them back into my briefcase. I was on time and ready to go—in everything but spirit. I reminded myself that I had committed to this job and would see it through. My dad would expect nothing less from me. I decided to call my dad, who was, after all, my inspiration to rise high in the police force.

      My father had supported me in everything I’d ever wanted to do, even when it hadn’t been the most popular choice. After my mother had died when I was hardly more than a baby, it had only been my dad and me. And he had always had my back. Keeping the baby, not going after child support because I was determined not to count on anyone else for the well-being of my daughter. But when it came to climbing the ladder in law enforcement, part of my reason for doing so was my dad. He’d wanted me to reach my goal, and my goal was to make him proud.

      I’d always wanted to make him proud, even when it wasn’t a big deal. I had been biking around as a traveling notary in Salt Lake City at nineteen when other college students had been applying for food stamps. I had earned scholarships for college. He was the only family I had left now, besides Jenny, and I’d worked hard to make sure he was proud of me. And so my daughter had someone to look up to.

      “Hey Dad.”

      “Good morning!” he exclaimed through the phone. “Ready for your first day?”

      “A bit nervous, if I’m being honest,” I confessed.

      “If you weren’t, I’d call you stupid,” he said in his no-nonsense way.

      I chuckled. “True. It’s a good nervous too.”

      “You’re gonna do great!” Dad was my biggest fan, always had been. “So when are you signing on the house?”

      “Already did,” I told him. “Jenny and I will be down this weekend with the rest of our stuff, and the move will be complete.”

      “Thank God,” he said, and I heard the teasing note in his voice. “My garage is packed full of junk.”

      “Blah blah, Dad,” I answered, laughing again. “I’ll have it out by Sunday.”

      “I’m kiddin’, girl,” he retorted, his rumbling laugh soothing to my nerves. “Listen here, you get outta that car and quit sittin’ in the parkin’ lot like a weirdo.”

      My eyes narrowed as I glanced around. “Are you spying on me?”

      He laughed again. “Nope. Just know how you are.”

      “Bye, Dad. Love you.”

      “Love you, girl. Good luck!”

      I ended the call and felt much more confident. I stepped out of the car and put on my suit jacket, buttoning the dove-gray tweed beneath my breasts and hastily pulling down on my matching pencil skirt. On a clear, dry autumn day like this, static made the fabric ride up my silk half-slip. I reached into the back and grabbed the heels I took off while driving and slipped them on, smiling at a couple of cops walking past me in the parking lot.

      They nodded their heads and lifted their eyebrows, looking down at the insignia on the side of my new department-issue car. The boys didn’t like it when Internal Affairs was sniffing around. It meant one of their own had done something wrong, and no one liked the idea of a crooked cop.

      And these men and women defended their own as if they were truly siblings, brothers and sisters of the badge. They wouldn’t protect the person if he or she really had committed some crime, but they had an innate fear of IA. We put our own behind bars, after all.

      I stiffened my spine and started toward the police station. It’s not them. They may know who it is, might even be pissed off at the guy. I don’t necessarily represent the enemy to them. Just trouble at the precinct. Calm down. My private pep talk was almost finished. Keep your head up and remember you’re doing a job that needs to be done.

      I caught myself grasping the handle of my briefcase tightly, trying not to let my hands shake. The case felt heavier than normal, like it was carrying my hopes, dreams, and fears inside. I loosened my grip a touch. I had to focus on the fact that I had earned the job and the office upstairs. I was qualified for it, and now I had to show my bosses what I was made of. I knew I could knock this case out of the damn park.

      But since it was my first day at this precinct, my new home station, and the potential bad cop had been at this station for a good portion of his career, I was nervous. I didn’t have the guy’s name or file in my hands yet, had to go up to the office to retrieve it from my boss.

      As the youngest woman ever to be promoted to Internal Affairs in the Salt Lake City Police Department, I would be watched closely, hence my first case was in my station. It was a sticky job, investigating cops, especially when you were one of them, but it was a necessary part of keeping everyone on the right side of the law.

      Just like anything else in the world, there were bad cops, and some of them literally tried to get away with murder while hiding behind their badges. In order for the force to follow its mission for the public and maintain a clean image, those guys needed to be found and taken care of quickly and quietly. I wanted to help improve the police force. I also wanted to prove that the promotion was warranted and deserved.

      The lobby was bustling with uniforms, lawyers, perps, civilians coming to make reports or leaving with loved ones they had picked up from the lock-up.

      I passed a tall, hefty woman smacking her still-drunk teenage son on her way out the door and chuckled quietly. I headed straight for the stairs when I walked in the building. IA was on the second floor and I hated elevators. I hurried up, dropped my bags in my office, which I had yet to decorate, and headed to my boss’s office so I could get the file. This would be my first case, as I was fresh out of training. I still didn’t quite understand why it had ended up on my desk, but now that it had, I was going to chase it to its conclusion.

      “Morning, Captain,” I said after knocking on her door.

      “Good morning,” she replied, her reading glasses perched on the end of her nose. Captain Morgan O’Reilly looked a bit like a librarian, but she was a hard-ass cop who hated dirty cops. She fought her way up the ladder in a male-dominated business, and she did her job well, without any apology.

      Hating dirty cops was easy for her, and she hated that her job was necessary.

      I aspired to be like her.

      “Got that case for me?”

      She lifted a file and handed it over. “Good luck.”

      I didn’t open the folder, lifting an eyebrow at her. “Is it a bad one?”

      She sighed and gave me the rundown. “The case involves a suspended officer and some stolen money from the evidence lock up. Not an unusual case for Internal Affairs; kind of an easy one to start on your first day.”

      I chuckled. “Are you kidding?”

      “Yes. Like I said, good luck,” she repeated, a small smile on her face. “Allegedly, this guy took a lot of money, so it’s a felony if he’s guilty.”

      I nodded, frowning down at the case file but not opening it. I’d wait until I got to my office. “Is a meeting set up?”

      “You’re meeting him and his captain this morning at ten, so you better get reading,” she ordered. “You need something, come see me.”

      As I returned to my office, clutching the case file, I thought about the basics of the case. The evidence room was often used as a personal store for corrupt cops. Even otherwise normal, law-abiding officers could be tempted to snatch a wad of bills here, an ounce of pot there. They usually attempted to cover it up, though, instead of stealing a shit ton at one time and leaving a paper trail. Which is what this guy had allegedly done.

      So either he was a criminal and a complete overconfident dumbass, a criminal with an ulterior motive, or innocent and being framed. The last one was so rare, I was tempted to discount it right out of the gate. However, I’d learned from my father that everyone deserves a chance at justice, no matter how guilty they appeared.

      When I reached my office, I glanced at the statement, and there was something about the blatant nature of the crime that struck me as odd. Sure, it might be as simple as it looked. He’d had a lapse in judgment, maybe got drunk or high or went through a bad breakup and stole a shit ton of money without doing anything to cover his tracks. And naturally if he is guilty, he’s trying to get out of it.

      An investigation was definitely necessary. As I continued reading, I reached the bottom and noted the signature, which was a little hard to read. I flipped the paper and found the cop’s name.

      “Fuck!”

      A curse word, normal in the precinct, slipped through my lips when I read who it was: Martin Ferrel.

      “What the fuck,” I breathed as I fell into my chair.

      Martin Ferrel was the boy who had taken my virginity on a dare and left me with a baby that had nearly ruined my future. Luckily, I’d had my dad to encourage me, and Jenny was the best thing that ever happened to me. I hadn’t bothered locating Martin when I’d found out because I didn’t need him or his fucking millions.  I had decided the best course of action was to raise my child alone.

      I hadn’t seen Martin since the moment he had left to break up a fight and his ex had told me the truth about him. That had been almost thirteen years ago, and a lot had changed. And not just because of the child he didn’t even know about.

      I checked up on the guy, I thought with a frown. Once, but I had, when my baby and I had been crammed into a studio with foam taped over the broken windows so the heat didn’t escape. I’d thought about contacting him and demanding help with the child he knew nothing about because he’d run off to chase his dreams. A child who was now the light of my life, who I would sacrifice anything for.

      Eight years ago, he was jet-setting the world and making local news working his way into the major leagues.

      I assumed he was with some major league team somewhere, not a dirty cop in Salt Lake City stealing money from evidence lockers. I bet the story of his career change was interesting, but I had no desire to hear it. I didn’t even want to take the case; technically, there was a conflict of interest.

      I especially didn’t want him to know about Jenny. The two of us were doing just fine without him entering our lives and screwing everything up. I thought seriously about taking the file back to my boss and asking for a different one. But I knew better. I’d have to explain why I didn’t want to take the case, that our past as well as the fact that he was the father of my child, was a conflict of interest and would get me out of it, but then rumors would start flying. The new chick in IA fucked Ferrel and had his kid. Yeah, he didn’t even know he had a kid. Cops liked gossip as much as anybody.

      What the hell is this? Karma?

      My chance to get him back?

      I don’t fucking want him back.

      I don’t even want to see the guy.

      I’d have to take the case, clear it as quickly as possible, whether he was guilty or innocent, and go on about my career.

      I sucked in a deep breath as I read the case, putting my past behind me and focusing on making a future for my daughter and me.

      A few minutes before ten, I headed back downstairs, armed with a fresh coffee and the knowledge imparted to me by the case file. Since I was new to this precinct, I wasn’t sure where to go and didn’t want to wander around looking lost. The officer at the front desk looked almost as young as Jenny from the neck up and had a powerlifter’s body from the neck down. I blinked into his blue eyes for a moment and cleared my throat.

      “Detective Cole with Internal Affairs,” I announced, handing him my badge. “I’m meeting with Captain Riggs, but I’m not sure where his office is.”

      “Right, you’re the new IA detective,” the officer said, glancing over my shield and handing it back. “Through the doors and straight ahead. You’ll see his office on the right.”

      “Thank you,” I said, putting my badge back on my hip and waiting for him to buzz the door open. I walked down the hall into the bullpen, where the other cops were busy at work and the phones were ringing like crazy.

      Look at this place. I’d have gone nuts by now if I were still working in the pen. I glanced around the room, finding the captain’s office and walking over, knocking on the door frame. Inside, the man sitting across the desk from the captain stiffened slightly but didn’t look my way. I had plenty of time to compose myself before facing Martin Ferrel for the first time in thirteen years.

      Captain Riggs looked up and smiled at me warmly, waving me in as he stood up. He was a big man with a craggy, dark face and a hundred-watt, Hollywood smile. “Good to see you again, Detective. I’m sorry to call you down here on your first day here, but we need this mess resolved fast.”

      “No problem, Captain. I came prepared.” I walked in briskly, glancing again at the mess in question.

      His hair was short and black, his shoulders broad and his cologne spicy, but I hadn’t seen his face yet. He was wearing a leather jacket instead of a suit coat. For pity’s sake, show a little class when you’re under investigation.

      “Good to know. Congratulations on your promotion, by the way.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” I said, shaking his hand. “Captain Oswald said to tell you hello.”

      “Ah, how is he?”

      Captain Oswald had been my captain my first few years on the job and had recommended me for IA. He was also the reason I was on an almost first name basis with Captain Riggs. Something which my suspect seemed weirdly uncomfortable with, I noticed as he shifted in his seat.

      “Grumpy as ever.” I chuckled. “But really good.”

      “Good. I’m glad to hear it,” he said, looking down as his phone rang. “Excuse me one second.”

      “Of course,” I said, turning around to glance at the officer in question.  I braced myself as my eyes fell on him. Sitting there in his civilian clothes looking at me was Martin Ferrel, the asshole who’d taken my heart and my special first time and run off. And I was forced to face him in front of the captain with both of our careers on the line.

      Anxiety ran through my entire body. I looked at the captain as he talked harshly on the phone to someone in the pit.

      Of all the cases in all the precincts, I had to end up with this one as my very first. I breathed deeply, released the breath, and composed my expression, trying not to show any surprise or even recognition of the fact that I knew him.

      I had a well-practiced poker face, and hopefully, it would save me. The last thing I needed was for the captain to find out this man, a possible crooked cop, and I had a past. Not only would it jeopardize my first assignment, but it would also be incredibly embarrassing if my boss and coworkers discovered Martin Ferrel, who was apparently a complete shit bag of a police officer, and I shared a child.

      Maybe I should have known he would end up like this. Not in baseball at all, but in a place where his irresponsible crap can cause the most harm possible.

      “Detective Cole,” Captain Riggs said after hanging up the phone. “I apologize. We’re working on a nasty homicide case, and a few of my officers have apparently forgotten what chain of command is.”

      “No problem,” I said, brushing aside his apology, thankful for the opportunity to further compose myself.

      “Let me introduce you to the accused, Detective Martin Ferrel.” He turned to the sullen man. “Detective, this is Detective Rene Cole. She’ll be handling the investigation.” His voice was stern as he spoke to his officer. “She’s in control of everything that happens to you from here on out, so I suggest you comply, speak politely, and do as you’re told. No room for showboating. This is your last chance.”

      “Captain,” Martin answered, turning toward me and putting out his hand as if we’d never met. I couldn’t tell if he recognized me or not, which was another thorn under my fingernail. “Nice to meet you, Detective Cole.”

      He was even better looking at thirty than he had been at eighteen. There was no boyishness to him anymore; his face had lost its roundness, his eyes their innocence. But I detected an infuriating hint of amusement in those eyes.

      The BASTARD does recognize me.

      I looked down at his hand and back up at him with a straight face. I didn’t want to shake his hand, but I could feel the captain staring a hole in the side of my head. I reached out, grasped it, and shook hastily. The old electricity was still there, jolting up my arm hotly. Fuck! Immediately my body stiffened from the feeling of his skin against mine. Don’t let it show! I forced myself to relax and hide the fact that he was having any kind of effect on me.

      As I stared at Martin’s slowly growing shit-eating grin, I couldn’t help but think that he was guilty of the crime. My eyes narrowed. You did it, didn’t you? You’re guilty. You expect to just charm your way out of consequences. Idiot. He looked like a player, much like he had when we were kids. Only I hadn’t seen it back then because I had been too damn smitten with him and with the idea of losing my virginity to him.

      If I could have arrested him at that moment, I was pretty sure my hand would have already been on my handcuffs. But I had to play by the book. No matter what my gut said, no matter what I felt about the prick, and how guilty he looked, I would find the truth.

      Justice would be served.

      Martin looked like a complete dickhead, smiling with his front of innocence. It made my heart race and my skin crawl thinking about how he had probably been laughing on the inside. But I would investigate this case the right way, because unlike him, I had integrity. I forced a smile and stared into his mirthful eyes.

      “Nice to meet you, Detective,” I said, my voice even and sure. “This process can be long and tedious, but it is necessary. We want to connect all the dots and find all avenues of either clearing your name or formally charging you with a crime. We take this seriously, and we hope you will too.”

      I tried to ignore the irritation in my stomach, remembering that my bias against Martin could not interfere with my investigation. I had to make the case a fair one and not let my personal hatred of my daughter’s father get the best of me. It would be difficult, but I was up to the task.

      Adversity had made me tough.

      Adversity was all I knew.

      “We’ll need to conduct a formal interview,” I said to the captain. “Detective Ferrel is allowed his counsel during all discussions, just like a normal interrogation.”

      Martin leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his broad chest as he looked at me confidently. “I don’t need a lawyer,” he said. “I’m innocent and have nothing to hide.”

      “So, you’re waiving your right to counsel then?” Captain Riggs asked, eyebrows raised.

      “I am waiving my right to counsel,” he replied smugly. “It’ll just be Detective Cole and me hashing it all out.”

      I stared at him, judging him. What the hell is your game? Do you think you can charm and trick me twice? I set my jaw, determining again to set aside my past, but the damn thoughts kept creeping in.

      “Alright, then,” Captain Riggs said, spreading his hands wide. “Detective Cole, are you ready to begin?”

      “I’m ready,” I confirmed. “We can head over to the interrogation room.”

      “I’ll show you the way,” he offered, walking around the desk and out the door. Martin rose and walked out behind him, forcing me to trail after them like an unimportant afterthought.

      I stared at his back as I trudged behind them, feeling an intense dislike for him. The fact that he was devilishly handsome and filled with confidence, as he had been as a teenager, was unfair. But I would be professional every step of the way and conduct this investigation with every ounce of integrity I possessed.

      Captain Riggs stopped outside of the interrogation room and unlocked it for me. “You need anything, let the duty officer know at the front desk.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” I answered with a smile. He nodded at me, then gave Martin a stern look before walking away. I glanced at him as well, noting the arrogant smirk on a face. I hesitated in front of the door as Martin stepped aside for me.

      “After you,” he said, gesturing for me to go ahead of him.

      I rolled my eyes and led Martin into the room, shutting the door with a quiet snick. Once we were alone together, I stood still for a moment, staring at the steel locks, trying to gather myself. I was in a complicated situation, but I had to push forward. I kept telling myself I could do it as I walked to the table and pulled out the files and my digital recorder. I looked down at the machine, running my finger over the button as I gathered my courage.

      “Before we start, let’s be clear. Anything you say in this room will be recorded for investigative and possible prosecution purposes,” I informed him, looking him in the eye. “Understood?”

      “Understood,” he replied with a succinct nod.

      I pressed record and sat down to face him
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      The cold metal chair numbed my ass as I sat in the interrogation room, waiting for Detective Cole’s questions.

      Fucking hell. I was screwed and I knew it.

      Of all the agents in the department, I had to answer to Rene  Cole, the girl I’d slept with before I left for college. I’d managed to deeply upset her in the process, or possibly after, and judging by her current attitude, she carried the mother of all grudges.

      I still wasn’t one hundred percent sure what I’d done wrong that night. I had had her consent. I had made sure she had enjoyed it. I had even called her multiple times after to make sure she was okay, even though she’d never answered. I’d gone over the whole thing over and over for years afterward to no avail. Maybe she was pissed that I’d left to stop the fight? But I couldn’t let a bunch of drunk idiots trash my friend’s house.

      My thoughts were spiraling out of control, thinking about the stupid interrogation, the whole evidence-room issue, my career, Rene, and everything in between. I’d worked hard to become a cop after my baseball career had ended abruptly, and now all that effort was about to go whirling down the shitter. I had wanted to make my dad proud and follow in his footsteps. If I couldn’t play ball anymore, I could at least be an honorable man who upheld the law just like he had been.

      The worst part of it was I hadn’t committed the crime I was being accused of, but I couldn’t exactly prove it just yet. I would be the first one to admit I was a wild card and could push the envelope, but I wasn’t a thief. I would do anything I could to protect my career.

      But how the hell was I going to do that when the investigator they’d sent was clearly a woman scorned? Especially one who could get my dick hard even now, in the most uncomfortable goddamn circumstances possible?

      When she’d first entered the captain’s office, I’d known who she was immediately. The years might have taken the innocence from her eyes, but not their beauty or soft depths. With her stern face, though, I hadn’t been sure at first if she recognized me. However, after shaking her hand and seeing her reaction to our skin touching, I realized she knew exactly who I was, maybe even before walking into the room.

      I leaned back in my chair and stared across the table at Rene, who was making notes in her file. She was just as beautiful, if not more beautiful, than she had been thirteen years earlier. She had filled out, especially those smooth, luscious breasts I remembered sucking on so fondly. Before that night, I’d never realized how gratifying it could be to hear a woman moan and beg for more underneath me. Now, watching her more womanly curves push rebelliously against her demure outfit turned a sedate business look into something sinfully sexy.

      The way her hair was pulled back tightly, her form-fitting skirt suit and heels, and the way she rubbed the back of her pen against her lips was hot, hotter than I would have expected. The sexual attraction I felt for her bothered me almost as much as whatever lingering grudge she had against me.

      And she definitely still hated me. And she still wanted me, too, I was almost certain. Her body’s reaction to touching me wasn’t the only thing telling tales. The hard glint in her eye showed me that she already thought I was guilty of stealing that money from the evidence room. Or maybe she assumed my guilt because she was clouded by her hate for me. Either way, it wasn’t a very good sign for my future with the police department, or for my freedom.

      She would be a challenge to win over, thanks to our history if nothing else, but I wouldn’t give up. I was innocent. I would never steal from the department, or from anyone else, for that matter. My captain knew that, and the guys in my squad knew that, but they weren’t the ones I had to convince. I had to convince Rene Cole, and she was going to be a bit harder to prove that to than the guys I’d known during my five-year career as a cop.

      She had no reason at all to trust me, and probably had every reason not to trust me. Or thought she did. Either way, her little grudge was on the brink of fucking up my entire life.

      “Please state your name and rank for the record,” she said blandly.

      “Detective Martin Ferrel, homicide unit.” I had just received my detective’s badge that year. I had no desire to relinquish it over this charge. But how the hell do I get inside this woman’s head so I can get past her grudge against me?

      “Who’s your captain?” she asked.

      “Captain Daniel Riggs,” I replied. “Before him, it was Captain Michael Avery.”

      She nodded once and jotted down more notes. The scratch of her pen irritated me. She lifted her eyes, her expression emotionless. “Do you understand the crime you’re being accused of?”

      “Yes.” I sighed, not wanting to hear the gory details again.

      “Detective Ferrel, you have waived your right to counsel but are aware that you may answer or refuse to answer any questions asked. If you answer, you’re swearing that your testament is true to your best knowledge. Do you agree?”

      “Yes,” I said. I just wish I could get you to take me at my word.

      “How long have you worked for this precinct?”

      “I have been with the 33rd for three years.”

      “And where were you before?”

      “I was with the narcotics division across town,” I answered. That had been my first assignment after quitting baseball and finishing the academy. I had transferred as quickly as possible, thinking that dealing with murders had to be easier than dealing with what addicts did to themselves and to others. “I work homicides now, or I did until a couple weeks ago.”

      “And what did you do in narcotics?”

      More of that incessant, irritating scratching. The corner of my eye twitched, so I rubbed it. “Assist the evidence team in collection and documentation, guard the crime scene boundaries,” I listed. “We worked major city cases and at times assisted the Feds in larger cases with drug trafficking.”

      “And now?” She turned her steady gaze on me as I answered, as if watching and waiting for a screw up. I hoped she missed the eye tick, which could be interpreted as a sign of guilt rather than irritation.

      “The same, only with dead bodies,” I replied. “We’re a bit busier here in homicide.”

      She turned a page in her notebook. “Who’s your partner, and how long have you worked together?”

      “Detective Jordan Lopez is my partner, and we’ve been paired since I started in homicide,” I replied. “We trained together when we were rookies, started in narcotics together, and then she transferred to homicide a month after me. We’ve known each other for about seven years.” I paused and laughed, thinking about it. “She knows me better than my own mother.”

      I grinned, trying to coax a smile from her, especially since I assumed she remembered my mother was dead. It didn’t work, though, and I found myself in an even more awkward position. She was almost impervious to my charms, and it was   more than a little frustrating since I had to sit there all day and talk to her.

      She stared at me for a moment before opening my file and sitting back in her chair. She looked down at it, her eyes narrowing thoughtfully as she read the notes on my colorful career.

      “Your file is a mile long, considering you’ve only been a cop for five years,” she commented dryly. “And it’s not filled with accolades. Two years ago, you were cited for destruction of public property while representing the SLPD.” She looked up at me, a question, almost an accusation, in her eyes.

      Annoyance filtered through my brain, but I tried hard to hold on to a passive expression. “That was a car accident.”

      “You crashed your department-issue vehicle into a public fountain,” she replied, deadpan, her eyes saying she thought I was a piece of shit.

      I shrugged and tried for levity. “Some accidents are more spectacular than others.”

      She stared at me across the table for a few moments. I stared back, smirking; she sighed softly and continued in the same bland, remote voice as she read the contents of my file. “You’ve been investigated for injuring witnesses. You’ve been placed on strict paperwork duty twice for insubordination to a superior officer.” She glanced up at me, smirking

      “Oh, and here’s something interesting. While you were benched for insubordination” –I stiffened slightly at the intentionally sports metaphor— “you were disallowed unsupervised access to the evidence locker because evidence went missing after one of your visits.” She lifted an eyebrow as she looked up at me.

      I stared back impassively. Her attempt at intimidation was almost laughable. “If you read a little further into my file, you’ll notice I was cleared of that charge,” I pointed out.

      “That time,” she commented calmly, sending a surge of irritation through me, mostly because she was right. This time, the accusation might stick. Then they would look at the last case of the same type and start questioning whether it was a false accusation after all.

      I threw up a hand in exasperation. “Look, no one in this department has a crystal clean record. You’re not a rookie—you must know what it’s like in the pen and out on the streets. We work under duress most of the time.”

      I sighed as her expression remained skeptical, but she didn’t speak. “I won’t lie. I get passionate, that’s always been my way. I hate when a murderer walks free because I know he’ll do it again. My job is important to me. Solving cases is important to me, and doing the best job is important to me.” I licked my lips, staring back at her as she watched me quietly. “Following every damn rule and regulation? Kissing the ass of superiors I know are corrupt or not worth shit at their job? Worrying about public property when I’m chasing some fucking guy who kidnapped a kid? Not so important to me. And aside from the ones who actually know me, that doesn’t make me popular among the brass. But that doesn’t mean I’m not a good cop.”

      “Following the rules makes a good cop,” she retorted simply. “The rules are there for a reason.”

      “I sometimes bend the rules, but I never break them,” I said with a shrug. “If roughing up a perp a little saves a bunch of lives or finds the twelve-year-old victim’s body to take back to her parents, then I do what I have to.” I stared at her, suddenly disgusted with this perpetual innocent, this silly idealist. She had been an idealistic, by-the-book little girl at eighteen, and she hadn’t changed a bit. “You ever work the streets, Detective Cole?”

      “I’m not here to discuss my service record,” she responded, her tone bored. “I’m here to discuss yours and the possibility that you’ve been stealing from your own precinct. As well as the way you handle your business with this force.”

      “You think you’re above all of that? You aren’t.” I chuckled mirthlessly. “You feel righteous calling us bad cops. You forget what we did saved lives.”

      “Stealing from the evidence room saved no lives,” she retorted, speaking quickly. She stared at me implacably until some of my bravado drained away. In a cold, quiet voice, she continued, “You’re not going to bully me into agreeing with your ‘Oh you naïve, inexperienced girl’ act. One, you’re two months younger than me, two, you’ve been with SLPD half the time I have, and three, we both know you’re an irresponsible idiot with no idea how to act in sensitive situations. So drop the bullshit, all right?”

      I sat back in my seat, eyes wide, somewhere between shocked, impressed, and horny. “Whoa, sheath the claws there. My point is that my actions were for the greater good.”

      “How is stealing from an evidence locker ‘for the greater good’?” she mimicked, scoffing as if I were a criminal claiming innocence when everyone knew he was guilty.

      “I didn’t do anything like that,” I insisted, squashing a surge of anger. Her condemnation of me, that little speech she’d given with her arms folded across those luscious breasts, had told me everything I needed to know about how unsuitable she was for the job. Bias. That was the word. She had a grudge against me, so she had a bias against me. I could ask to have her replaced on the case if I wanted to play by the rules.

      But like I’d just told her, that wasn’t really my bag.

      “We could spend all day going through that record,” I said, tired of the back and forth. “But your investigation is about the money stolen from the evidence locker. Money I did not steal.”

      “Yes, my investigation is about the missing money,” she conceded, but she pointed at me as she continued. “Yet you came in here thinking you could argue me out of taking key evidence into account. This record, by your own words, gives an incomplete picture of the case. And it’s a picture that condemns you. But you’re still insisting you need neither legal counsel nor witnesses.” She underlined something in her notes twice. “Are you certain there’s no one I should talk to, to maybe get a better understanding of who you are and what you’ve been up to?”

      My head was pounding, and the idea of her interviewing Riggs, my partner, the guys in homicide, just depressed me. “No. You leave my partner and them out of it. If you actually read through my file top to bottom, instead of just skimming it and asking me questions it already answers, you’ll get all the information you need.”

      She gazed at me unblinking. “Just the record?”

      “It says everything.”

      “Well, if that’s the case, you’re screwed,” she snapped. “Because looking at this file, you seem more like a reckless liability to the department than a cop whose proclaimed innocence I should believe.” Her voice was hard as she spoke. “You look like the kind of cop used to shit being swept under the rug because you saved some lives once. We all save lives, but most of us keep a clean record doing it.”

      “Yeah.” I chuckled, shaking my head. “That’s a bullshit lie. This is all part of the whole Internal Affairs political game.”

      “No game, just facts,” she said, closing my file. “Captain Riggs didn’t even want to call me down here. I didn’t want to come. You screwed up, Detective, whether you admit it or not.” Her eyes flashed suddenly, and her finger jabbed at me briefly, as if the theft was personal.

      I could feel the coldness oozing from her. Her glare, infused with antagonistic fire, pierced me from across the table. Chills ran up my spine, and for the first time I worried maybe there was no way to charm her into believing that I was innocent. And the idea that what she said was possibly true slapped me hard in the face.

      Slowly my grin faded away, and I sucked in a deep breath, starting to think that maybe counsel wouldn’t be such a bad idea after all. She was even tougher and more together than she had been at eighteen, and she had the weight of all those rules and regulations behind her.

      But getting a lawyer was what every guilty person did. And I wasn’t guilty, no matter what kind of picture she wanted to paint of me. I had to make her understand that I hadn’t taken that money. And I wanted to be out of the mandatory suspension so I could help catch whoever had stolen the money and was setting my ass up.

      “I know you’re supposed to press me hard, to make me feel like shit,” I countered. “I know you think that if you push me, you’ll get a confession. I want to go on record, again, and say that I am not guilty of this bullshit. I did not take money from the evidence locker. I was framed.”

      “You have to do more than tell me you’re innocent,” she informed me, her lips pressed into a thin line. “You have to prove it.”

      I leaned forward and looked her in the eye. “No, actually, you have to prove that I’m not.”

      A slow, wicked smile spread across her face. “Oh, don’t worry. I will.”

      “That’s fine,” I replied, sitting back. “But I can promise you that if you do a real investigation instead of sitting here pounding me for information that doesn’t exist, that investigation will prove that I’m innocent. Until then, I refuse to say anything else until I my union-appointed lawyer is here.”

      Fuck, I feel like a coward. But there’s really no helping it. The damn lawyer can at least buy me some time.

      She blinked in surprise. “You want a lawyer now?”

      “I do.”

      I watched as she stared at me before lifting both her eyebrows and smirking. She shut my file and shook her head, sitting back in her chair. I crossed my arms over my chest and looked toward the viewing mirror, wondering if the captain had been watching. I burned with humiliation and wondered if she knew and was enjoying it.

      “Note that the accused is requesting an attorney. I’m suspending the interview until counsel is provided,” she said before shutting off the tape recorder.

      She stood up and put her files back in her briefcase, closing it with a snick and lifting it swiftly. She turned and left the room without a glance. No final sarcastic comment, no goodbye. She almost seemed relieved that I’d chosen to lawyer up—maybe because now, she wouldn’t have to interview me alone. But why was she so angry? More than angry, she’d seemed wary of me. What the fuck?

      I sat in the interrogation room tapping my fist on the table, not believing that the interview had taken this unexpected turn. Everything I’d worked so hard for was going right down the tubes because the investigator on my case hated me because we’d fucked a million years ago, and someone out there was trying to frame me for a crime I didn’t commit.

      It felt like an impossible situation, something I wasn’t used to being in. This woman had it out for me. She was going to crucify me in any way she could even though I was innocent. But I couldn’t prove it. Double fuck!

      I had to find a way to bring her over to my side, to make her believe I wasn’t guilty of what I’d been accused. But she wasn’t willing to listen. She’d already made up her mind about everything that had to do with the case, and she’d only just started on it. It was like she couldn’t even see the good things in my file, or in my character.

      I could tell, though, my touch still made her quiver, still made her muscles tense and her breathing increase. And as I thought about that, I decided I needed to flirt with her, maybe get her in my bed where I was sure she would fall right to my side, in more than one way. On top of that, she was hotter than hell, so it could only be a win-win situation for me. And I was sure she’d enjoy it. I’d had a lot of experience since our first night together. By the end of a night with me, she would be more willing to look at my point of view rather than killing my career.

      But something else was at play here. She seemed like a no-nonsense kind of woman, not the type who would let a one-night stand thirteen years ago bother her. Was there something else? Another reason for her to hate me? Fuck if I know.

      I put my hands on the table and stopped for a second, feeling a pang of guilt blowing through me. Could I really use her to clear my name? It would be a fucked up thing to do, but judging by her anger, there were still feelings there. I really didn’t want to play on them.

      But what other choice did I have? What was I supposed to do if I couldn’t get her to listen?

      “You asked for it,” I said to the empty room, feeling resolve, anger, and desire mix in my guts.
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      It was Friday, and I was back at the station hoping I would be able to take the weekend off. Jenny and I had spent every night this week packing the rest of our belongings, except what we needed on a day-to-day basis. I’d spoken with the office at her school and unenrolled her, planning to re-enroll her on Monday at the new one. We were ready to move, ready to be in our new home instead of the shitty apartment. But work was killing me.

      The case was emotionally exhausting, and I was ready for it to be over. Martin had requested that our next meeting happen before the weekend, so I was there to meet him and his lawyer for another round of questioning.

      What he didn’t realize was I didn’t give two shits if his attorney was there or not. It wouldn’t affect how I questioned him in the least. He wasn’t the only one who needed to be interrogated, though. If I had my way, I would pick up every piece of information on him that I could before making a decision on the case. As it was, my time was relatively limited, so after I interviewed him, I was moving on to his partner, Detective Lopez.

      The two were close, and I didn’t expect to get anything from her except rainbows and bullshit. Nonetheless, I had to put her through a line of questioning and hope she screwed up somewhere along the way. If he’s guilty, I reminded myself. My research had garnered exactly what was in his file: he was a good cop who crossed the line a time or three, but he’d never committed any actual crimes that anyone was aware of.

      My bias against him had eased somewhat, but time would tell.

      I sat in my office for a minute, gathering my things and trying to decide if I really needed to lug all the files down to the interrogation room. I’d gone over them a million times, trying to decide whether I should believe his alibi, even though it seemed to check out. He had friends in all kinds of places, which meant nailing down a lead in the case would be difficult. There were too many cops out there who were just dirty enough to lie for a fellow cop without really thinking about what he’d done and who it had hurt.

      Not to mention, a quick look into his financials showed he still maintained a modest investment portfolio from his very short baseball career. He wasn’t rich, but he didn’t need a handful of cash from the evidence locker either.

      Maybe someone dared him to take it, I thought to myself bitterly.

      I walked to the stairs and headed down, my fingers twirling my necklace, making sure I was still wearing it. My mother’s wedding ring hung on the gold chain, and I wore it almost every day. It was my good luck charm, my peace of mind knowing my mother was still close to me. She’d died when I was young, and my dad had raised me on his own. He’d given me her ring when I’d turned sixteen, and I’d worn it ever since.

      I scanned my ID badge over the keypad and buzzed open the door to the back. The sound of phones and police talk hit me, and I felt like I was back on duty in the pit again. I walked past the captain’s office, but he wasn’t there, so I headed to the interrogation area. As soon as I caught sight of Ferrel and Lopez, all nostalgia about being back on the force left me. They were sitting outside of the interrogation room with their backs pressed against the wall, talking about God knows what. Neither one of them saw me, so I stood several yards away for a moment, watching their chemistry.

      They really did look like they were so close they could be brother and sister. They were chatting, cracking jokes with each other, and discussing a plan to find whoever Ferrel thought was setting him up. If it hadn’t been for the way they reacted when they saw me, I would have thought they were speaking about the case for show.

      However, as I stepped forward, my heels clicking on the floor, both shut their mouths and looked at each other. Lopez shook her head and cleared her throat, looking up at me. Why did it not surprise me that Ferrel had a woman close to him on his team? The thought irritated me, but I shook it off, glad the two weren’t giving me hell yet.

      If they refused to speak to me, it would be fine with me. It wasn’t like I could take either of their testimonies at face value. She was loyal to him and him to her, just like partners were supposed to be. Especially ones that moved from narcotics to homicide together. I could see in Lopez’s eyes that she didn’t plan to make the interview an easy one, but I didn’t care. I was ready for her and Ferrel's bullshit. I walked past and unlocked the interrogation room and looked down at the two of them.

      “Detective Lopez,” I announced. “You’re up.”

      “Wonderful,” she mumbled with irritation, rising and walking into the room in front of me. Her dark hair was pulled back in a sleek ponytail, showing off her high cheekbones and full lips. She was a lovely woman with a hard glint in her eyes. She had cop eyes. “Just what I love to do. Stop trying to catch murderers to talk to IA about an innocent man and their unbelievable incompetence.”

      “Well, you know how we love to keep murderers on the street,” I responded cheerfully, matching her sarcasm. I unpacked my bag and set up the tape recorder. “We’re on the same team here. I’m not a stranger to the work you do.”

      “Right,” she scoffed, sitting down in the chair across from me and staring balefully at the wall behind me.

      Times like this, I’m glad I never bring my daughter to work with me, even on the designated days. She doesn’t need to know how many cops out there act like salty teenagers the moment their actions are questioned.

      She crossed her arms in front of her and sat back in the chair, an antagonistic look on her face. She wouldn’t even look me in the eye, much less pay me a modicum of respect. I didn’t need her respect; I just needed her information, and knowing she was Martin’s partner, she was sure to have more than enough information. If she would talk. I assumed if he were really innocent, as he claimed, she would talk, but some cops thought saying anything at all was saying too much.

      She would have his back one hundred percent, like most of the other cops in that unit. I expected that when I walked in; no one liked IA. Hell, I gave them more than one eye roll when I was out with my unit. But wanting more than my position as an officer could give me and my daughter had pushed me into the IA training program. Now most of the guys from my unit barely talked to me anymore. The truth was, I didn’t blame them for all the hate. We policed the police, after all, and a lot of them wanted to pretend they were above any questioning or consequences even if they weren’t actually bad cops.

      Pausing my internal monologue, I pushed the button on the recorder and pulled out Lopez’s record, opening it on the desk. I readied my pen and pad of paper and let out a deep breath. “Please state your name and rank for the record.”

      “Detective Jordan Lopez, Unit 33, Homicide.”

      “You’ve been on the force for five years,” I stated. “Same basic record as Detective Ferrel. Dinged up more than just a little.”

      “You do what you have to do,” she said sullenly. Her sour expression reminded me of my daughter’s when she was caught trying to skip homework.

      “Right. So I’ve heard from your partner,” I commented, waving my hand about as if commiserating with her. “Bend the rules to save lives, I believe, is his motto.”

      “Makes sense,” she said with an insolent shrug.

      “Alright, what do you know about the theft of the money from the evidence room?” I braced myself for a retelling of the same story.

      “Somebody stole almost ten thousand from the drug money confiscated during a murder investigation,” she stated. “And planted it on Detective Ferrel.”

      “And where was your partner when all of this happened?”

      “We already went over all of this.” She smiled smugly. “It’s right there in front of you in the file— his alibi and how I was able to corroborate that story. I’m not exactly sure why you want me to answer the same questions over and over again.”

      She was standoffish but didn’t seem charmed by Martin. She truly seemed to trust him. She believed whole-heartedly that he was innocent, and it wasn’t because he was charming. I tilted my head, thinking. I had expected something different. I had expected her to be a lovesick little puppy, her emotions flowing over in protection. He had a way of collecting love-sick girls, and I knew because I had been one of them years ago. His charm was undeniably strong, and when you didn’t know any better, you could quickly get caught up in it. This woman, though, she was tough, trusting, loyal to Martin like a best friend would be. She wasn’t the girl trailing after him, trying to get his attention and approval.

      Maybe he was different now. I had a hard time believing it, but what had happened to me had happened thirteen years ago, when we’d still been kids in high school. None of us girls had known any better. The typical high schooler had no idea how to spot an asshole in our midst. We all fell for the same smile, the same head nod, and the same persona that he wanted to carry on the outside. None of us realized it was all an act until after the fact.

      But I’d changed a lot since then. I was no longer the naïve girl I’d been; perhaps he wasn’t the asshole he’d been. And I couldn’t let the fact that he was Jenny’s father cloud my judgment. That was really unfair, not to mention unprofessional. He didn’t even know she existed, was blameless in that particular area.

      My anger was still there, but it had faded some. I looked at Lopez and returned my focus to the interview. “Because questions need to be answered during an investigation, regardless of how many times they’re asked.”

      “Look I know you people at Internal Affairs are looking to pin this on someone,” she practically accused. “You guys deal with the politics, and the commissioner is out for blood on this case. It’s a big surprise that Martin is being blamed, but I will say it again, just like he’s said a million times. He didn’t take the money.” She knocked on the table with each word. “Someone out there is trying to pin this bullshit on him, someone from the inside with higher ties than just IA brass.”

      A thought that hadn’t crossed my mind. It would be easy for a person high up in the chain to blame a lower officer. Choosing one with a somewhat sketchy record would make it even easier. I watched Lopez closely as she spoke.

      She continued when I didn’t speak, her voice even and sure. “Martin has been a thorn in the side of this department since he got here. They either praise him for making the big cases, or they beat him up for how he did it. It all depends on what leaks to the media. He was the perfect guy to pin this on. Don’t act like you can’t see that.”

      “Your partner has a history of stepping over the line with suspects.” I somehow managed to maintain my calm voice and demeanor. “Perhaps that makes him a convenient scapegoat, or perhaps it speaks to his general character and makes him an even more convincing suspect.” At her glare, I forced a smile. “You may be shocked to learn that I’m here to get at the truth, not just to get at Martin.”

      She snorted. “Could’ve fooled me.”

      I fought the desire to roll my eyes and maintained my professional outer appearance. “Do you have any actual leads in this case? You know, that might lead IA to look at someone else as the suspect? Because again, what I want is that damn thief out of the department. If it isn’t your partner, who is it?”

      She hesitated, surprised that I was taking this idea of a frame-up even half-seriously. But her expression closed again. “No. No, I don’t. I just know someone else has to be responsible.” She put her hands on the table and pushed to her feet, clearly finished with the interview. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do, and that’s all I’m gonna say about this matter.”

      Well, fuck you too, then. “Thank you, Detective Lopez,” I said aloud, shutting off the recorder. “If I have any more questions, I’ll reach out to you.”

      “I’ll be holding my breath,” she remarked tonelessly, walking toward the door.

      “Detective Lopez,” I called, turning toward her.

      “Yeah?” Her scowl softened just a little, one eyebrow lifting as she looked at me over her shoulder.

      “I’m quite serious about being open to new leads. If your partner didn’t do it, then I want to know who did.”

      “If I knew that, you could go back upstairs to your cushy office and leave us the hell alone,” she said, shaking her head and walking out.

      I sat there for a moment, looking down at her statement, finding it a dead match with Ferrel's. They hadn’t even had time to talk before he’d been initially hauled in. Yet they had managed to tell the same story from different points of view. Had he coached her? Or was that story the truth? I got up from the table and poked my head around the corner.

      “Alight, Detective Ferrel, you’re up.”

      I pulled out some legal documents, a new recorder for attorney purposes, and my legal notebook, on which I had jotted down reminders of what was and wasn’t allowed during an interrogation with an attorney present. I didn’t want to screw myself by saying the wrong thing or making accusations I couldn’t back up.

      I’d been disappointed he had asked for his lawyer. I’d spent a long, almost sleepless night preparing for this interview. I didn’t know the local union attorneys in this district, so I couldn’t pull any strings during the interviews. I would play it by the book, assuming I wouldn’t get much more out of him than what he’d already put in his statement.

      I looked up as he strode through the door and shut it behind him. He was alone again, but he had a smile in his eyes, his charm in overdrive. I may have been ready for an attorney, but I wasn’t prepared for that. He looked like he had a plan, and a mischievous one at that.

      Oh boy. Red flag. I braced myself for a torrent of bullshit. “Where’s your lawyer?”

      “Decided I didn’t want one after all.” He grinned broadly, his handsome face hard to look away from. “Just you and me, hashing out the details.”

      “I think you should seek counsel before we go any further,” I said, putting the legal paperwork back in my bag. “You could be facing some major jail time here. Unless, of course, you can actually provide me some leads on who you think is framing you.”

      He hesitated for a moment, startled that I would give his assertions any consideration at all. But the disturbingly seductive grin returned quickly. “I have nothing to hide,” he said, sitting down and crossing his legs. “I’m ready for you this time, Rene. Let’s get to work.”

      Fuck. What are you up to?
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      I’d chosen not to bring my lawyer to the meeting. After a lot of thought, I realized bringing in a lawyer was the wrong move. I had nothing to hide, absolutely nothing, and I was more than happy to help put all the pieces together if Rene would actually listen.

      So, I showed up for the interview with my paperwork showing where I was when the money went missing. I knew she had to make sure my alibi was airtight. Not only was the whole thing a pain, and I was on suspension without pay, but I was also pissed that this crime was still being pinned on me when I had clear evidence to prove where I was at the time of the incident.

      Weirdly, though, she didn’t look like she was there to hound me. Most of the tension on her face, the anger and shock at having to face me again, was gone. She was calm, methodical. Either she thought she had me dead to rights, or she was actually trying to be impartial. Or she’d developed the best poker face ever.

      I sat at the table watching her look through her notes, clearly confused since I’d decided against the lawyer. I liked throwing her off kilter. Her face reddened as she stared at the papers in my hand. I hid my smile as her eyes lifted to mine.

      “What’s all that?” she asked, pointing at my papers.

      “It’s my alibi,” I said, handing her the papers, my fingers lingering for a moment on hers, sparks blowing through my veins. I suspected she felt it too and watched her face carefully.

      She reddened slightly, but her face remained stoic. “Thanks,” she said, yanking her hand back.

      I pressed my lips together, trying not to laugh at her reaction. She could barely handle the brush of my fingertips on hers. She looked absolutely livid, but I could tell she wasn’t sure who she was angry with, me or herself. I knew I was cocky, had been for a long time, but this whole situation was almost fun.

      “I’m surprised you decided against bringing your lawyer today,” she stated, though it was almost a question.

      “You know as well as I do that lawyering up makes you look like you have something to hide,” I said, holding my hands out, palms up. “I have nothing to hide, like I said before. I’m innocent. I have an alibi, and I can answer any questions you throw at me,” I asserted, looking her in the eye. “I had nothing to do with this.”

      She stared at me, and rather than let her speak, I decided to see her reaction to what I was thinking. “Besides, I figured I could handle you myself.”

      “Excuse me?” she asked, her eyes narrowing.

      I smiled, hoping to charm her. The innuendo had been clear, but it needed to be tempered. “I don’t need a lawyer. I feel like the two of us can figure this out together.”

      “Hmm.” The single syllable gave me an indication of her irritation.

      I nodded slowly, smiling a small smile as I replied, “I think we’ll work well together.”

      I watched her as she looked down. I was pretty sure my flirting was working. The flirty girl I remembered was still inside this captivating woman, and I wanted to see her more than anything. The way she kept pushing her hair behind her ear and looking away from my eyes told me that she might be irritated, but she also kind of liked it. She’d fallen for my charms once before, and no matter how angry she thought she was at me, that attraction had never faded. For me either. I still thought she was hotter than hell.

      I sat back and put my hand over my mouth, watching her body shake from her quickly tapping foot. She fidgeted with her hands, shuffling papers and playing with the edges of her hair. She would bite her lip, her eyes glued to the table instead of maintaining eye contact with me like she had last time. I couldn’t seem to keep my eyes off her. Her behavior made me think about the first time I had met her.

      I was her first, and she was mine, and there was something about that fact that negated all the bullshit in between. Fate had chosen her to be my IA agent, I was certain of it. I knew from the way she was acting that my plan to charm her again would work. I would seduce her, get her in my bed and on my side, and make her understand I was telling the truth. All I had to do was figure out a way to be alone with her outside of the station. And I didn’t just want to bed her. She interested me, and her beauty and her intelligence attracted me.

      “Thanks for the reports,” she acknowledged, handing them back to me. “I hadn’t actually seen the full alibi. It looks like internal did a sweep on the alibi and found that it was legit.”

      “They did their work before you got here.”

      “Procedure says I have to check it out for myself,” she informed me, straightening her spine. “People in this precinct are loyal to you. Good thing for you, bad thing for me.”

      “I’ll make sure everyone is straight with you,” I promised with a smile.

      She sat across from me for a moment, inhaling deeply through her nose and pressing her lips together. “Let me ask you something,” she said. “Say you’re telling the truth, that you had nothing to do with this theft. Why do you think you’re being set up to take the fall for this?” I must have made a face because she continued before I answered. “I mean no offense, but you aren’t exactly well-known, and it really doesn’t sound like anybody would get anything out of setting you up.”

      I hadn’t been prepared for her question, but from the sound of it, she was starting to come around. My plan to win her to my side might not be necessary, but I still wanted her in my bed. Just for the fun of it. “Except the ability to get away with that money and not get in trouble for it,” I said, pointing out the obvious as my finger pointed at her. “It hadn’t been logged yet, so taking it was like walking out of the bank free and clear.”

      “Okay, but that still doesn’t answer the question of why you, in particular,” she reiterated, a frown marring her lovely face. “I know you take pleasure in rule breaking, but by itself that’s not enough to piss off anyone this much.”

      I let out a little laugh. Damn, she’s right. “Honestly?” I said, shaking my head. “I’ve been wracking my brain over that since it happened, and I have absolutely no idea.”

      “There has to be something behind it,” she mused. “Assuming you’re telling the truth, of course.”

      “Of course,” I admitted sarcastically, chuckling. “I mean, sure, I’ve made enemies, but not among the rank and file. If it came from inside, well, that’s just fucked up.”

      “I’ve seen it a lot,” she said with a frown, her pretty face dimmed by the look. “The cases we had to review in training made me trust no one.” Her expression was surprisingly earnest—and I knew she didn’t trust me.

      “Well, I’m not going down for this. So whether I know why or not, I will find out who’s behind it,” I swore. “I can’t sit back and let someone smear my name like this. If they do me that way, what will stop them from doing my partner or any other officer that way? It’s not right.”

      “Martin,” she said, leaning forward earnestly. My name on her lips sounded incredibly sexy. “Let’s just run with your theory for a moment. If someone is framing you, I need you to stand back and let us handle this. You can’t take this stuff into your own hands. Internal Affairs will find the truth, especially since I’m on the case.”

      I narrowed my eyes, my grin more of a smirk. “You saying you’re the best?”

      She shrugged, blushing cutely. “I’m certainly diligent.”

      I nodded, but my need for self-preservation returned. “What am I supposed to do? Sit back and watch my career die? I’m no punk, Rene. I won’t let them take advantage of me like that.”

      “You need to let that go. It’s the same mentality that’s landed you in trouble over and over,” she reminded me, a tiny hint of strain in her voice, almost as if she was forcing herself to say the right thing when she really wanted to tell me to go fuck myself. But at least she was trying.

      “You need to” –she searched for the right word, waving her hand in a circle— “enjoy your suspension. Treat it like a vacation and wait until the investigation has been concluded. If you dip your hand into it, you’ll make it worse for yourself.”

      “I don’t do well with idle time.” I chuckled, intentionally sounding self-deprecating. “I drink too much and get angrier. You forget, I’ve been on suspension for a couple weeks already, and I’m starting to get cabin fever. You can suspend me all you want, but you can’t take the cop out of me.”

      “You need to tranquilize your inner vigilante, Detective,” she ordered. “I don’t need any interference on your end. And you might screw up the entire case if you do.”

      “I’m not gonna interfere,” I told her. “I’m gonna just do a little looking.”

      “Why don’t you go looking at the beach somewhere? Maybe like in Florida,” she suggested sarcastically. “Or do a little gardening. Get your hands dirty.”

      “Well, I am pretty good with my hands.” I leaned forward and winked at her, smiling broadly.

      She sat back in her chair, and her easy expression faded, a scowl replacing the startled look. I sat back as well, dropping the smirk from my face, realizing I might have overstepped myself a little bit. She wasn’t all in with my charm and flirtation, and I should have known it. Either way, I had her for a second, and I hoped she’d think about me later.

      “That’s it,” she announced, annoyance clear in her tone. “I’m done with you for today. Get outta here.”

      She packed the recorder in her bag and collected her files, not looking at me as I stood up and straightened my clothes. I wanted to chuckle at her irritation, but I didn’t allow it, not wanting to make the situation worse. I’d already reminded her why she hated me in the first place.

      And I was much worse than when we had sex the first time. My cockiness then had been typical of an eighteen-year-old with his whole life in front of him. It was still out of control, and though I knew it, I also felt like it was one of my best qualities. It made me likable in some ways, though if I didn’t keep it in check, women were turned off by it. I sauntered out of the room, stopping to give her a mock salute.

      Lopez was standing out in the hall, holding back her laughter as I saluted Rene. Rene rolled her eyes and dropped them to her files, ignoring my asshole behavior. She needed to grow a thicker skin if she planned to work in IA for a long period of time.

      I was going easy on her since I knew her, and it was important for her to like me. But I still had to give her somewhat of a hard time. My life currently was nothing but tragically comedic, with a forced suspension, someone out to get me, and the possibility of jail time looming over my head. The commissioner was on it now that news of the theft had broken wide, and he wanted to see someone go down hard for it. He needed something good for the news outlets to report so they didn’t ream his ass.

      “Thanks for havin’ my back,” I said, shaking Lopez’s hand. “She’s a tough one, but I’m innocent, so it doesn’t matter what she asks. I had nothin’ to do with this shit.”

      “She’s tough. But I can tell she’s been on street detail before,” she observed.

      “She has,” I said with a nod. “I checked up on it. She was in the 23rd precinct before landing the IA job.”

      “Wow, that’s a rough area,” Lopez mused quietly, a small look of respect crossing her face before it disappeared quickly, replaced by a mocking sneer. “Almost makes me wanna show her some respect, but nah.”

      “Ha. Don’t give her too hard a time,” I said. “She’s just doin’ her job.”

      “Listen,” Lopez whispered, leaning in close and changing the subject. “Somethin’ shady’s goin’ on around here. You need to keep a low profile. You don’t know who you can trust. I’ll do some diggin’, see what I can figure out.”

      “Will do, and thanks,” I said. “I’m gonna go get a beer in the middle of the afternoon.”

      “Lucky.” She laughed loudly as she slapped me on the back.

      “I’m startin’ to think so,” I retorted, shaking her hand again. “I’ll catch ya later. Keep me informed.”

      “Will do,” she said as I turned and walked toward the door.

      I looked back as Rene exited the interrogation room. She glanced up for a moment and looked at me, watching me nod my head and smile at her before walking out the door. Going for a beer in the middle of the day sounded perfect. I was starting to think the mandatory suspension might actually be good for something.
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      I was so grateful it was Saturday. I wanted nothing more than to focus my attention on something other than my recent case. Jenny and I had left our apartment for the last time the night before and driven to Mapleton, my hometown. Mapleton was about a forty-five-minute drive from my office in Salt Lake City, and I’d grown up there. My dad met us at our new house with a truckload of stuff from his garage, and though I was mentally exhausted from the case, which was convoluted and difficult, we unloaded and began the setup of our new home.

      Dad had been thrilled when I told him I’d finally found a townhouse to rent in Mapleton and would be moving back permanently. He and Jenny were making plans to go to the park the next day to feed the ducks as I unboxed our plates, bowls, and glasses so we could eat the takeout I’d picked up.

      “What kind of ducks are they?” Jenny asked, her sweet voice a high contrast to Dad’s deep baritone.

      “Big ones and little ones,” he answered, chuckling when she said that wasn’t what she meant.

      “Like mallards or canvasback or marbled ducks?”

      Dad stopped what he was doing to stare at my little girl, then swiveled to look at me. “How is she so smart?”

      “Takes after Mom, I think,” I told him with a grin.

      He nodded and told Jenny, “When we go, we’ll take my iPad and look up what types of ducks live in Mapleton.”

      Jenny cheered happily, then said, “And we can’t feed them bread, you know. That can make them sick, so we’ll have to get some duck food.”

      “I’m in way over my head,” he mumbled as we watched her spin on her heel and head to her new room, which was a mess of boxes.

      “Make your bed, then come back for dinner!” I called to her.

      “Okay!”

      The next morning, after making breakfast for Jenny and me before dropping her off at Dad’s so they could learn about ducks, I headed through town to my best friend’s bakery. I was lost in thought thinking how weird it was being back in Mapleton. I had become accustomed to Salt Lake City, where getting lost in the crowd was easy. This town was small enough that out-of-towners were noticed. I got some curious looks as I strolled down the street, and I really didn’t recognize anyone anymore. The town had grown, and most of the people I knew had moved away.

      Since Jenny was hanging with her granddad for the morning, I was on my way to meet Bobby for breakfast. We were originally supposed to meet at our bench out by the lake where we used to go to when we were teenagers, nursing hangovers from whatever party we’d been to. We’d gone there because no one would see us, and we could drop the boyfriend-girlfriend routine for a little while. Instead, we were meeting at his bakery.

      Besides seeing my dad, being able to see my best friend regularly was the best thing about being back in Mapleton. When I lived in Salt Lake we didn’t get together very often, but we talked at least twice a week, except for when I was in training and came home too damn tired to talk. Now we’d be able to see each other two or three times a week, and I couldn’t be happier.

      Bobby had come out several years earlier, no longer giving a shit what anyone thought about him being gay. When he met his partner, Dante, everything had fallen into place for him. He and Dante had opened a bakery, bought a house, and lived like a typical American family. Sometimes, I was jealous of his life and wished I had someone to come home to, to celebrate my successes with and celebrate his. But I had Jenny, and I had my job, which I loved. I had no right to complain.

      When I walked through the door of the neat, warmly lit bakery, Bobby’s eyes lit up, and he rushed around the counter, scooping me up into a bear hug. I laughed, giving him a tight squeeze, realizing how much I had missed him. He was always so welcoming, so comforting, something missing in my life these days. I missed adult friendship.

      “It’s so good to see you,” he said, putting me back down. “You want some coffee and a turnover? We have the raspberry filled ones you like.”

      “You twisted my arm,” I laughed.

      We sat down in the back, and I stirred some cream and sugar into my coffee. He put the pastries down in front of us, and I smiled, watching him walk back to the counter to grab his mug of tea. Bobby looked great, a little thicker around the middle, but totally happy.

      “This place is awesome,” I told him as he joined me.

      “Thank you,” he replied. “You can come here every morning for breakfast on me now that you’re back.”

      “I have to say, you feed me these every day, and I’ll be going to work with buttons popping off the waist of my pants,” I said and laughed. “I can’t be the fat IA agent.”

      “Girl, you better stop that shit,” he commented. “You are beautiful, even more so than when we were in school. I was damn proud to have you on my arm everywhere we went.” He waved a dismissive hand. “Anyway, all the training’s paying off. You look fitter and healthier than I’ve ever seen.”

      “Thank you.” I chuckled and took a bite, moaning. “This is why I keep you around. To inflate my ego a bit and feed me the best pastries on the planet.”

      “So you got in last night, right? Gonna bring Jenny by?”

      “Yeah, we’ll come by tomorrow for breakfast. Dad wanted to take her to look at the ducks this morning,” I said. “I’m telling you, this is the best decision I’ve made in a while. Jenny is so happy to be close to Dad. Me too, if I’m being honest.”

      “And you have the added benefit of seein’ me more often,” he teased, grinning as he knocked a fist against his broad chest.

      I laughed and nodded. “Sorry I haven’t been visited in a while. I landed my first IA case, and it’s been interesting. I miss having a partner, someone to bounce thoughts back and forth with. It’s just me on my own with this stuff, which can get pretty lonely.” I shrugged mechanically as I admitted, “Keeps me up all night long.”

      “I’m sure,” he sympathized. “I’m happy to be livin’ the simple life with our bakery and our beautiful little house.”

      “I envy you.” I smiled a little sadly. I couldn’t tell him about the case, even though I really wanted to. Everything that happened with IA was secure and quiet, or I risked my job. I might not be able to tell him the specifics, but I couldn’t keep the fact that I saw Martin to myself. He was going to throw a fit, I knew, but he was my best friend and I needed to talk.

      “So, guess who I ran into in the middle of Salt Lake City.”

      “Hmmm. Mrs. Harper from the library?”

      “God, no,” I replied with snort. “I’d cross three lanes of traffic to stay away from her. She hated me as a kid and probably even more as an adult.”

      “She did have it out for you for some reason,” he said with a shake of his head. “So who was it?

      “Martin freaking Ferrel,” I growled, my hand clenching into a fist.

      “God.” He sneered. “Not that asshole.”

      “Yes, that asshole,” I replied, pretending to gag to elicit a laugh.

      He chuckled, then glanced around to make sure no one was listening. “You know, I don’t think I ever told you what I did to him, did I?”

      “No,” I retorted, confused. “What did you do?”

      “I knocked on his door, and when he answered, I punched him right in the eye. Sent him off to college with a reminder of how to treat women.” My shocked gasp stopped him, and I put my hand over my mouth to keep from laughing too loudly. “I never told you about it because you were so heartbroken over the whole thing. But I couldn’t let that shit go.”

      “You punched him for me?”

      “Hell yeah!” he exclaimed proudly, puffing out his chest a little. “He messed with my sister, and he got what he deserved. I saw him the day he left, and a quarter of his face was purple and green.” My laughter interrupted him, and he grinned happily, relishing the moment if the look on his face was any indication. “Seriously, I replay that moment in my head over and over every time I’m feeling down. The way that douchebag flew backward and bounced off the floor was priceless. If I’d had a cell phone back then, I would have totally gotten that shit on video.”

      “Oh, my God,” I said, my words mumbled because of the loud laughing. I slapped the table as I tried to regain control of myself. “That is the best thing I have ever heard. I seriously almost spit my coffee all over you.”

      “That might have been equally as amusing.” He sipped his tea, smiling around his cup. “Kind of like the milkshake incident when we were at the diner that time.”

      “Shit,” I swore, shaking my head. “I could smell mint chocolate chip for at least a week after that. I was blowing ice cream out my nose for days.”

      “You couldn’t even help yourself because you got that brain freeze,” he said and laughed loudly. “Everyone thought you were having a seizure or something.”

      “You’re the one who made me laugh while I was trying to swallow!” I grumbled as his grin widened.

      “Yep,” he announced proudly.

      “Lord,” I said, giggling and wiping my eyes. “I can’t believe you hit him. You’re the biggest softie I know. You’ve abhorred violence your entire life, even feeling bad during a football game when you sacked someone. It would take you a lot to get violent with someone.”

      “It did take a lot, but you are my sister,” he reiterated. “You got me through high school in one piece, and I can’t ever repay you for that.”

      “You don’t have to repay me,” I said, taking his hand. “I love you. I’d do it again.”

      “And I’d gladly punch Martin again if you needed me to.” He chuckled and shook his head as if it were a fond memory.

      “Thank you, though,” I said. “Seriously, you’re my knight in shining armor.”

      “More like knight in sparkly armor,” he retorted, a fake dreamy look in his eyes.

      “You’re picturing it, aren’t you?”

      “Of course, and it’s glorious.”

      “I don’t know what I would have done without you when we were growing up,” I confided. “Shit, I don’t know if I’d survive without you now.”

      “You? You’re the big bad copper,” he scoffed. “You got yourself now, along with the little one.”

      “Do I need to be worried about you two holding hands?” Dante, Bobby’s partner, asked with a smile as he walked up. He was as tall as his sweetie but with less mass, his brown eyes twinkling with good humor.

      “Dante,” I said, standing up and hugging him tightly. “I was wondering where you were hiding.” I plopped back down across from Bobby. “It feels so good to be with you guys. It’s the best thing about coming home.”

      “Bobby hasn’t slept in a week waiting to see you,” he revealed, kissing Bobby on the forehead while he grinned awkwardly. “We miss you out here. Everybody does.”

      I smiled, feeling so much better than I had when I left work the night before. Martin had shaken me with his shift into obvious flirtation, but some friends and familiarity made that go away. Being around people I loved was much better than dealing with cocky cops and people trying to sabotage each other.

      Damn him for hitting on me. I know he’s just trying to throw me off—that and he’s a horny bastard. But how am I supposed to believe he’s innocent when he’s already doing everything he can to manipulate me?

      I’d gone into police work thinking I would find a brotherhood. Instead, I’d found a bunch of fools playing politics and trying to take each other down. The cops in the pen were overworked and caught between a hostile public and the politicking brass, but they tended to cover each other’s asses when necessary. Maybe looking at all those case studies had created a negative feeling about the force in me, or maybe Martin’s specific case was the problem. But either way, it was just good to be away for a couple of days.

      The raspberry turnover was amazing, the coffee strong and tasty, and the company the best I could ask for. I lingered as long as I could, catching up with them about everything. Jenny, my fruitless search for an affordable rental in Salt Lake City and subsequent finding of a house here, their home renovation work, their plans to adopt in a few years. I wanted to stay longer, but the alarm on my phone beeped, alerting me that my time was getting short.

      “Okay, boys,” I said, stretching as I rose. “I have to go finish unpacking.”

      “God I’m glad you’re back for good,” Dante announced happily. “He drives me crazy. You’ll be a good buffer,” he teased.

      “You better be careful or you’ll need a rental,” Bobby sassed. He eased the jeer with a quick peck on the cheek.

      “Well, like I told you, rent’s too high in Salt Lake City and the distance is an easy drive, so I figured why not? It’s time I came back home.” I smiled. Home with my loved ones, where Jenny can grow up in a home where the light rail doesn’t practically go past the window.

      “Yes!” Bobby cooed, standing up and squeezing me tightly. “We’ll bring you a housewarming present when you get all moved in.”

      “We’ll have dinner at my new place once all the unpacking is finished,” I decided, smiling. “So, you know, in a month or so.”

      We shared a laugh, and Bobby said, “Please tell me you’re hiring a decorator.”

      “I don’t have money for that,” I said, rolling my eyes. “And I’m not so pretentious that I need one.”

      “Ugh, fine,” he replied. “My housewarming gift will be some fabulous piece of art that will put your dollar store posters to shame.”

      “Jerk,” I said, growling at him. “If you didn’t feed me so good, I might kick your pretentious ass.”

      “You couldn’t if you tried,” he said, snapping his fingers.

      “Speaking of being able to kick your ass, I’m stopping by the gym on my way home to get a membership. My best friend owns a bakery. I have a feeling I’ll need to work out on a regular basis.”

      “Mmmm, girl, go to Express Weights,” he suggested. “It’s hometown, but they have all the new yoga and Pilates classes as well as brand new machinery. Hold on, I’ll text the address to you.”

      “Thanks,” I said, watching him walk over to the counter and grab his phone to text me. Of course, burly Bobby would know the best gym in town. My phone dinged as he walked back with his.

      “Ask for Selena. Tell her the baker sent you over, and she’ll give you a discount. We like to send her people because when they fall off the wagon, they come here.”

      I chuckled at his announcement. “Good business move.”

      “You going now?”

      “Might as well,” I said, checking my watch. “Dad texted a bit ago that he was taking Jenny to lunch to introduce her to all his buddies.”

      “She’ll be the hit of the café,” Dante assured her.

      “I’m sure she will.” I rose and hugged them both. “I’ll see you guys soon.”

      “Bye, girl. Be careful.”

      I hurried out of the bakery and to my car, smiling as several kids giggled and ran past me down the street. I felt like a normal person again, enjoying my days off and accomplishing random chores and errands. I hadn’t had a proper day off in a long time, and I was seriously in need of it.

      I definitely made the right choice in moving back home. It was amazing how having a normal day with no cop drama felt so good. I was home with my best friend, my dad, and a new house. I put the car in drive and headed over to the gym to get signed up. It was the last errand I had to run that day, and then I would deal with the ordeal of moving into the townhome.
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      I pulled the weights up to my chest and unfolded my arms, breathing heavily as I worked out. I was trying to purge my mind of Rene and that sexy auburn hair I wanted to see cascading over my pillow. She’d gotten to me when I’d been trying to get to her. I hated that I was so preoccupied with her now—and not because of the damn case, either.

      And just when I thought I’d worked her out of my mind, she walked into the main area of the gym. I could see her behind me in the reflection of the mirrored walls.

      “Fuck,” I growled, slamming the weights down on the floor. What the hell is she doing here instead of in Salt Lake City?

      I couldn’t seem to catch a break these days, but I had to think positively. I was trying to get the girl into bed so she could start taking my innocence seriously. Maybe her coming to the gym was a way into her personal life. I’d be able to talk to her when she was running on the treadmill, her walls of annoyance crumbling as she exercised.  In reality, her walking into the gym put her right where I wanted her: out of the precinct, not on duty, and perhaps a little less stuck inside her badge and power suit. It would be off-duty me and off-duty her, deciding which way we wanted to take the tension between us. She could deny it all she wanted, but something was going on between us that was pretty damn hard to ignore.

      Except I was supposed to maintain objectivity, but the stirring in my gym shorts reminded me once again that I was failing.

      I watched her walk around the gym, checking out the equipment. She was wearing a tight pair of yoga pants and a sleeveless top that showed off her toned arms. Her ass was perfection, bouncing just slightly as she walked through the room. All the guys looked at her, but she seemed clueless.

      I liked a woman who didn’t have a big ego about her looks. She went about her business, barely noticing anyone unless they were on a machine she wanted to use. I sat down in the back, watching as the manager led her around the floor, explaining about the equipment. She seemed to already know what the woman was showing her, but she was patient, listening and smiling at the information politely.

      When the manager finally walked away, I looked at myself in the mirror and smoothed down my hair, wanting to look good but still like I was there to work out. Okay, here we go.

      I turned and spotted her sitting down to use some hand weights on the bench across the gym. I slipped past a few of the other gym rats who were grunting and groaning through their workouts. I’d come to know their faces with all the time I had on my hands. I figured if I wasn’t drinking, I might as well be lifting weights to get my mind off all the shit going on in my life. I slowly approached Rene and stood next to her, watching her lifting in the mirror. She didn’t even realize I was standing there until I spoke.

      “Those are some pretty big guns,” I complimented, sidling up to her.

      She gasped, fumbling hard and dropping the weight on the ground. For a moment her expression was almost horrified. I burst into laughter. Her surprised look was hysterical, and I could tell she’d been lost in her own mind, not paying attention to anything around her. She glared at me with anger as she breathed heavily.

      “I can’t believe a cop scares so easily,” I said as my laughter subsided. “Has IA really whipped you that bad?” I held my hands out in front of me. “I mean, I get it. I’ve been on my own for weeks now, but man, you’ll never survive out here among the civilians.”

      “Oh, shut the hell up,” she hissed, looking around. Her scowling face landed on me as she said, “What the hell are you doing in Mapleton?”

      “I live here.”

      She mumbled under her breath, something I couldn’t understand, then glared at me. “I came here to get away from cop bullshit. But here’s my biggest source of it” –she gestured antagonistically at me— “standing here when I thought I was away from you for a few days.”

      “Yup,” I said, grinning. “It’s me. Your favorite person.”

      “You have never been my favorite person,” she growled, standing up and walking away.

      “Where you goin’?”

      “We shouldn’t be talking to each other outside of the station,” she announced, grabbing her towel. “It’s against regs while you’re being investigated, especially since I’m the detective working your case. It’s unprofessional.”

      “Alright.” I shrugged. “I just came over to welcome you to the gym.”

      “The hell you did,” she sighed in exasperation as she wiped sweat from her neck.

      I walked away, watching her in the mirror staring at me as I crossed to the other side. She shook her head and continued her workout. I moved strategically around the machines, always making sure I was somewhere in her line of sight. She seemed irritated when our eyes met, but I could feel her glancing at me when she thought I wasn’t paying attention.

      I lifted the heavy weights that day to give her a show. I had to hold back a smirk when I caught her multiple times watching me in the mirror. She switched to one of the machines, and I sat on the bench for a minute, trying not to be obvious as I watched her. Slowly, I wiped off the bench and moved to the speed bags. I breathed quickly through my mouth, throwing punches as fast as I could. I glanced toward her, saw her looking, and smirked at her. She scowled and turned her head in the other direction.

      I smiled to myself, knowing I’d finally caught her attention. Apparently, she liked the pumped-and-half-naked look. I watched as she toweled off the machine and left the main area, climbing onto the elliptical. I smiled to myself, wondering if she was thinking about me, feeling me watching her move up and down.

      I finished on the speed bags and moved to the treadmills, just two rows down from her. I was far enough away for her to not realize I was there but still able to see her and hear her as she worked out.

      She picked up her speed and incline, sweat glistening on her shoulders. I could hear her groaning as she pushed herself harder and harder, and I had a feeling it wasn’t about fitness. She was trying to work me out of her head, something she didn’t think she would have to deal with when she initially was assigned to the case. On the outside I was cool and calm, but on the inside, I was punching the air, feeling triumphant.

      I watched her nearly kill herself on the elliptical until she finally slowed for a cool down. Sweat poured down her face, and she was breathing forcefully. Once she recovered, she climbed off the elliptical and walked to the water fountain. She took a drink, wiped her mouth on the back of her hand, and reached for the towel dispenser. She looked extremely frustrated, and not just because she couldn’t pull the towels out of the machine.

      I chuckled to myself, slowing my treadmill until it stopped. I wiped my forehead with my towel and walked over to her. I watched her for several seconds before reaching up and pounding my fist against the dispenser. A towel moved out, and she sighed, looking up at me. She pulled the towel off and wiped her face, grabbing a couple of fresh ones to wipe down her machine.

      “Why are you following me around?”

      “I’m not.” I chuckled. “I saw you struggling.”

      “I’m not struggling,” she said through gritted teeth. “I think I can handle a towel dispenser.”

      “I don’t doubt you.” I grinned. “But this one here, it takes a learned touch. It takes a special caress to start working. It’s sticky. It needs a good grip.”

      “Is that what it took to steal that money? A good grip?” she asked heatedly, an angry color in her face that wasn’t from working out.

      “You don’t really believe I’m guilty. You’re just angry at me,” I guessed. “It’s understandable, but at some point, the statute of limitations runs out and you’ll have to forgive me.”

      “There is no statute of limitations on what you did.” She stopped herself; for a moment it looked like she wanted to elaborate on the effects our night together had on her.

      I wished I could coax that out of her, but my tone was light and a little teasing. “You are as fiery and stubborn as you were thirteen years ago.”

      “How would you know? You didn’t stick around long enough to figure out who I was in the first place,” she said with irritation.

      “You needed to have a little fun.”

      “You’re ridiculous,” she groaned, her anger melting into exasperation.

      Maybe she figured I was too dense to understand why what I had done had hurt her so much, and though I felt bad about it, it really was a long time ago. Young and stupid had to be forgiven. Perhaps an apology was necessary.

      “Listen, I’m not quite sure why you’re so pissed at me after all these years.”

      She looked at me as if I’d sprouted a second head. “You’re not quite sure?”

      I shook my head. “No. I thought we had a nice time,” I said stupidly.

      “A nice time?” her eyes nearly bulged out of her head.

      “Ok, I admit it. I was wrong,” I said, spreading my arms wide, still not knowing what the fuck I was apologizing for. “I beg for your forgiveness.” Sometimes it was just easier to tell people what they wanted to hear.

      She stared at me for a moment, judging my sincerity. The tense muscles of her shoulders relaxed some, and she said, “Okay fine. Now go bother someone else before we both get in trouble for fraternizing.”

      I laughed, grabbing a towel to clean off my own machine. I turned and walked away, whistling as she cursed under her breath. I watched her sitting at the fountain as I cleaned off the treadmill. She was damn cute when she was irritated, but she was even cuter when she was pensive.

      I finished wiping off the machine and tossed my towel in the basket. I grabbed my water bottle and walked toward the locker rooms, passing slowly by her. I put my hand up in the air and smiled. “See ya next time,” I called, walking around the corner out of her sight.

      I really wanted to see her facial expression, to see the reaction when I nonchalantly said goodbye. I hoped I was pulling her in with every interaction we shared. I walked into the locker room and laughed, knowing my plan was working. I was annoying the hell out of her, making her think about me even if she didn’t want to.

      I had played that plan before, riling up a girl until she fell into my bed. I knew from her reaction that it would work again. This girl would be mine, maybe just for one night, but I hoped the two of us could get to know each other better so she could learn to trust me. There was something about the matured Rene that pulled me to her even more than we we’d been kids.   And if she trusted me, she could help me get my badge and gun back. Then, I could find whoever had framed me for stealing that money.
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      The alarm had already gone off, but I was still laying in my bed, covered up to my chin and resting on the piles of new pillows I’d bought. We were finally set up in the townhouse, which I could now call home instead of just a storage space for eight million boxes. My bed was so warm, so comfy, and most importantly, in my own place.

      I could breathe easily, laying there knowing no one could hear us moving around through the thin walls of an apartment, and I could quietly relax in my bed. I had purchased a new down comforter, and the weight of it made me feel safe and secure. I could have laid there all day, and the thought of getting up and starting my day made me feel almost depressed.

      Jenny was usually an early riser, but the new school and new friends had worn her out. Yet another reason to stay snuggled down right here: I didn’t want to leave the comfort of my home to walk into the precinct and deal with Martin Ferrel again.

      He was so damn irritating, almost like he was doing it on purpose. I could have slugged him in the face at the gym. He’d been an asshole, mocking me, making sure he was in my line of sight at every pass. Even when he’d apologized, I wasn’t sure he meant it. Just saying what he thought I wanted to hear. His presence was louder than his words or his stares.

      Every time I’d turned around, he was there, laughing or smirking at me. I was a little pissed at myself because I hadn’t realized he still lived in Mapleton. I had his file but hadn’t bothered to look at his address. Where he lived had no bearing on the accusations against him. But I so wished I had. He’d been at the gym, he’d been at the grocery story, he’d been at the damn gas station. I was almost afraid to go anywhere, assuming I would walk around the corner and find him standing there.

      A terrifying thought struck me as I lay there, jerking me into total wakefulness. What if during one of these ‘accidental’ run-ins, Jenny was with me? I wasn’t ready for him to know about her; in fact, I didn’t plan on him ever knowing. His grandmother had passed a few years before, so my secret was safe for as long as I wanted it to be. But Jenny was twelve and had his thick, dark hair and widow’s peak, contrasting my auburn hair. He was a fucking homicide investigator. He would put the pieces together fast.

      She’d only gone out with me once, to Bobby’s bakery, and because I’d seen him so many times, I kept looking over my shoulder. So often Bobby had asked me what the hell I was looking for. I’d blustered through his question and focused on my friends and daughter, and Jenny and I left an hour later without seeing him. But I would have to be careful.

      Winning me over was the key to keeping his career, his pension, his future with the police force. It only made sense that he would want to get my attention, even if he was a fool for thinking my objectivity would slip at the sight of his chiseled body.

      Martin wanted me to believe him, and part of me did, but the other part of me was screaming not to trust him. My head was all over the place and seeing him everywhere had screwed me up even worse.

      I pushed Martin out of my mind and spent the rest of Sunday unpacking boxes, hanging pictures, and putting everything exactly where I liked it. Jenny was still sorting out where to put all her books, but other than that, we were done. My townhouse finally felt like a home, somewhere I could relax when I finished a stressful day at work.

      The pictures of my family were hung on the walls, and I had scented candles scattered through the rooms, helping the place smell more like a home and less like a new car. My clothes were all neatly folded or hung up. I had a kitchen that was actually big enough to cook in, a cup of coffee anytime I wanted it, and a sense of pride in where I lived for the first time in a while. It was my home, and on that Monday morning, laying among the covers curled up watching the sky lighten out the window, I didn’t want to leave it.

      But I had to face the world, and I had to start exploring the case with tenacity. I’d been trained to do that, and I couldn’t let Martin and his bullshit get in the way. The sooner the case was closed, the sooner he would be out of my life and I could rest assured that he would never know about our daughter. But not really…we lived in the same small town. We’d run into each other on occasion, and eventually Jenny would be with me.

      But I’d cross that bridge when I reached it. For now, I had a case to solve.

      My day was going to be full, starting with a meeting with Captain Riggs, discussing the progress of the case and if I thought there was any new evidence to push the investigation one way or another. After that, I had to interview one of the officers who had worked many of the same cases as Martin, to see what he had to offer.

      Before I could begin chasing down leads, I had to get the simple and tedious interviews out of the way. All of them had filed reports but listening to a witness recount his or her version could help an investigator see if there were any discrepancies in anyone’s story.

      I pulled myself out of bed and dressed for work, choosing a black pantsuit with a teal blouse. My hair and eyes looked good with teal. I wanted to look professional, serious, and slightly intimidating, if it was even possible. I wanted the interviewees to know that bullshit had no place in my interviews. To do that, I had to do more than act the part; I had to look the part too. There was nothing that said ‘woman on a mission’ more than a stylish and well-fitted pantsuit and a pair of flats. People automatically thought of the FBI when they saw a black suit. Personally, I had other intentions for the outfit as well.

      One thing I had noticed when I wore my pencil skirt and fitted jacket was that the cops in the precinct stared. I wanted them, especially Martin, to have no excuse to ogle me. I needed to look professional and be treated professionally as well. That would never happen when the guys couldn’t keep their eyes on my face instead of my legs or breasts. The skirt suit wasn’t even that sexy, but apparently Martin wasn’t the only thirsty idiot in that precinct.

      I had enough bullshit to worry about, especially when it came to Martin. He needed to focus on getting himself out of trouble, not on my ass. Fortunately, as the coffee started kicking in, I realized Martin wouldn’t be there. He was suspended, after all, and we didn’t have a meeting set up. Why would he hang around the precinct?

      Why would he follow me around all damn weekend? First the gym, then the grocery store, the gas station later that night. The more I thought about it, the angrier I got. Why did he have to play these ridiculous games to try and win me over, instead of being smart and giving me actual leads to back up his allegations of being framed?

      I called Jenny as I opened her bedroom door. “Baby, time to get up. You have to go to Granddad’s today.”

      “I don’t wanna get up,” she grumbled, pulling the covers over her head.

      I chuckled. “I know exactly how you feel, but you have to.” I walked to the bed and pulled the covers off her face, reeling back from the morning breath. “I’ll make you a deal. You brush those nasty teeth, and you can go to Granddad’s in your PJs.”

      She pretended to think about it. “Okay. Will you pack me some clothes for later?”

      “Sure thing.”

      She rolled out of bed and padded out of her room to the bathroom, and I heard the water running and the sound of her electric toothbrush. I grabbed her bag and tossed some clothes in, then called my dad to let him know we were about to head his way.
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      When I got to the precinct, I headed straight to Captain Riggs’ office. He was happy to see me and immediately called me in. To say that my meeting with the captain was eye-opening would be downplaying it. I learned a lot about everyone’s attitude toward Martin, including some theories about why they thought he was being targeted. Even the captain himself wanted to weigh in on the issue, being candid with me about Martin and his career.

      “How’s your assessment goin’?” he asked over his second cup of coffee that meeting.

      “It’s going well,” I said, nodding my head. “I looked into Martin’s alibi myself, and it seems to check out. I’m not saying I can close the case, but every day we’re getting closer. Though if he didn’t take that money, we still have to find out who did.”

      “I want to go on record and say that I don’t think Martin is guilty of stealing that money,” Captain Riggs pronounced. “I’ve known that man for a long time, and he’s a lot of things, but a thief isn’t one of them. He also isn’t stupid enough to pull that kind of crime off and then just sit there, in front of everyone, expecting not to be caught. The kid is arrogant in a lot of ways, I know, but he isn’t stupid and has pledged himself to police work. And despite his sometimes unorthodox methods, he’s a damn good cop.”

      You too, huh? I had to fight not to show my exasperation. Everyone thought this guy was a gift to the force. They all had the same mentality about his past tactics, his character, and not one of them believed he was guilty. I couldn’t understand how someone with such a shady record could be thought of so highly. My father had always told me it took all kinds of cops to make things happen, but I didn’t realize he meant men like Ferrel should be included in the equation.

      “Captain,” I said. “I know this is a precinct loyal to its people, but do you think maybe you might be overlooking a trait in Ferrel that you don’t want to see?”

      “Not at all,” he defended, eyeing me. “I’ve been at this job for a long time and have seen bad cops. Martin Ferrel is not one of them. If I had the option to keep him on, I would.”

      I nodded, looking down to add a couple notes about the captain’s comments. One thing nobody at the precinct seemed to know caught my eye, so I looked up and asked, “So, what led up to his arrest?”

      “IA received an anonymous tip,” he explained. “The tipster said Ferrel was the one stealing money. My hands were tied at that point, and I had no choice but to suspend him until the investigation was complete.” He cleared his throat and sat up, clasping his hands in front of him as he leaned on his elbows. “I’ll be honest, though, I want him back on the team. He got shit done, made sure criminals were caught, cases were closed, and those criminals went where they belonged.”

      “What about the comments in his files about misconduct?” I asked, my brow furrowed.

      He sighed and leaned back again, his expression harder than it had been before. “Martin’s a good cop, no matter what his file looks like. Every single one of those black marks on his record has a story behind it. He did what he thought was best, and he saved a lot of lives, even when it meant getting in trouble for his tactics. I know his service record raises a red flag in your head, but to us, it makes him even more valuable.”

      How? How is an irresponsible ass with an ego problem and shaky ethics an asset to this force? I couldn’t ask the questions I wanted to ask without seeming insubordinate, so I took the safe route and changed the line of questioning. “Do you have any idea who would want to frame him for the crime?”

      “Not a clue,” he said, shaking his head. “I don’t understand why anyone would peg him as a thief. He’s never stolen anything, including pens from the office.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” I said, standing up and shaking his hand. “I appreciate the time to talk about Ferrel and the case. If you could email me a statement, I’ll print it and have you sign it.” He nodded. “I’ll be in the interrogation room interviewing a few of the other officers who worked closely with Martin for most of the morning.”

      “Good luck. I really hope you’re able to get to the bottom of this and clear Detective Ferrel.” He smiled, but his statement was clear. He expected me to clear Ferrel and find the real culprit. He’d already decided the accused was innocent.

      As I walked back to the interrogation room to set up, I repeated the captain’s words in my head. He was so sure Martin was innocent, and so was everyone else I had talked to so far. I was finding it hard to believe a man with so many friends, and few enemies, who was always putting himself on the line for the job, would steal that kind of money.

      But was Martin really the guy they thought he was—or was he fooling them all?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Martin

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I was antsy as hell with so much damn time on my hands. I hadn’t had that much free time since I retired early from baseball with my shoulder injury. I remembered that period of time as miserable too.

      I’d never been good with idle time, even on the force, which was why I liked the fast-moving departments like narcotics and homicide. There was always something to do. Being off with nothing to do was much worse now because someone decided to frame me as a thief. I had no control over the situation, could do nothing, and it was driving me insane.

      I wasn’t sure what I hated more, being antsy or helpless. I’d never had an enemy like this one, someone on the inside, someone I couldn’t see but who had a hold over me and my life. And because of this invisible force controlling my life, I needed to push Rene some. I wanted to know for sure that she was on my side, believed me, and was trying to find a way to solve the case. I wanted to know what progress was being made. If she had my back, she would keep me informed.

      Things with her, though, weren’t moving along how I had hoped, and that was incredibly irritating as well. Her response to seeing me around all weekend, an intention on my part to squeeze into her life, had been to run faster, not to slow down. I was beginning to wonder if she had reasons beyond the case and an old grudge to avoid me.

      But when I’d seen her walking into the bakery I knew Bobby with the giant fists owned, the little girl holding her hand had given me a bit of clue. She had a child I knew nothing about. A cute kid, for sure, who looked like her mother with dark hair. I’d never messed with a mom, didn’t want to deal with children or schedule around children. I’d always liked women who could meet up and hook up in the spur of the moment. Moms couldn’t do that, but this mom was different. I needed her.

      I couldn’t control how she reacted to me or how she felt about the case. All I could do was sit and wait, twiddling my thumbs and hoping she’d eventually realize I was completely innocent.

      I grabbed my cell phone off the table and took it outside to sit on my porch while I made a call. I dialed Lopez’s number and waited for her to answer. She was working a mid-shift that day, so she would already be out on a call or working her desk. She wasn’t good with idle time either, so knowing her, she was out on the street looking for clues in a case.

      Still, she picked up after only a couple rings. “Hey there, partner,” she greeted. “Enjoying your leisurely vacation?”

      “Yeah, right,” I grumbled. “I’m losing my mind over here.”

      “Drink some whiskey. That’ll calm you down.” She laughed.

      “Had too much already. Gettin’ sick of the taste,” I told her. “Hey, is there any talk around the station about my case?”

      “Man, I wish I could say yes,” she said. “Riggs took me off that double homicide from a week ago and put me on your case. We’re coming up short, though, bro. Because the money wasn’t logged, we have no idea when it was planted on you. Looking for clues inside the precinct is pointless too. It was an inside job, but not something super close to us like you’re thinkin’.”

      “What about the cameras? Anything on them?”

      She laughed derisively, and I pictured her rolling her brown eyes. “Seriously? Budget cuts, man. No criminals anywhere near the evidence room, supposedly. Just cops. So those are the last to get fixed if they go down.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Right.” But she tried to assure me, “We’re still lookin’. I won’t give up, man.”

      “This is such bullshit,” I growled. “How does money just disappear like that? The only clue we have is what some anonymous tipster told IA? That is way too suspicious. Even I wouldn’t believe it if it weren’t me on the other end.”

      “Well, I have some other news too,” she said, her voice a warning. “It gets worse.”

      “Worse? How could it get worse?”

      “We finished the full inventory of the evidence locker,” she said. “Looks like some drugs are missing from that case too. They figured it out last night and called me about it this morning.”

      “Are you fuckin’ kiddin’ me?” I asked incredulously, slamming my hand on the table. “How did they not catch that when the money went missing?”

      “Because Brown was on the inventory,” she told me. “He could fuck up a grocery list.”

      Holy shit, this whole mess is a comedy of errors. I almost laughed. “I don’t do drugs. That should be pretty good evidence that I’m not guilty.”

      “That’s what I said, but they said you could have sold them,” she replied.

      “To who? The dead people whose cases I try to solve? The hundreds of druggies I’ve put away in my career? This is complete and total bullshit, Lopez,” I complained uselessly, the helplessness at the situation clouding my voice.

      “I know,” she replied. “Everyone does. We’re working on it.”

      “I thought shit would get better for me with this case,” I ground, my teeth clenched. “Now it’s only getting worse instead. And, of course, anything that comes up missing or was miscounted before going into evidence is going to be put on me. I’m the scapegoat for every damn thing that goes wrong inside the precinct right now, and I’m not even there to defend myself. I feel like I’m living in the fuckin’ Twilight Zone over here.” I sighed, feeling a little despondent. “Of course, I wasn’t a perfect angel in my career, but shit, I wasn’t a thief.”

      “I know dude. Try to relax,” she suggested quietly, knowing it was a platitude I couldn’t listen to.

      “How the hell am I supposed to relax?” I griped. “I’m sittin’ over here twiddlin’ my dick while someone’s tryin’ to ruin my life, and I can’t get involved and help solve the case. If we don’t prove I’m innocent, they’re gonna throw my ass in jail, and I’ll be eatin’ breakfast next to the same motherfuckers I put in the joint. You know for damn sure they’ll gut me inside of two days.”

      “That ain’t gonna happen,” Lopez swore. “Drugs in that quantity are easier to track than cash. That’s our forte. We slayed shit over in narcotics. When I heard about that, I immediately hit up our old informants on the west side of town. I’m sure someone’ll give up something on a big package movin’ into a dealer’s hands soon.”

      “I hope so,” I said. “Because I’m not puttin’ up with this shit anymore. I’m nobody’s fuckin’ patsy, and I’m not just gonna roll over and let it go. Fuck this bullshit, Lopez. This is my life we’re talking about here.”

      “I know.” Lopez sighed. “And you need to know that your life is incredibly important to me. I’m doing everything I can to figure out what the hell’s goin’ on. Riggs authorized overtime because he knew I’d be working round the clock clearing your name.”

      “Good,” I said, feeling only slightly better. “You deserve it for this. Thank you for everything you’re doin’.”

      “No thanks needed,” she said. “You’re my brother. If the situation were reversed, you’d be doin’ it for me. We’ve always had each other’s backs and always will.”

      “You know it. Keep me informed, okay?”

      “You know I will,” she promised. “I would’ve called you earlier about the drugs, but I had to wait for that IA bitch to leave first. Brass don’t want me tellin’ you shit about this case, so they have their eyes on me.”

      “Sorry about that,” I said, frowning. This bullshit was affecting everyone in my life.

      “I just feel terrible that this is happening to you. You don’t deserve it. You deserve stripes, not charges, and I know someone out there is aware of that now.” Her voice was strong as she spoke. “I don’t think they were ready for the backlash that would come from framing Martin Ferrel. It’s definitely a surprise curveball for the perp. Hopefully, it fucks with them enough they start makin’ mistakes.”

      “I feel ya,” I sighed. “Alright, hit me up tonight when you’re off.”

      “Will do,” she said, hanging up.

      I paced back and forth on the porch, chewing on my thumbnail and thinking about what she’d told me. I was pissed. No, more than that. I was livid. I growled loudly, picking up the lawn chair and tossing it at the railing of the balcony. It clanged loudly and fell to the ground.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I screamed.

      I was so screwed, and this idle time was making it ten times worse. I wanted to punch something more substantial than the damn door frame. I needed to get this frustration and anger out before it backfired on me.

      Half the shit in my file was because I couldn’t control my anger with a perp. I’d seen the department psychiatrist but fucking hated it, so I pretended I was all better and got the hell out of there. I assumed since I was able to trick her, either I was an excellent liar, or she was a terrible doctor who shouldn’t have been treating me anyway.

      I walked into the house and changed my clothes, figuring the only place I could go was the gym. Lift a few weights, run myself ragged on the treadmill, and let my thoughts work themselves out.

      As I put on my shoes, I thought about Rene and how I hoped she was taking a half day and going to the gym too. My plan to seduce her to my side wasn’t moving fast enough. If I didn’t do something about that, I would end up spending the rest of my days in a cell. If I lived that long.

      I shook my head and grabbed my keys, walking out of the house. When I got to the gym, I nodded at the regulars and threw my shit into the locker room. I came out ready to get some tension off my shoulders. I started with the speed bag, pumping through the blows so fast my muscles were aching. Even then I didn’t stop, pushing through the pain and letting out some serious aggression.

      I could picture the criminals, my fists hitting their faces faster than I punched the speed bag. The asshats were going to pay, especially when the precinct got hold of them. Nobody fucks with our squad. They would be lucky to get to their cell in one piece.

      I stopped for a minute and leaned against the wall, sweat pouring down my forehead. I looked around the gym trying to collect my breath, looking for Rene. She wasn’t there, and I hadn’t seen her car on the way in either. That just made shit even worse, and the anger surged through me all over again. I didn’t have control of anything in my own life anymore. I had landed in a position of helplessness and it was not okay with me, not even for a second. This shit was going to end me on multiple levels.

      I slapped the speed bag with my hand and shook my head, grabbing a towel to wipe the bag off. What was the use of hitting a leather bag repeatedly? What I really needed to do was try to relax, but I had no idea how to accomplish that. I was frustrated with everything, on top of being livid about the position I was in. Those two emotions put together were not a good combination, the kind of cocktail that could get me in trouble.

      I tossed the paper towel in the trash and walked out of the main area and back to the sauna. If punching my way out of this anger wasn’t going to work, maybe steaming it out would.

      I couldn’t even begin to understand how I had ended up in this situation in the first place. One minute I’d been working a homicide case and the next minute I was being stripped of my gun and badge by my own captain. No matter how much people believed I was innocent, if the evidence pointed to my guilt, there wasn’t much they could do to keep me out of jail.

      Rene could. I needed to get close to her, to get her to believe me, and to make sure she kept me informed. I needed to seduce her. But more than that, I needed to spend some time with her. Fucking her couldn’t be the only thing on my agenda; she’d sniff that out in a heartbeat. Perhaps she and I could have a friendship similar to what I had with Lopez, but I didn’t think that would work. I wanted her like I’d never wanted another woman; friendship was too bland.

      Before I could do anything, though, I had to figure out where she was.
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      After finding out about the drugs missing from the same evidence locker as the money, I sat in the office nearly all day filling out new paperwork and informing my captain of the update to the case. After about a novel’s worth of notes and submissions, I was ready to relax. I left the precinct and drove home, stopping at the gym to use their sauna. It was before the end of the day rush, so hopefully it would be nice and quiet in there.

      I parked my car and got out, stretching my arms over my head. I turned around and scanned the parking lot, looking for Martin’s truck. I was certain Lopez would tell him about the missing drugs, and when she did, he’d be furious. My only hope was that he didn’t stick his nose into the case to try and prove his innocence, which I was slowly starting to believe in. I tapped my hands on the roof of my car, looking around. The guy was a complete douchebag, there was no question in that, but I never pegged him as a thief or a druggie. He did have ties to the drug community because of his start in narcotics, but the drugs and the money landing on his doorstep was too convenient, too easy.

      Too simple. Too obvious. Like the theft. It’s that crap and his alibi that make me think he may be innocent. The flirty shit was over the top obvious as well; I knew he thought he could charm me onto his side, and perhaps to his bed. No fucking way, I thought, sneering. That would be the dumbest thing I could possibly do.

      When I didn’t see his truck, I sighed with relief, grabbed my bag out of the back of the car, and headed inside. Instead of the normal locker rooms, I headed to the sauna and changed in the stall inside the room. The window was all steamed up, and I couldn’t wait to get in there and lean back and relax. That day in particular, I could have sat in the sauna for the rest of my life.

      I shoved my bag into one of the lockers and tightened the towel around my body. Hopefully, I would be the only one in there and could feel comfortable instead of wondering if people were looking at me damn near naked.

      I checked the timer on the door, making sure I had plenty of time before the heat shut off inside. I grabbed the handle and opened the door, feeling the heat radiate over me. However, as soon as I stepped inside, I froze. Sitting in the middle of the sauna, in nothing but a towel himself, was Martin. That bastard was sitting in the exact spot I wanted. How the fuck does this keep happening?

      The cold air from outside flowed through the sauna, hitting him in the face. He pulled his eyebrows together and opened his eyes, a grin appearing as he recognized me. I turned to leave, deciding to hit the elliptical instead but stopped at the sound of his voice.

      “Chicken.” He chuckled under his breath.

      I stopped, my ego burned by his quiet comment. I would be damned if he was going to chase me away from something I really wanted to do. I’d been through hell and back to prove myself, and I refused to let a man like him make me feel less powerful.

      I sighed and shut the door before turning and walking to sit on the opposite end from him. I didn’t look at him, refused to let my eyes drift that direction. I quietly leaned back against the wall. How was I supposed to relax in a hot sauna with him practically naked and me in a towel as well? I couldn’t tell if the heat in the room was from the sauna or from the awkward intensity between the two of us. Best just to ignore it. A statement easier said than done.

      “You know you won’t get any of the steam that close to the door,” he commented, one eye opening to look at me as I glanced at him. “It’s about ten degrees cooler over there. Come sit next to me. I won’t bite ya.” He patted the seat next to him and grinned.

      I shook my head without making eye contact with him. I tried to sit back and relax, letting the steam ease the tension in my body, but it really was too cool on that side. I opened my eyes, frustrated, and clutched the top of my towel as I walked across his line of sight to the other end of the room. I moved closer to the steam, not to him, my eyes down to let him know I wasn’t interested in any kind of conversation. I wanted to decompress from the day and figure out what my next move was. His presence wasn’t helping since my thoughts had to be filled with him and the case.

      I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate on the details of the case, but I could literally feel Martin only feet away from me. I was unnerved, being so close to him wearing nothing more than a towel. Had I known I would be in that situation, I would never have walked in. He was stuck in my head, though, and I sighed, opening my eyes. I glanced at him and scowled at his boyish grin, trying to ignore the fact that he was incredibly handsome.

      “I didn’t see your truck parked outside,” I grumbled. “Otherwise I wouldn’t have come in.”

      “No, I suppose you wouldn’t have.” He smiled. “I rode my motorcycle. It’s a beautiful day out, and I haven’t ridden the thing anywhere in a long time, so why not today? The wind on my face and the throttle of the bike underneath me...” He clicked his tongue. “Nothin’ like it.”

      I really don’t give a damn, I thought nastily. I stared ahead, trying not to picture him on a motorcycle. He was sexy enough and thinking about him riding a bike covered in leather was not something I needed in my head.

      I nodded absently, making a mental note that I had to start looking for a bike everywhere I went. But that might not help too much. I basically felt like I couldn’t go out anywhere without running into him. It was a miracle he hadn’t seen Jenny yet.

      I put the thought out of my mind and leaned my head back and closed my eyes. I thought about the case, the new development, and the fact that everyone was holding onto Martin’s innocence even more than before, claiming there was no way he took the drugs. He hated drugs. But none of it made any sense if he wasn’t the perp. I wondered how long the drugs had been missing and whether they had left with the money or if someone had come back and taken them at a different time. We might be looking at two separate theft cases, and Martin may be responsible for one, both, or none. Joy.

      I opened my eyes and looked at him, realizing then that Martin had scooted closer to me. I sat up immediately, clutching my bath towel. He was so close I could feel the heat coming off his body. He was practically naked, and visions of us from all those years before started playing through my mind. I tried to shake it, but they continued, and I realized how much more fit and in shape he was now than in high school.

      Why the fuck was I thinking about any of that anyway? If I was going to think about that night, I should remember how it felt for him to use me for sex and leave me in a stranger’s room so he could go win a fucking dare. I should remember how he killed my faith in men.

      I wanted to be angry about the fact that he’d left me alone to raise my daughter, but he didn’t even know she existed. Rationally, I knew that wasn’t his fault. I had intentionally kept her from him. Irrationally, I hated him for the struggles Jenny and I had suffered. Mostly, if I was honest, I would admit that the only reason I hated him was because he had fucked me and left me like I was trash.

      On top of the ridiculous personal connection that I hated having with him, I was investigating him for possibly stealing cocaine and a whole lot of money. He was an asshole and probably a dirty cop, not the kind of guy I would even consider giving the time of day. He was the kind of guy I scoffed at when I put him in handcuffs and threw him into a cell.

      Returning to the present, I frowned at him. I couldn’t believe he had the nerve to get that close to me. He was built like a damn dream with arms as big as my head, a muscular, defined stomach and chest, and the way the steam glistened off his skin was a major turn on. He looked like some kind of model sitting there in his towel, his eyes fixed on my face, no doubt watching for a reaction. All I had to do was shift the slightest bit and our bodies would be touching. I could barely breathe properly.

      I wanted to push him away, but at the same time, my urge not to was even stronger. I stared straight ahead, feeling his eyes roving over my body. The feeling of someone wanting me the way he did was powerful and erotic, and I wasn’t willing to give that up just yet. I was out of my mind, I could tell.

      “You know,” I commented without moving my head or eyes in his direction, “the gym has rules about harassment.”

      “They do?” he asked with an innocent smile. “But is it harassment if you don’t tell me to stop?”

      “I shouldn’t have to,” I pointed out, trying to inject sass in my tone. “I’m sure that big guy that polices the place would love to come get you. Or maybe the girl behind the counter. She looks like she doesn’t put up with bullshit.”

      “Right.” He laughed. “What are they going to do? Call the cops? I’m pretty sure I got the lock on that one.”

      “Ugh.” I groaned, rolling my eyes. “You are so fucking full of yourself. It drives me crazy.”

      “I like to hear that.” He smiled.

      “It wasn’t a compliment, asshole,” I said, shaking my head. Sexual chemistry happens whether or not you’re being an asshole. All you’re doing is annoying me. But I couldn’t bring myself to say that out loud.

      He leaned closer, and I could feel the warmth of his breath on my skin. Part of me wanted to slug him, but the other part of me wanted to see what would happen next. It was wrong. It was dangerous. I knew where it would end up, but I was having a hard time caring. I breathed deeply, trying to find my control.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, still not moving an inch.

      He skimmed my jaw with his mouth, lightly nibbling on my skin.

      Fuck! Goosebumps shot all over me, even though I was sitting in a room that was over a hundred degrees. I swallowed hard, feeling the edge of his tongue on my skin as he moved up toward my ear. My hands grasped so tightly to my towel that my knuckles were turning white. He stopped next to my face and smiled.

      “Am I not being obvious enough?” he whispered.

      Before I could say a word or even decide what to say, he reached up and pulled my chin toward him. I looked at him for a moment before he leaned forward and pressed his lips tightly against mine. I was rigid, stiff as a board, but I kissed him back, feeling the passion heating up inside me.

      The sound of the outer door opening made him jump and pull his lips away from mine. All I could do was sit there with my mouth gaping, watching him hold tightly to his towel as he stood up. Before the inner door was open, he was walking away. He looked back and flashed me a smile before walking out.

      What the hell did I just do? Why didn’t I yell? Pull away? Hit him? Hot or not, the guy’s a dick, and I know where caving in to him leads!

      I sat in the sauna, alone again, in a puddle of need and disgust as he disappeared. It felt almost reminiscent of the past, and I hated every second of it. One thing I knew for sure: my desire for Martin hadn’t subsided one bit over the last twelve years. And that was a serious problem.
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      I walked out of that sauna to the locker room, put on my clothes, and headed out of the gym. I tried to slow my breathing as I drove home on my bike, but I was struggling to do so. I was so hot for Rene that I could barely control myself. I slammed the door and stripped. My cock was rock solid in my pants, and I didn’t even make it to the shower before I started to jack it.

      I had to release the pressure, to give myself some relief before I exploded. I hadn’t expected to want her so badly, to want to fuck her and have very little self-control over it. I thought I had played it perfectly, but apparently I was wrong. The sauna, the two of us alone, and the sexual tension had been enough to make me feel like a horny teenager again. I was so riled up after that, I was pretty sure if she had even touched my aching dick with her finger, I would have cum all over myself.

      I headed for the shower, determined to take a cold shower and cool off my heated skin and heated passion. But rather than dampen my desire, I had to find relief. I flipped the water to warm and let my mind wander back to the sauna. Her sweaty skin, her body hidden from me by only a towel. Fuck, I had to take care of myself or my balls would explode.

      I finished undressing, looking at myself in the mirror. I needed to get it together, not get all wound up over some woman who was probably hell-bent on sending me to jail for the rest of my life. I was tougher than that, and that strength needed to show its face before I ended up all twisted inside.

      My focus had to be on proving my innocence. I’d have plenty of time for a woman like Rene, and with that thought, I realized I didn’t just want to fuck her. I liked her tenacity, her unwillingness to bend to my will just because I wanted her to. Her strength was sexy.

      But as I stood next to the shower waiting for the water to heat, I couldn’t get her body off my mind. I climbed in and leaned forward, putting one hand against the tiled wall. The water ran over my head, my face, and cascaded down my body. I closed my eyes, trying to get my thoughts straight, but instead, I found myself picturing Rene in that sauna, her skin pink and moist, her breath hot and needy. I could imagine her sitting on the bench completely naked under the towel, with no one around to interrupt us.

      I opened my eyes and looked down, realizing my cock was throbbing painfully again. I grabbed my shaft and started to stroke it slowly, thinking about all the things I could have done to her in that hot, steamy room. My eyes closed again, and I let her naked tits come back into my mind.

      I was sitting in the sauna, no towel wrapped around me, watching as Rene leaned back on her elbows, her breasts firm and round, bigger than when we’d been eighteen but no less spectacular. I walked over and ran my fingers down her moist skin, feeling the beads of sweat. Leaning forward, I kissed her, and she kissed back with passion and fire.

      I lifted my head and moved down her body, running my lips over her breasts and nibbling for a moment on each nipple. She gasped, whimpering loudly at the touch of my tongue as I moved further down, stopping just above her pussy. I pushed her legs apart and ran my fingers through her folds, feeling the hot juices flowing from her. I rubbed her clit for a moment, watching her body stiffen before I pulled my slick fingers down through her juices.

      I hadn’t tasted her when we were eighteen, an oversight I deeply regretted now. I wanted to know what she tasted like and hoped I’d have the chance. Returning to my fantasy, I pushed two fingers inside her and listened to her moan and scream as I finger fucked that warm pussy. Her hands gripped the wood tightly as I pushed her closer and closer to climax.

      She screamed in ecstasy, and I moved my fingers faster, looking up and watching her face as the pleasure bubbled up. As my fingers twisted inside of her, she exploded, coming hard and screaming my name. I could feel her juices run down my hand as she arched her back and moaned.

      I wanted to feel that pussy so bad, feel how soft she was with my dick sliding in and out of her. I pulled myself up and pushed my cock into her, watching her jolt and moan. I knelt and wrapped her legs around my waist, grabbing her hips and pulling her to me. She bit her lip and watched my hips as they thrust powerfully forward. I slammed into her hard, stopping for a moment before slowly sliding back out. I did it again, only this time I moved faster, making the same motion over and over again, watching her tits bounce up and down.

      She moaned, rolling her eyes and grabbing the bench below her. I gripped her harder and thrust fast and hard, our bodies slapping together in the hot sauna. I could almost hear the crackling of the water on the rocks as I fucked her with everything in me.

      “Oh God!” she screamed.

      “You like that?” I asked. “You like that cock?”

      “Yes,” she whimpered. “Fuck me harder.”

      I leaned forward and rocked my hips, pumping my dick into her. I could feel the soft walls of her pussy moving up and down my hard shaft, and I growled loudly, wanting more and more. She breathed heavily, grabbing my back and lifting her hips, grinding against me every time I thrust forward.

      I smiled and pulled out of her, sitting on the top step and nodding at her. She smiled and sat up, pulling herself into my lap and wrapping her legs around my waist. She reached between my legs and grabbed my cock, stroking it for a few moments as she stared in my eyes. She lifted her hips and lowered herself onto my hard shaft. I groaned, grabbing her ass and pushing myself forward, going even deeper inside her.

      She leaned her hands back on my knees and tilted her head, moving her hips like a wave. She ground hard against me, my cock deep inside her and my body rubbing against her clit. She moaned in a high pitch as I grabbed her body and pulled her just slightly up and down on top of me. She bit her lip and leaned her head back, jutting her tits forward as our bodies rolled over one another. She pulled herself up, bouncing up and down on my cock. I bit her shoulder as she fucked me fast and hard, her screams echoing off the walls.

      “I’m gonna come,” she moaned.

      “Come, baby,” I said, my voice deep. “Let me feel it.”

      I grabbed her waist and bounced her faster and harder, watching her body stiffen as she moved over the edge of ecstasy. She groaned and whimpered as her pussy clamped down on my shaft, her hot juices cascading over my dick like a waterfall. I growled, pumping her faster for a moment before pushing her down, my cock pulsing in an explosion inside her. I breathed deeply, clamping my eyes closed as the waves of pleasure moved over me.

      When I opened them again, I was alone in the shower, my cum circling the drain. Damn it. Exhausted, I finished showering, careful to clean the floor so I didn’t slip. What a story that would be, I thought. Dying because I slipped on my own cum and hit my head. I chuckled at the idea and climbed out, not believing the passion that had driven me. It wasn’t like me at all to be that hot over a chick, but Rene had twisted me all up without even trying.

      If I didn’t figure out a way to get her under me, or over me, for that matter, I would combust. I’d already had sex with her once in my life, so wanting her that badly was ridiculous. The fact that I could remember how hot and tight she was might be the trigger causing my lust. How she had moaned and whimpered as I fucked her that night. The bliss on her face. Even after all this time, she was one of the best lays I’d ever had, which was shocking because I was pretty sure it had been her first time.

      I’d set out on this mission to get Rene in bed because I wanted to prove my innocence, to make her believe I didn’t do any of the things they were trying to pin on me. I needed her to be vulnerable to my personality and persuasions, and the best way to do that was to get her wrapped up in my arms. At this point, though, that need for her understanding had morphed into something else. Now, I just straight up needed her body.

      I finished my shower, dressed, and headed out of the duplex, not really sure what was going on in my head. Aimlessly, I wandered through town, trying to collect my thoughts and my passions at the same time. I walked to the local pub and ordered myself a beer and a burger and took it out to the patio. I sat at a small table drinking my beer, trying to get myself straight, trying to figure out what the next step was to solve my case. Just as important, I was trying to figure out how to get Rene in my bed so I wasn’t jacking my cock every five minutes thinking about her.

      “Hey,” a younger guy said, walking up. “Aren’t you Martin Ferrel? The old shortstop for the Dodgers?”

      Oh hey, a distraction. I smiled. “I am.”

      “Man, I followed you while you were in the big leagues,” he said excitedly. “I was bummed when you retired. You can really play some ball, man.”

      “Thanks,” I said, shaking his hand.

      “What are you doing now?”

      “I’m a cop, homicide division.”

      “Nice,” he replied, nodding his head, impressed. “Well, I’ll let you eat. I just wanted to say what’s up.”

      “Thanks, man,” I said, still smiling. I was actually recognized from my days playing in the major leagues. That didn’t happen anymore. It had been years since I’d been on a field, much less played in front of a crowd.

      A few minutes later, a couple of his friends came over to talk to me, and I ended up signing some autographs and reminiscing about my time playing ball in college and moving early into the majors. The Dodgers had wooed me right out of college and into the big stadium with all the lights. It was one of those things in my life that I questioned the reality.

      With a few beers in my belly, I walked back to my place, taking my time. It was a nice day, and I didn’t have anything else to do. If I were sitting in my place, thinking about Rene was exactly what I knew would happen, and I would drive myself nuts with it. I needed to find something else to do with myself.

      As I crossed into the parking lot, I walked past a familiar car and stopped. It was Rene’s car, and she was sitting inside it. She hadn’t seen me yet, and I had to say I was more than surprised to see her in front of my apartment. Maybe she was staking me out, but she looked nervous, almost as if she were fighting with herself.

      I smirked. Maybe the sauna had done the trick after all.
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      I sat in my car, staring at the steering wheel, unsure what I was doing outside Martin’s apartment. The scene in the sauna had affected me a lot more than I had wanted it to, and now I was outside his apartment like some trashy stalker.

      What was I doing? I couldn’t get involved with a suspect on the first case I’d been assigned with IA.  I shouldn’t have come. I should have pushed him out of my mind. I should’ve disclosed our past relationship and had him reassigned to another agent. And I damn sure shouldn’t have let him kiss me in the damn sauna.

      All my training, everything I had been through in my life, was telling me I shouldn’t be outside his apartment, that I shouldn’t be chasing Martin down with lust in my belly and need pulsing in my chest. But damn if he wasn’t haunting me. He was everywhere I went, and if it wasn’t his physical presence, thoughts of our one night together kept replaying in my mind.

      I’d gone home after the gym, showered, and laid down on the bed, glad that Jenny wasn’t around to watch me making a fool of myself. I dreamed about him, and the dream had been so sexy and vivid that I could barely to contain myself. When I had woken up, I had to finish myself off, but that didn’t stop the lust.

      Damn you, Martin. I told myself that it would be just once. Just one hot time to scratch the itch plaguing me.

      I may as well get it over with. It’s not like it’ll mean anything. The guy’s faithless, I know this, and no matter how hard he tries, he can’t mess with my objectivity on the case. If I screwed him on my terms, knowing I wouldn’t want anything to do with him afterward, I would feel better.

      Furious with myself because the entire idea was mad, I was reaching for the ignition when there was a knock on my window. I jumped and looked up at Martin standing next to my car. My heart beat faster. I swallowed hard and opened the door, unbuckling my seat belt and climbing out of my car, bracing myself. I knew what I wanted, I was going to get it, and I would walk away after.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      That was the last moment I had to change my mind. It was the moment I needed to step up and remove myself from the situation I had put myself in. I knew I needed to walk away, but my feet wouldn’t move. Before I even had the chance to change my mind, words were spilling out of my mouth.

      “I want to use you,” I stated boldly. “Like you used me in high school.”

      He stared at me for a moment, as shocked by the words as I was. Then he slowly started to smile, a growl, an actual growl, trembling low in his throat. It was the sort of almost desperate sound that made me wetter than I already was. Yeah, you feel it too. At least I’m not the only one losing control.

      He grabbed my hand and shut my car door, and I hit the key fob to lock it. Without a word, he dragged me through the parking lot and up the stairs of his apartment complex. We walked to the door at the end of the hall, and he unlocked it, leading me inside. I got a glimpse of a nice but not very neat bachelor’s apartment before he turned to me and stole all my attention.

      I wanted to say something, to stop myself, but there wasn’t time. Before I had a chance, he leaned over and closed the door, pushing my back up against it. I could feel his hand pushing against my stomach as he moved his face to mine, just inches away. My breath caught in my throat as he brushed his mouth against mine, softly at first, and then with fervor. His tongue slipped past my lips, and his hand cradled my neck as his other grabbed my breast and massaged it. I relaxed into his arms, letting the lust run wild, forgetting everything I’d told myself.

      He lifted my arms and pulled my shirt and sports bra off, exposing my bare breasts. He leaned down and sucked my nipple into his mouth, nibbling on it as he pushed my pants down to my ankles and held me while I stepped out of them. He leaned me back against the door again, cupping my warm mound in his hand, the black lace keeping him from my pussy.

      I unbuttoned his shirt, pulling at it as he moved his arms out of the sleeves and let it drop to the floor. I raked my fingernails down his hard chest as he unbuckled his belt and took off his shorts. I grabbed his hard shaft through his boxers and bit my lip, wanting to feel him inside me. He smiled, pulling his boxers off and letting his huge cock bounce out. I hadn’t gotten a good look at it last time; I knew now why nobody else had felt quite adequate after it.

      Maybe he’s ruined me for other guys. What a terrible thought. I can’t let him know it. But it sure felt like the truth.

      I pulled down my panties and stood against the door, rubbing my clit as he stroked his cock, the intensity between us building by the second. He watched me as I moaned, rubbing my pussy, watching his cock get harder and harder. He stepped forward, shoved my hand to the side, and spread my feet apart. My back was pressed against the door as he slid his fingers through my folds and pushed two of them deep inside me. I cried out, arching and throwing my head back, holding tightly to his shoulders.

      He slid his fingers in and out, the palm of his hand massaging my throbbing clit. I bit my lip and closed my eyes, reaching out and grabbing his cock. I smoothed my hand up and down the shaft, matching the speed of his fingers. He groaned, putting his other hand beside me, against the door. As my pace increased, so did his, until we were both writhing in ecstasy. I could feel his fingers twisting and turning as he finger fucked me hard and fast. My clit was pulsing against his hand as the fire in my belly burned red hot. He leaned his head against the door next to my ear.

      “You like that?” he whispered.

      “Fuck yes,” I moaned.

      “Yeah? You gonna come for me?”

      “Yes,” I whimpered. “Yes. I’m gonna come for you.”

      “I want to feel it,” he growled. “I want to feel your juices on my hand.”

      “Yes,” I screamed as his sexy voice sent me over the edge. “I’m coming. I’m fucking coming.”

      The fire exploded inside me as he moved hard and deep. My pussy convulsed, showering his fingers with my hot juices. My body shook feverishly in his hands as the waves of pleasure pulsed through my veins.

      “I wanna taste you,” he murmured, kneeling in front of me, his eyes on mine. “I want to know what you taste like.”

      He put his mouth over my clit, then lifted one of my legs to rest on his shoulder, opening my body to his tongue. My head hit the door as his tongue flicked over my clit and his fingers slid up my inner thigh and into my pussy again. He licked me, teased my clit, and practically slurped the juices running out of my pussy onto him.

      When he rose, he kissed me hard, letting me taste myself. He looked at me and said, “God damn you taste good.”

      He grabbed my ass and lifted me, pulling my legs around his waist. He reached between us and guided his cock into me. I leaned my head back and gasped, feeling the enormity of his shaft. He filled me completely, his body shaking with desire, his eyes dark and strangely serious. That irritating, cocky grin was gone.

      He pushed me back against the door, and I reached down, grabbing the door handle to steady myself while hanging onto his shoulder. He moved his hands, hooking his arms under both my legs and opening them wider so I could wrap both arms around his neck and hold on as he fucked me.

      He thrust hard into me, shaking the door behind us. I moaned, licking my lips, feeling him deeper than before. He spread his feet wide, stabilizing himself before slamming his cock into me like a beast unleashed.

      We were making a hell of a racket, but I didn’t care at all. I screamed in pleasure, feeling his body meet mine and retract again. The sound of our skin connecting echoed through his apartment, and I dragged my fingernails across his back, almost certainly leaving marks.

      God, he felt so fucking good, and all I wanted was more of him. He rocked his hips forward and back, grunting loudly as we fucked against the door. When standing up got to be too much, he pulled me to him and dropped to his knees. He sat me down on the ground and laid down on his back.

      “Ride me,” he ordered. “Ride me until you come all over my cock.”

      I smiled and crawled forward, straddling him. I lowered myself onto his shaft, moaning with my head back as I slid all the way to the base. I immediately started to grind against him, feeling the pressure of his body massaging my swollen clit. I put my hands on his chest, shifting my hips hard, back and forth, unable to even think with the amount of pleasure pulsing through me.

      I sat back up and grabbed my tits, massaging them as I slid up and down his shaft. I started slow, but as I felt his cock move deep inside, I couldn’t control myself. I bounced up and down, my moans matching my pace. He reached up and grabbed my waist, digging his fingers in as I screamed, on the edge of another climax. He smiled and rubbed my clit, making me go past the edge and explode. My pussy tightened hard around his shaft, and my juices flowed over him again.

      He moaned loudly, grabbing my waist and bouncing me up and down as fast as he could. His jaw was clenched, and he pushed me down hard before lifting me up again and off him. He quickly got to his knees and spun me around onto all fours, slamming back inside me for a few powerful thrusts until he cried out and his body shook as he pumped me full of his seed.

      After catching his breath, he rose and walked to his bathroom and grabbed a towel. I was laying on the floor as he sat down next to me, cleaning the evidence from my body, a sweet gesture. He laid down next to me on the floor, and we stayed there quietly, trying to catch our breath. I was stunned beyond words by what had just happened between us.

      I had no idea that sex could be like that. It was raw, animalistic, and the lust between us was like nothing I had ever experienced before. We could barely get enough of each other, and we both pushed for more and more through the whole experience. I’d never been so primal, so erotic as he and I were at that moment against the door.

      It was beyond my comprehension how he had my number sexually from the start. Even as a damn virgin, he’d made me come harder than anyone after him. I’d never experienced anything like it. It was so good.

      I lay on the cold floor, exhausted, reflecting that I’d been stupid again. No condom this time either, but I was on birth control. No more babies for me. Sighing, I had to will myself to get up so I could follow through with the plan I had set out for myself. It was difficult, but I managed to get to my feet. I collected my clothes and redressed, my skin tingling all over when the cloth touched it.

      “You don’t have to go yet,” he protested, watching me with lust in his eyes and a hardening cock, which surprised me.

      I smirked and buttoned my pants before grabbing my keys and opening the front door. I stood in the open doorway for a moment, knowing I had to say something. I wanted it to be coy and powerful. Just the tiniest taste of what you did to me.

      “Thanks for the orgasms,” I quipped before slipping out and shutting the door behind me.

      I walked down the stairs and outside, not stopping until I was inside my car with the keys in the ignition. I let out a deep breath and laughed at myself, impressed with how I’d handled the whole thing. I was still in total disbelief that it had happened. I was in this post-coital haze and wanted to go home for a nap after picking up Jenny, so I started the car and pulled out of the parking lot.
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      To say that I was on cloud nine would be an understatement. I’d woken up that morning still smelling Rene’s lavender perfume on my skin; a smell I didn’t want to rid myself of. What a goddamn ride. She had given me a taste, and I couldn’t wait for another sample. But after that parting remark, I wasn’t sure she’d let me enjoy her fruits.

      More than that, the woman was feisty and created an interest in me that I hadn’t ever felt. An interest in knowing more about her than the beautiful body, the sounds she made when she was fucked right. Would she even give me that chance?

      I pulled on a pair of shorts and grabbed a cup of coffee before heading down to the mailboxes. It was a warm, beautiful Thursday, and my mood hadn’t been that good in a very long time. Maybe even since the time I’d cracked the case of the year, finding the criminals who killed half a dozen bystanders in a shopping mall while on a mission to burglarize as many stores as possible.

      As I exited the building, I saw my neighbor walking toward the complex. She was a very sweet woman at least twenty years older than me who obviously had a crush on me. She’d hinted to me more than once that she was single and ready to mingle, though she might have been teasing me. For a while I did everything I could to avoid her, but that day nothing could have spoiled my mood.

      “Good morning, Martin,” she trilled, waving, a coy smile on her thin, brightly painted lips.

      “Good morning, Ms. Aguirre.”

      “Well, don’t you seem bright and cheerful this morning,” she announced, lifting her fake eyebrows in question.

      “Had a good day yesterday,” I told her. “I’ll see you around.”

      I continued past her to the mailboxes, and she watched me walk past. I heard her sigh and continue to her apartment, and I chuckled to myself. Perhaps she was finally starting to realize nothing would happen between us. My smile remained as I pulled my mail from the box, going through the different bills and junk mail that had been in there for a week. I needed to check my mail more often. Look at all this crap.

      I shut the box and locked it, stepping back so other people could get to theirs. When I reached the end of the stack, I found a plain white envelope with no stamp or address on it. I opened it and pulled out a stack of photos. Frowning, my blood instantly running cold, I flipped through them quickly. They were pictures of Rene leaving my apartment the day before. Lipstick smeared, hair rumpled, smiling. Clearly post-fuck.

      Somebody knows. They know who Rene is, they know about the investigation. The guy who framed me must be watching me, waiting for a slip-up like this. And I played right into the bastard’s hands!

      Department protocol stated an IA officer wasn’t supposed to fraternize with the accused outside the investigation. Rene could lose her job, and the investigation would be compromised and could take even longer. Both our careers could be on the line

      Out of habit I reached to my side before remembering I had turned my gun in when I was suspended. I looked around, across the lawn and into the street, scanning every face that passed. Was the person who had left the envelope still around? No one seemed to be out of place. The only thing that was strange was a black sedan with tinted windows pulling away from the curb and driving away, but I couldn’t see who was inside.

      It was probably just someone leaving the complex, but with that envelope in my hand, I was paranoid. I took a deep breath and shoved the photos back inside. I jogged back up the stairs to the third floor and walked into my apartment, glancing around and making sure no one had snuck in. When I was comfortable with the fact that I was indeed alone, I pulled out the photos again and took a closer look.

      From the branches in several of the shots, whoever took the pictures had been hiding in the bushes, beyond where Rene had parked. I hadn’t even looked around; the thought that someone was watching me had never occurred to me.

      Blackmail. I know what the demand will be, too. Either confess and take the goddamn fall, or both my career and Rene’s will be destroyed. I threw my head back, cursing my own stupidity. Rene. Fucking Christ, all I wanted was her on my side. Now I’m pulling her down the toilet with me. Why didn’t I consider this possibility?

      I picked up my cell phone and pulled Rene’s card out of my wallet. I dialed her number and sat down on the stool at the counter, waiting for her to answer. I wondered if she had received copies also. Whoever was doing this would ruin her without a second thought, and that made me sick to my stomach.

      I didn’t want anyone but her to know what was going on, at least not yet. Whoever this person was knew I might call the station, and if they had informants inside, it was the last place I wanted to put my call. I felt almost like I couldn’t trust anyone but Rene, the person trying to put me behind bars. How fucked up was that?

      Rene didn’t pick the phone up the first time, so I called again, skipping the voicemail when it went to message. I tried her one more time, and luckily, this time she picked up.

      “Good Lord,” she said. “I was on the damn highway. What is so urgent that you had to call me three times?”

      It didn’t sound like she knew anything about the photos, which was a good thing. Maybe an envelope was waiting in her mailbox too, but at least she would have the warning. I needed her to be aware, though, and I needed her to take the photos as evidence that someone was messing with me.

      “On your way to work, or home from?”

      “Home from,” she said. “What’s wrong?”

      “I need to meet you, and this can’t wait,” I said.

      “Are you alright? You sound weird.”

      “I’m okay, but something happened,” I hedged, not wanting to say too much over the phone. “I’ll find a place to meet and text you the location. Don’t let anyone from the office know where you’re going.”

      “Alright,” she said, confusion clear in her tone.

      I hung up the phone and sighed, stuffing the photos back into the envelope and grabbing my keys. I drove to the park about seven blocks away and pulled out my phone. I texted her what park and for her to meet me on the bench by the pond. I got out of the car and walked to the bench, sitting down and waiting for her to arrive. I kept an eye out for anyone watching me—and just in case, for a black sedan.

      My hands were shaking so hard I had to grasp them together to stop it. I was livid. This was a special anger, the kind I’d only felt one other time in my life. My parents had been killed in a collision, and the man who’d killed them, driving drunk, had been given the minimum punishment even though my dad had been a respected cop. His lawyer had been top-notch, and I’d nearly attacked them both in the courtroom that day.

      This time I was a grown man capable of controlling my anger. I hated the feeling it gave me. I hated having another thing in my life that I couldn’t control. It enraged me to feel so helpless. It was the kind of emotion that made people panic, made them think their lives were so awful there was nothing they could do to fix it. I’d been feeling out of control and helpless since I’d been suspended started, and this escalated that feeling.

      Who is this fucker, and what did I do to him to make him come for me like this? Or was I just convenient?

      I wrung my hands together, realizing I couldn’t let the anger take over and force me to make stupid mistakes. I had to be in control, not my emotions, not some asshole stalking me, and definitely not some petty threat left in my mailbox. I was so lost in my thoughts, I didn’t see Rene until she was practically on top of me.

      “Hey,” Rene said, walking up behind me. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t even know how to explain it,” I said, standing up and facing her.

      “Well, try,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “You brought me all the way out to this random park. Why couldn’t you just tell me on the phone?”

      “I got something in the mail today,” I said, handing her the envelope. I really hope she doesn’t punch me in public.

      “There’s no postage,” she noticed, eyebrows drawing together.

      “I know. Someone put it through my mail slot,” I told her. “Open it.”

      I watched her as she carefully pulled the photos out. I winced as all the color began to drain out of Rene’s face. She stared at pictures of her taken without her knowledge, pictures that suggested she had done something that could wreck her career. I could only imagine how that made her feel, and I was starting to think I should have been more sensitive about the situation.

      “These were in your mailbox?” Her voice was low, and she kept looking around, just like I had been doing.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I looked around to see if anyone strange was lurking around, but everything seemed normal.”

      “It doesn’t feel normal,” she mumbled, still flipping through the pictures. “God, they got like fifty shots in that tiny amount of time I was outside of your complex. I didn’t even see anyone when I went out and got in my car.”

      “Did you get an envelope too?”

      “I—I don’t know,” she stammered, her eyes widening as she looked at me. “I haven’t been home to check my mail yet.”

      “Gotta be blackmail. Someone wants me to take the fall without fighting.” My jaw hurt; I forced the muscles to relax.

      “Can you think of anyone who would want to do this? Any of your prior arrests? Any old flings that have it out for you?” Her tone was bitter and tired for a moment, and I felt a pang I didn’t expect.

      “It wouldn’t be any of my priors,” I said with certainty. “They’re hardcore. They don’t fuck around like this. If they wanted me out of the picture, they would take me out, not toy with me. This is much deeper than that.”

      She nodded. “Yes, I looked at some of your old cases while investigating. I’m surprised you’re not already dead.”

      My eyebrows raised, and a laugh escaped me. “Was that a little joke?”

      “Trying not to freak out,” she revealed. “Humor helps.”

      I nodded and continued. “As far as women, believe it or not, I’ve learned over the years to be honest from the get-go. You know, so I didn’t lead anyone on. As far as I know, I don’t have a tribe of angry broads trying to ruin my life.” Not entirely true; sometimes girls got attached even when I was up-front about my intentions. But none of the women I’d bedded would do something like this.

      She was thumbing through the photos again, as if trying to find some flaw that would make them unacceptable as evidence against us. “Seriously, though, you can’t think of anyone who would want to destroy you? It can’t be random coincidence, Martin. This is calculated.”

      “I have no idea who might be doing this,” I said honestly. “But I have a very strong feeling that whoever it is works at the station. I think this is coming from the inside, and I have a feeling it’s meant to keep me from fighting the charges. Which means it’s the same guy who framed me.”

      She looked at the water and sat down on the bench. After a moment, she put the photos back in the envelope. I sat next to her, trying to read her expression. She turned toward me and took a deep breath as if to speak, then hesitated.

      “What?”

      “I have to ask one last time,” she said. “Did you take the money or the drugs?”

      I faced her and slammed my hand down on the seat between us. “No,” I said firmly. “I am innocent. I might be a maverick and an asshole, but I’m not a thief or a drug dealer or user.”

      “But you are trying to manipulate the IA detective investigating you into taking your side.” She didn’t have to add ‘with sex’.

      I winced. “Look, that was desperation, okay?”

      “A lot of crimes happen out of desperation.” Her voice was laced with exhaustion; the case was killing her. “For the record, it wouldn’t have worked. My aim is getting at the truth. All the orgasms in the world won’t change that, and it’s insulting that you think they would.”

      My ears started to burn with embarrassment. “Yeah, well...maybe I was just finding an excuse to fuck you again.”

      A long silence stretched between us. “Oh,” she said finally.

      “Yeah.” An inadequate response for sure. Nothing I could say right now would be right. “So what do you think we should do?”

      “I think you should get out of the city for a while,” she replied after a few thoughtful moments. “Pretend you’re defeated, not trying to find evidence anymore, just hiding from the whole thing.”

      I grimaced, pride stinging at the very idea. But it would mislead our stalker, get me away from Rene while she investigated the case, and probably buy some time before those photos were sent to the people that mattered. “Fine. I hate it, but you’re right.”

      “Playing at defeat isn’t the same as being defeated,” she told me firmly, shocking me with the reassurance. Something had shifted between us, and it wasn’t just because of the sex. “Whoever is doing this is more likely to let their guard down if they think they’ve won.”

      I couldn’t really argue. “All right then.”

      She nodded, seeming a little surprised that I was actually listening to her. “I’ll let Captain Riggs know you’re on vacation, so to speak, but that I can reach you, and I’ll handle the rest of this. Do you have somewhere you can go?”

      “Yeah,” I said, rubbing my face. “I’ll head to my cabin. My grandma left it to me after she passed. You remember it—you actually came out for that New Year’s party.”

      “Yeah, I do.” She sighed, clearly not in the mood to reminisce. “I’ll text you as soon as I have any news.”
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      Everything about Martin, from the way he spoke to his body language, showed that he was pissed, and so was I. I knew from his record and what everyone said that he was an amazing detective, but this time it had to be different. If he got involved, the whole investigation could go up in flames. Hell, if those photos were circulated, he wouldn’t be the only person in trouble. From the looks of it, whoever was after him was now after me too.

      His grandmother’s cabin was the perfect place for him to go. It wasn’t too far away, so I wouldn’t have a problem clearing it with his captain since he wasn’t supposed to leave the area. But it wasn’t in the city, either.

      Very few people knew about his grandma’s place outside of his relatives and friends from high school, which was a good thing. It would knock the perpetrator off guard, possibly even draw them out of hiding. There was an element of danger to the plan, but I knew Martin could handle it. He’d been in some of the most dangerous places a cop could be, and he’d come out on top every time.

      “Look,” I said, reading his face. “I know you don’t want to go out there. I know you want to track this son of a bitch down yourself, but this is really the best option. You need to get out of the city, away from the eye of whoever is doing this. If they decide to follow you, that’s a good thing. We can track them, draw them out, and find out who’s behind all this.” I paused and waited for him to look at me. “Just remember, you’re still vulnerable, so you need to be careful. Just lay low, and I’ll take care of the next steps. I’ll make sure to get in contact with you as soon as possible.”

      I couldn’t believe I wasn’t yelling at him for drawing me into his shitstorm of trouble. But I had gone to his apartment on my terms, even knowing what the rules were. This was my screw-up too.

      It was pretty damn ironic that the thing that convinced me most of all that someone was out for him, and may have framed him, came from my own slip-up. But if he was being watched by a legitimate cop, we would have gotten a call from the captain by now.

      “Alright,” he said, nodding tightly. “You’re right. I won’t do any good here, especially since I’m on suspension and can’t help with the investigation. What are you going to do with those pictures?”

      “For now, I’m gonna keep them somewhere safe.”

      “Why don’t you burn them?”

      I tilted my head, thinking about that option. I finally shook my head. “No, they probably have copies. Wouldn’t matter if I burned them.”

      “You’re probably right. Be careful,” he said. “I’ll talk to you soon.”

      “Alright. Now get outta town, and quickly,” I told him. “I’ll deal with this. But for now, I gotta pick up—” I jerked to a stop, glancing at him to see if I could cover.

      “Your daughter?”

      I froze, fear and shock the only emotions I could process, until the anger clouded my thinking. “How the hell do you know about my daughter?”

      He actually stammered, so I must have looked fierce. “I—I saw her with you at that bakery where your friend works. I drove by…”

      “Forget about her,” I announced, standing jerkily and walking away. Without looking back, I ordered, “And get the hell out of town.”

      I reached my car, fuming, and climbed in and slammed the door. How could I have been so careless? He had seen Jenny, knew I had a daughter, but obviously he didn’t recognize her as his child. Good. But I’d have to be more careful. Sleeping with him had been a bigger mistake than I realized. Our relationship had to be nothing but professional from this point on, or I risked him learning who exactly Jenny belonged to.

      I watched as he walked back toward his truck. I sat in my car, grasping the photos in my hand. I needed to make sure I nabbed this person before they ruined Martin or me. I inhaled deeply, closing my eyes and letting the sun beat down on my face. I needed a minute to compose myself. Seeing those pictures, knowing someone had been right next to me taking them, gave me a really sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. I had always been the cop, never the victim, and I wasn’t sure how to handle it. Especially if a truly dirty fellow cop was involved.

      The best thing was to continue investigating and have a conversation with Captain Riggs. That’s going to be fun.

      When my heart had stopped beating so fast, I turned on my car and headed to pick up Jenny. After school, she went to my dad’s until I could get home from work. She and Dad both loved it, and sometimes she just stayed there if I was going to be particularly late.

      If this really blows up in my face, what will I tell her? What will I tell Dad? My mind raced as I drove. Jenny and my father were the exact reasons why my relationship with Martin would remain professional. I wouldn’t be able to face either of them if I lost my job because I was screwing a possible criminal.

      I pulled into Dad’s driveway a few minutes later and found them on the front lawn, raking leaves. From the looks of it, they would rake, then Jenny would throw herself in the pile, then rake again. I smiled nostalgically, remembering doing the same thing with him when I’d been a kid. She would soon be too old to do silly things like this, I knew, so I was glad we’d moved back when we did.

      “Hey, guys,” I called as I climbed out of the car. “Having fun?”

      “Yes!” Jenny screamed as she ran and leapt into the leaves, emerging with leaves and sticks clinging to her hair and clothes. She laughed and ran toward me. “Wanna try?”

      “I’d probably break a hip,” I said with a laugh.

      “Your mother is old,” Dad added. “Ancient, even.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” I rolled my eyes and heard Jenny giggle. “You have any homework?”

      “Just math, but Granddad helped me with it.”

      “Thank God,” I mumbled. I hated her math homework. “He’s better at that stuff than me.”

      “What’s for dinner?” she asked.

      “I put a roast in the crockpot, remember?”

      “Oh yeah!” She ran inside to get her stuff, and my dad and I laughed.

      “She loves roast,” I told him, rolling my eyes. “You wanna come eat?”

      “Nah, but thanks, honey,” he said, moving a little slow. “Your kid is killin’ me. I’m gonna be all stiffened up after all this raking.”

      “Ah, Dad, I’m sorry,” I said, concerned as I wrinkled my brow. “I can find somewhere else for her to go.”

      “You damn well better not,” he commanded. “I love havin’ that girl here.”

      I laughed and nodded my head. “Okay, Dad. How ‘bout this? I’ll tell her she has to actually rake the leaves tomorrow since she got to have fun today.”

      He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “That’d be nice. And I’ll pay her.”

      “You don’t have to pay her.”

      “Girl needs to learn the value of a dollar,” he decided. “For each bag of leaves, I’ll give her five dollars.”

      I glanced around his front yard, calculating she’d make about twenty-five. “She’ll love having her own money.”

      “It’s settled then.” He hugged me and headed for the front steps as Jenny ran out. “Bye, sweetie. Tomorrow, bring your working gloves.”

      I watched as he explained his plan to her, and she seemed eager to do the job. We waved goodbye and headed home, and Jenny jabbered the whole ride. She loved her new school, she loved hanging out with her grandfather, and she was already making new friends. Her chattering improved my mood exponentially, and by the time I pulled into our driveway, we were both giggling over a story she told from school.

      After dinner, Jenny went upstairs to get a bath and get ready for bed, I grabbed Martin’s envelope out of my bag. When we’d got home, I’d automatically looked around as I got out. No one suspicious had been lurking about, but I couldn’t be too careful. I’d checked the mailbox nervously and found a plain white envelope with no stamp or address, similar to the one Martin had received. Fuck.

      I hadn’t looked at the pictures in the new envelope; I hadn’t wanted to ruin my evening with my daughter. But now I was alone, and the time had come. When I pulled the pictures out, I could tell they were different. Luckily, they weren’t as bad as the first ones—they didn’t catch my smeared lipstick so well, and from that angle I could have been in any parking lot. I handled them on the edges and set them down, grabbing a pair of latex gloves from my case. I flipped through them again, looking for clues, finally stopping at the worst of them: me walking with Martin into his apartment, a hungry smile on my face as I followed him inside.

      Electricity shot into my chest thinking about what had happened after we had disappeared into the complex. I was relieved that the pictures weren’t as bad as the ones he’d been sent. Sure, to me they looked bad, because I knew what happened after we went inside. But to anyone else we were talking as we walked into a building. The bewildered look on my face could have even been construed as anger.

      But it’s still fraternizing with a suspect in an IA investigation. If this gets back to Brass, I’m fucked. And if a cop did this, they know the rules. Which is why this has me dead to rights.

      I picked up the envelope and looked inside, making sure I hadn’t missed anything. Inside was a piece of yellow paper folded in half. I pulled the tweezers out of my case and carefully pulled the paper out, unfolding it and setting it on the counter. There was a scribbled note in marker, the handwriting barely legible, reading, “Find him guilty.”

      The words made my heart skip a beat. Oh, son, you just fucked up twice, even if you did think to write this note with your off hand. I knew this was the evidence I needed to prove that Martin was innocent. Someone was trying to control the investigation from the outside, and I would be damned if I let that happen.

      I walked out on the porch and retrieved my trash bucket from the side of the house. I grabbed the lighter fluid off the grill and dumped the pictures sent to Martin inside. I poured the liquid on them and lit one of the long matches I used during cookouts. I stared down in the bucket at my face on film and then dropped the match, watching the pictures go up in flames.

      No one needed to see those, even as evidence. With the package from my mailbox, we would be able to prove someone was trying to force us to accept the framing of Martin. When Martin’s pictures were destroyed, I went back inside and sealed the note and the other images in an evidence bag and put it in my work bag.

      Apparently, whoever had sent those pictures to me was getting desperate. They knew I was on to the fact that Marvin wasn’t guilty. They knew they were running out of options to cover the crime if I continued to thoroughly investigate rather than just decide Martin was guilty. I was going to use that desperation to my own advantage. If they were getting more desperate, they would surely make another mistake very soon.

      I returned to the porch to douse the bucket with a cup of water just as I heard Jenny heading toward the kitchen. I stepped back inside and smiled as she handed me her comb. She plopped in the chair, and I began running the comb through her hair, our nightly ritual. Soothing for both of us, we usually headed to bed afterwards.
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      The next morning, we were running late. I had slept late, which meant Jenny had slept late, so we ate bananas in the car on the way to school and work. She made it with time to spare, calling out I love you as she hurried out of the car. I waved to the teacher on duty outside and headed to the station. I didn’t want to talk to anyone but the captain, and it had to be in private. I didn’t know who could be trusted.

      The forty-minute drive from Mapleton felt like a century. But I maintained my poise when I walked into his office without announcing myself. “Captain,” I said, smiling at his secretary. “I need to speak with you in private.”

      “Of course,” he said with a curious look. “Thank you, Janet. Please leave the messages on your desk. I’ll collect them when I’m done here.”

      “Yes, Captain,” she said, walking out of the room and closing the door behind her.

      I turned and closed the blinds. I didn’t think anyone had noticed I was with the captain, but I couldn’t be too careful, especially if the person was working in this precinct, which I was beginning to think was the case. I turned and sat down in front of him.

      “Closing the door and the blinds,” he murmured, eyebrows up. “Must be important. What’s this about?”

      “Captain, I am now certain Detective Ferrel is innocent,” I announced without preamble. “That being said, we need to start looking at who may be guilty, and who they’re working with to frame him.”

      He stared at me for a moment, thinking. “Have you told your captain?”

      “No,” I said, hesitating before dropping the next bomb. “The thing is, I believe it may be someone inside the department. So we have to keep this between us.”

      He blinked and glanced at the blinds I’d closed, then leaned back in his chair. “Go on.”

      “I received an envelope in the mail today. It had pictures of Martin and me walking into a building and a note threatening me if I didn’t find him guilty. I have it locked in an evidence bag in my briefcase.” I braced myself for his reaction.

      “What were you doing talking to him outside of work?” His eyebrow furrowed, and I dug my fingers into my palms under the table.

      “I suspected he wouldn’t speak candidly inside the station due to his suspicions, and I was correct.” Liar, liar, pants on fire. “Martin and I have a plan to draw the perp out so we can identify and apprehend him or them. I sent Martin to his grandmother’s cabin to get him out of the city. The perp is getting desperate enough to hand me evidence of their existence, and I’m confident they’ll show their face.”

      “That sounds like a good plan,” the captain agreed. “It bothers me that someone in this department is trying to sabotage one of their fellow officers. Whoever he is, I want him out.”

      “I agree,” I said. “If we play this smart, we’ll be able to figure out who they are fast.”

      “Alright,” he agreed. “I’ll do anything I can to help you. Just tell me what you need, and I’m on it.”

      “I appreciate it, Captain,” I said. “I only need one thing from you. I need you to trust me. This person is desperate, and there’s a chance you’ll hear things that aren’t true. When they figure out I won’t help them frame Martin, they’re going to attack me with everything they have to get me thrown off the case. When that happens, I need to know that you have my back. No matter what you hear, I need to know you won’t fall into the trap.”

      He was quiet for a moment, staring at me, debating internally. After a stretch of silence that gnawed on my nerves, he nodded. “You have my support, Detective Cole.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I said, relieved. I rose to shake his hand before walking out of the office.

      I was playing a dangerous game with this perp, and it could cost me my job. Things might get worse before I could draw them out, and I had to be prepared for that both mentally and emotionally. Whoever this was, they were starting to panic, realizing their frame job wasn’t very stable. They would come for Martin and me, and I wanted to be prepared.

      It was the only way I would be able to catch the perp and close the case. And once all this bullshit was behind us, I could figure out what to do about my feelings for Martin.
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      I’d always loved being at my grandmother’s cabin; it was the only thing I had left of her, and it made me feel close to her again. Being there usually put me at ease, but when I started my morning, I could feel the anger pulsing through me. After a night here, I wasn’t feeling any better about my situation.

      I made some coffee and opened all the cabin’s windows. I pumped Led Zeppelin out through the speakers and strolled outside, stretching my arms high into the air. It was a beautiful day, but that wasn’t helping me feel any less angry. I didn’t have a gym to go work out at, so I decided on the next best thing, chopping wood.

      I walked to the shed, grabbed the ax, and strolled out to the pile of wood I’d collected the night before. Nights were getting chilly enough that I needed fuel for the wood stove, so at least I was burning my anger on something useful. I placed a log on the stand and raised the ax high over my head, swinging down with force and speed, splitting the log in half.

      Ever since I was old enough to use an ax, chopping wood had calmed me. When I’d been a hormonal teenager, angry over something, my grandmother would send me out to the woodpile, and I would split logs for hours, sometimes until my hands bled.

      This time was different, though. This time I had a target. Instead of seeing an old weathered block of wood, I imagined the head of whoever was trying to ruin my life. I picked up the pace, chopping the wood faster and faster, the blocks splintering, spitting out shards that flew through the air around me. I went from piece to piece, blowing through them with the sharp edge of the ax. My arms were burning, but I didn’t care. I needed to get as much rage out as I possibly could. The more wood I chopped, the less likely I was to kill the son of a bitch when I finally caught him. The guy had to live to go down in my place.

      I had never been scared of perps coming after me, and I still wasn’t. But this son of a bitch made Rene a target. My seduction of her, while at first meant to win her to my side, now meant just a little more. I legitimately liked her, and the fact that I’d thrown her into the fire to burn with me drove me crazy. Whoever was blackmailing her knew that Rene meant something to me. They knew she had the power to decide my fate, and they were now going after her as hard as they had gone after me.

      Fuckers. I made a mistake and now they’re taking advantage.

      Rene knew those pictures were meant as much for her as they were for me, if not more. This dipshit was trying to scare her into convicting me, but they didn’t know her if they thought she scared easily. The tactic wouldn’t work on her. She was a good cop with a strong sense for justice. Which was why my seducing her was stupid to begin with.

      Still, we were being attacked. And what was the first thing she asked me to do? She wanted me to pretend defeat. She wanted me to go against every instinct I had and shelter away in the woods so this asshole couldn’t get to me, couldn’t drive me to the point of insanity. It might have been too late for that, though. I felt like I was going insane with anger.

      Everything about the situation pissed me off. I was being forced out of my job, out of my life, away from the woman I just realized I cared about. And what about her daughter? I couldn’t let anything happen to Rene; she had a child to think of. I pictured the two of them in the bakery, smiling the same smile at Bobby with the fist of iron. I smirked; the dude had got the drop on me when I was eighteen, and now that I was older, I understood that I had deserved that. I’d fucked his best friend and walked away without a glance back.

      Frowning, I paused in my wood chopping as I pictured the little girl again. She looked a lot like Rene, especially her facial expressions, but her hair was dark…like mine? I nearly dropped the ax as I realized the girl looked to be about eleven or twelve years old, and if she was twelve, that meant she’d been conceived about thirteen years ago.

      “Fuck me,” I said allowed, wracking my brain. Could she be mine? No way, no, Rene wouldn’t keep that from me. Would she? As I thought about it, I realized I had completely deserted her after sleeping with her. Did I dare ask? Maybe the kid wasn’t mine. The only way to find out was to ask, or to get Lopez to do a quick background check, look at the kid’s birth certificate. Matter of public record, after all.

      I shook my head, returning to chopping wood. That would be an incredible invasion of privacy. If she and I got closer, as I kind of hoped we would once all this shit was behind us, she’d tell me about her daughter. She was obviously protective of her and didn’t want to talk about her. But none of that would happen until my name was cleared.

      I wanted my life back. The one where I was a cop skirting the lines, catching criminals, and hanging out with my partner. And possibly starting a relationship with Rene, if she would have me after the assholey way I’d treated her. I swung the ax high over my head, splitting a log and watching it fall to the ground. The wood was piling up around me, and my shirt was soaked through from the sweat. I swung again and again, my hands tingling as they clung to the wooden handle.

      I wished my parents were there. That they were able to see what was going on and give me some advice. When they’d been killed, I’d felt totally lost. And I hadn't started to feel whole again until I had become a cop myself. I’d made it my mission to never let a perp go unpunished, especially when there was a family involved. I had lived up to my part so far, but the ability to do so was being stripped away from me.

      I set the ax down, pulled my sopping wet T-shirt off my back, and tossed it to the side. The breeze soothed my hot, sweaty muscles. I picked the ax back up and kept going, running the most current events over and over in my mind.

      I may be a cocky bastard, just like Rene thinks, but that doesn’t mean I’m not a damn good cop. Regardless of my personality flaws, I had a sense for crime, for tracking the perps down and bringing them to justice. I had something in me that was capable of doing detective work and noticing all the critical details. This whole mess might strip all of it away from me the same way that damn foul ball had robbed me of my baseball career. It was like I could never find my place in the world without someone or something getting in the way.

      I hoisted the ax over my head but stopped when I heard the sound of tires on the gravel road. I watched as a car came around the corner and drove toward the house. The fuck is this? I put the tool down next to me and leaned on it. Who in the world would be coming all the way out to my grandmother’s house to visit me? The only people that even knew I was there were the captain and Rene. Even my partner had no idea what was going on or where I was, something I felt guilty about but figured it was for the best.

      I gripped my fists tightly and flexed my chest muscles, my nerves on fire. However, as the car grew closer, I could see Rene sitting behind the wheel. My shoulders relaxed, and I ignored the electricity pulsing through my body at the sight of her. She was supposed to be in the city, working on the investigation with my captain. I was hoping she was there to tell me they had caught someone already. If that was the case, though, she would have just called.

      I watched as she pulled her car up behind my truck and turned off the ignition. She opened the door and stepped out, gingerly walking across the yard in her dressy work shoes. Her legs looked hotter than hell, and she was wearing that black, tight, pencil skirt she’d been wearing when I’d seen her for the first time in over a decade.

      She walked carefully with her hands out to her sides, trying not to trip as the heels of her shoes sunk into the soil. Her hair was down for the first time in a while, and the red highlights glimmered in the afternoon sunshine. I couldn’t help but think about how beautiful she was, or how much I wanted to get that skirt off her.

      She looked down at the pile of chopped wood, giving me a raised eyebrow. Then she turned back toward me and stopped right in front of me. She didn’t say a word, just stood there with red cheeks. She wiggled her heel back and forth in the ground below us and stared at me. I cleared my throat, thinking that would bring her back to the present, but it didn’t seem to work either. I laughed uncomfortably but shut it off, trying to follow her eyes. I realized what was going on. I chuckled loudly, throwing my head back.

      “You do remember that my face,” I said, pointing at my eyes, “is a little bit higher up my body?”

      The fact that she lusted after me was clear. She was trying to find a good starting point for conversation but had gotten lost in the sparkle of sweat on my hard-worked muscles. I didn’t mind her staring. It felt good, and it turned me on.

      I wondered if she was going to stand there for the rest of the day and stare or tell me why she drove all the way out to see me. The way her eyes moved over my body was sensual and needy, and she was looking at my chest like she wanted to lick me. Which didn’t seem like a bad idea at all. We were out there all alone in the middle of the woods, no one for miles to hear her moaning and screaming. I could fuck her right there in the yard, and the only ones that would see it would be the birds and the squirrels. I didn’t imagine her as the kind of girl I could bend over a pile of wood, though.

      “Earth to Rene.” I laughed. “Are you in there?”

      “Huh?” she said, looking up at me. “Oh, sorry.” A bright red blush blossomed across her cheeks, and she looked down at the ground, trying to hide her embarrassment. I thought she looked adorable and sexy. She took a deep breath and looked up into my eyes. “We need to talk.”

      “Alright,” I replied. “Do you want to come in and have a drink?”

      “That sounds like exactly what I need,” she sighed. “It’s been one hell of a day. Though, from what it looks like, you’ve been playing lumberjack out here in the middle of nowhere. You planning on building something?”

      “Just needed a bit of exercise.”

      “Alright then, Paul Bunyan,” she said with a little laugh. “I should have brought you a plaid shirt.”

      “You seem to like me just fine without a shirt,” I said with a wink, wondering what she wanted to talk to me about as I led her into the cabin.
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      What the hell is wrong with you? I yelled internally as I followed him, staring at his muscular back and hard as encased in tight jeans. I’d seen plenty of sexy men and couldn’t believe the sight of his bare, sweaty chest had stopped me in my tracks. Remember your plan, I ordered myself. Professional only. But my God, I could have licked the sweat right off him.

      I walked into the cabin and looked around, finding the place rustic and charming. The nuisances of city life could disappear in a place like this. Even after my internal lecture, I couldn’t stop thinking about all that naked, sweaty flesh, no matter how hard I tried. He was the epitome of a manly man with his ripped body, pile of chopped wood, and rustic cabin. I thought it was fucking sexy, and I had lost track of the whole reason I had driven there in the first place. Get it together, Rene.

      I took a deep breath and turned around, staring at his ass as he bent over in the fridge to grab the soda. Focus, dammit. I’d driven this far to fill him in on the plan, not to jump him again. I had tried to remind myself of that while standing outside staring at his glistening body, but it hadn’t gotten through until I was standing inside with him. I needed to do my job and stop acting like a horny teenager.

      “Here you go.” He smiled, handing me a soda.

      I pulled the tab on it and tilted it back, drinking it fast. The fizz and sugar refocused my brain. He watched me with wide eyes as I downed it like a beer at a frat party. When I was done, he took the can and chuckled, leaning against the dining room table, still shirtless.

      I cleared my throat and walked over to the window, trying to regain my composure by not looking at him. “I received an envelope too,” I revealed. “I found it in my mailbox when I went home to burn your pictures.”

      His eyes widened in what looked like outrage. “What? Are you serious?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “And that wasn’t all. There was a note inside.”

      “That son of a bitch,” he said, slamming his soda on the table. “What did it say?”

      “To find you guilty,” I said. “So I burned the pictures you received but put the ones I received into evidence with the note. I went to see Captain Riggs to talk to him about everything.”

      He immediately stiffened, a mix of fear and suspicion in his eyes. I knew he didn’t want me to talk to anyone at the station, but I had to. I couldn’t do anything above-board without the captain’s okay. Like it or not we had to put our trust in someone, and the captain seemed like the best option to me.

      “I told him I knew you weren’t guilty,” I quickly explained. “We came up with a plan to catch the perp.”

      “What is it?”

      “We’re going to use you to draw the guy out here,” I stated. “They’re desperate, and we think the perp or perps will reveal themselves if they think you’re cut off from anyone who would help you.”

      He started laughing, shaking his head.

      “What’s so funny?”

      He looked at me and began to move forward, his eyes darkening. I took a couple of steps backward, putting up my hands. He smiled and laughed again.

      “What are you doing?” I asked suspiciously. I didn’t trust the look in his eye, and I could tell he was thinking about more than the plan to catch the bad cop. He was looking at me like he wanted to eat me up, kind of like I had looked at him when I first got there. I took a step to the side to try to dodge him, but it was too late. He caught me around the waist and pulled me close to him, leaning back and looking into my eyes.

      “I’m perfectly fine. Just getting into character. You know, falling in line with your plan. You want to use me again, and that makes me want to use you as well.”

      “Is that right?” I asked, trying my damnedest not to be turned on.

      “Oh, yeah,” he said, leaning in and kissing me. “From the moment you got out of that car, I’ve thinking about how much I want to fuck you.”

      “Oh really?” I asked, barely keeping the tremor out of my voice.

      “God yes. And I have the best idea about how I’m gonna do it,” he murmured against my jawline.

      My resolve was dissolving as he kissed the sensitive skin above my pulse. “How’s that?”

      “Like this,” he said, turning me around and bending me over the table.

      I gasped, laying my face down on the table and feeling him push my arms up over my head. He pressed his hard dick against my ass and rubbed upward. Immediately, I wanted him inside me.

      He pulled my skirt up over my ass and snapped my stocking straps, making me wince and moan. He pulled my panties to the side and ran his hand down my pussy, growling behind me as he stepped forward and leaned against my back, reaching underneath me and unbuttoning my blouse. He pulled it open with force and tore it from my body. I gasped, feeling his fingers unclasp my bra and toss it to the side, his hands reaching back around to grope my tits and hard nipples.

      He straightened and smiled at me as I turned my head to look at him. He slapped his palm against my ass, making me whimper in a mixture of pleasure and surprise. He bit his lip as he rubbed the giant bulge in the front of his pants, but he didn’t unzip yet.

      He pushed my feet slightly apart, my heels wobbling. His palm slid down my pussy, and he slipped two fingers inside me before pulling them back out. I groaned, wanting them back, wanting to feel any part of him inside me. He chuckled behind me and stepped to my side, rubbing his fingers down and over my clit. When he moved them back to my pussy, he fingered me again, only this time he didn’t stop. He pushed slowly in and out of me as I writhed in passion.

      I spread my legs further apart and lifted my ass in the air, showing him my swollen pink lips. He held onto my ass and looked down, watching as he moved his hand faster and harder. He clenched his jaw, twisting his fingers around before adding a third. I screamed in pleasure, feeling his powerful hand pushing me closer and closer to orgasm. I wanted his cock so badly, but at the same time, I loved what he was doing to me.

      “Harder,” I moaned.

      “How about you let me taste you?”

      “Yes.” I rolled over, heart pounding.

      He dropped to his knees and pressed his face into me, slipping his tongue inside. I gasped, gripping tightly to the table as he moved his tongue like a wave up and down my folds. He ran his tongue across my clit while he slid his fingers back into me and pounded me as hard as he could.

      “Fuck,” I screamed, feeling the orgasm growing closer.

      As soon as he sucked my clit into his mouth, I was done. I threw my head back and moaned, my body stiffening, then releasing, my thighs quivering as he lapped up the juices flowing out of me. He growled, tasting me with fury and still pushing his fingers in and out of me.

      “Now what?” he asked seductively.

      “Fuck me,” I ordered. “Fuck me good and hard.”

      “Yes ma’am,” he smirked.

      He pulled his shorts down and tossed them to the side. He grinned as he rubbed his hand up and down his shaft, moving toward me. He turned me back around and bent me over before he gripped his cock, pulled my panties to the side again, and slipped it in easily now that my juices were flowing.

      He started to thrust, pushing his cock deep inside me and pulling back out before thrusting again. At my moan of encouragement, he grabbed my waist and slammed into me over and over again, my body moving up and down on the cool surface of the table. My voice rang out in pleasure as he fucked me harder than before, his fingers digging into my sides.

      “God, your pussy is so fucking tight,” he groaned.

      I pushed back, meeting his thrust, pulling him as deep as I could. His huge cock filled every inch of my pussy, yet I still wanted more. He slapped my ass hard and thrust deep, bending over me and biting my shoulder until I squealed. He pulled his cock out and spun me around, and I smiled at the glistening cock pointing at me.

      “Put your mouth on me,” he said with authority.

      I smiled and opened my mouth, letting him push me down his shaft. I opened my throat wide and swallowed it all the way down to the base. He groaned, pulling me back up and pushing me back down again. I liked his control, so I opened wider and started to move faster, hoping he would take over.

      He did, and I sucked his cock until it was pulsing in my mouth. He pulled my head back and lifted me onto the table so I was facing him. He pulled my panties hard, snapping the strap, and threw them to the side.

      He leaned in, thrusting hard and deep inside me. I gasped as he slowly withdrew and then rammed in again. He grabbed the back of my neck for leverage and pushed deep. My moans matched the motion as his stomach slammed into my clit. As he drove deep, he swirled his hips, pushing me right over the edge. I cried out, thrusting my chest out and my head back. Waves of pleasure moved over me as I came hard around his cock.

      He gripped me tighter and fucked me fast, his jaw tightening. As my pussy pulsed around his dick, he let himself go and came in a rush of hot fluid and a string of colorful curses.

      We stayed connected for a minute before he pulled out of me and helped me off the table. I walked over and picked up my panties and held them in the air with one raised eyebrow. He laughed as I tossed them at him, watching them land on the chair behind him, and pulled my skirt down. I buttoned what was left of my shirt and grabbed my jacket before kissing him on the cheek and walking out without a word.
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      I spent Saturday lounging around the house, thinking about the hot sex Rene and I had the afternoon before. She had left without her panties and half the buttons on her blouse, but she hadn’t seemed to care at all. In fact, she had seemed to like it. There was something about that girl that drove me wild. She brought out the inner caveman in me, deep-rooted in my genes, hidden away from the world until she came around. It was raw and uninhibited, and I couldn’t keep my hands off her.

      She’d taught me a lesson about women. Well, her, Bobby, and my grandmother. I never meant to be an asshole, but it was made very apparent to me that what I did was unacceptable.

      After that, and waiting for the black eye to heal, I’d made it a point to never hurt a woman’s feelings again, at least not intentionally. I learned that to do that, you had to be open and honest about what you were looking for and not hide behind some macho bullshit. Ever since then, the way I entered any kind of relationship was with clear boundaries and complete honesty.

      Even when I’d been a star in the big leagues and groupies had been throwing themselves all over me, I’d made sure they knew exactly what they were – or were not – getting into.

      When I’d just wanted to get laid, they had known it, and I hadn't led them on letting them think there was anything more to it than that. Because of that truthful attitude, I avoided a lot of drama over the years. Sure, several had hoped to change my mind, but their disappointment had been self-inflicted from the beginning.

      With Rene, I no longer had to sit down and give her a play by play of where my head was. She knew the kind of guy I was, but there was something about her that made me act and feel differently when I was with her. She brought out my need to protect. I wanted to make sure she was safe, secure, and happy, but she drove me crazy. I didn’t know what she wanted out of me besides sex and help closing this case, but I was starting to think that I wanted more than some random fuck here and there. I wanted to do what she had wanted when we’d been kids and get to know each other on a deeper level.

      I didn’t even know if that was an option after all these years. I didn’t know if she had any intention of continuing whatever was happening with us after the case was solved, when we were technically allowed to see each other. I did know one thing, though. I would continue to protect her, and I would continue to dominate her in the bedroom until she told me otherwise.

      I’d always been a strong man, but I had never been like this until Rene came in the picture. I wanted to throw her over my shoulder and claim her as my own. I wanted to fuck her all the time, and in a way that made her feel like I couldn’t get enough of that sweet pink pussy of hers. I couldn’t even get her off my mind, and she’d been here the day before.

      I walked over to the window and looked out at the giant pile of wood. The hard work had helped get my frustration out, but fucking Rene had been the medicine I really needed.  She had calmed me down and mellowed me out, and any anger I had left had gone into the thrusting of my hips. She liked it hard and rough, which was my favorite way to fuck.

      I smiled and turned around, looking across the cabin. Her ripped panties hung on the kitchen chair where she had thrown them after realizing I’d torn them. I laughed to myself, walking over and picking up the ripped black lace. I had snapped the side strap right off them.

      I tossed them up in the air and walked around the house, trying to decide whether to put them in the garbage. If I’d still been in college, they would have been a symbol of my sexual prowess, and the guys would have strung them up the flagpole and saluted them for a week straight. I kind of didn’t want to throw them away, but I did anyway. I opened the trashcan lid and tossed them inside, closing it and walking back into the living room.

      I’d had very little control over myself yesterday and had to refrain from coming at least twice. She was as hot in bed as she was walking around the precinct giving the cops hell and investigating cases. Maybe losing her mind was exactly what she needed. I knew that it made me feel good to drive her wild and thinking about it gave me a hard-on.

      If we kept it going, we would be fucking a whole lot more, especially after the case was over. Twice wasn’t nearly enough for me. I was insatiable when it came to her, and I’d never been like that with any other woman my entire life. I wasn’t complaining, just worried that when the case was over, my time with her in my bed would end too, and that would be a shame.

      More than a shame. It shocked me how much, and how fast, I had gotten attached. And what about her daughter? I hadn’t asked when I’d had a chance, then we’d fucked, and I certainly wasn’t bringing her up after that.

      I sighed and did another lap around the cabin, checking the windows, feeling restless and closed in. It wasn’t like I went out all the time back at home, but at least there was stuff to do there. I had chopped all the wood the day before, and the television had four, maybe five channels on a good day. I grabbed my phone off the counter and plopped down on the couch, shuffling through the numbers. I landed on Lopez and figured it was about time I let her know where I was.

      “Hey,” she greeted. “I went by your place, and you weren’t there.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I’m staying at my grandmother’s cabin in the woods for a while. Laying low until the perp is caught. I am, however, losing my damn mind out here with nothing to do. So, tell me something good. I need good news.”

      “Let’s see,” she mused. “I had a tuna salad sandwich for lunch.”

      “That’s good news.” I chuckled.

      “And the captain tripped over a trash can and took a tumble through the pit,” she told me. “It was pretty much the funniest thing all year. Howser pulled the security footage and put it on a loop right at the part where he rolled through the desks. At the end, you can only see papers flying everywhere.”

      I laughed. “That right there was what I was looking for.”

      “As far as the case is concerned, there may be some headway being made,” she whispered. “I’ve been hearing the rumbles around the precinct that someone in vice is on the take. I haven’t been able to confirm it, but from the sound of it, you could be home free soon. The whole damn city is trying to figure this one out. When they heard you were innocent, they took to arms, trying to track this sucker down.”

      “Did the captain say anything about it?”

      “No, he’s pretty hush-hush about the whole thing,” she said. “I’m assuming because the perp might be someone in house.”

      “It would be nice to get to come home a free man. I want my badge and my gun back. I want my cases back, and for the first time since I started this job, I want some dead bodies to pop up and give me something to do.”

      “You are a sick man.” Lopez laughed.

      “Hey, I like to solve crimes,” I defended. “You can’t solve a crime if there isn’t one.”

      “I can assure you there will be plenty of homicides when you get back,” she laughed. “We’ve been overwhelmed lately. I’m not sure what’s going on with the city.” She paused and spoke more seriously. “I want you to come back too. I’ve been stuck with Fat Mac as a fill-in partner since your suspension, and he’s literally slowing me down. He’s been behind the desk so long his feet have a hard time carrying him on a chase. I thought I was gonna have to abandon a stakeout the other night because he got so out of breath.”

      “Oh, man.” I laughed. “That sucks.”

      “Tell me about it,” she said and laughed. “I’m not sure if the vice shit is true or not, but I have been hearing the rumors. They’re finding all kinds of shady-ass shit that some of their officers have been doing. I wouldn’t be surprised if the chief benches half the department by the time this thing is through. I know it sucks for you, but we’re gonna really clean house because of all of this shit.”

      “We needed to clean house,” I agreed. “We have too many old timers sitting on desks doing shit, taking up the slots that new cops could be filling.”

      “Amen to that.”

      “Thanks for keeping me updated.”

      “Sure thing,” she replied. “It’s my sworn duty to watch out for your dumb ass so you stop doing even dumber shit.”

      “Was that in your oath?”

      “Sure was.” She laughed. “Oh yeah, how are things with that IA lady? She’s in and out here, and I hear she’s heading up the search for this piece of shit. Is she still busting your balls like she was before?”

      I grinned, shifting the phone to the other ear. “Let’s just say I don’t mind her bustin’ my balls.”

      “Lord,” she said, and I imagined her eyes rolling. “I will ask nothing more about that mess, then.”

      I laughed, grateful to have the distraction provided by my partner. I missed being at work, and I hoped what she was saying was true. With the perp still out there, I was still at risk for losing my job. Shit had to start happening, and soon.
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      On Sunday, I decided to take Jenny with me to go visit with Bobby and Dante. I’d been so busy with the case that I hadn’t been stopping by for breakfast like I promised I would. Since nothing would be happening at the precinct that early besides mounds of paperwork, I figured it was the perfect time to go and shoot the shit with them, get caught up, and eat some delicious food before dropping Jenny off at her new best friend’s house for a playdate.

      I’d been leery of a playdate at someone’s house I’d never met, but my dad actually knew the couple. His hunting buddy was the girl’s grandfather, which made me feel better. I would walk her in and check it out, though I’d already run a background check on the parents. Didn’t feel guilty in the slightest.

      I needed someone to talk to anyway. I had so much on my mind, and I needed to get it off my chest if I was going to have any hope of focusing on the case at hand. I’d never had many female friends, probably since my father was a cop and brought me up like a cop. Lack of a mom probably hadn’t helped much, either. Bobby was as close to a girlfriend as I’d ever had, and I was okay with that. I touched my mother’s ring around my neck. Dad had done a great job raising me, but I often wished I had a mom to talk to. Bobby would have to do, and he was an excellent second choice.

      “So was Bobby your boyfriend in high school?” Jenny blinked sleepily in the passenger seat beside me. I’d caught her reading in bed again, and she probably hadn’t slept much.

      “Best friend. We let everybody think we were dating so boys would leave me alone and nobody would know he didn’t like girls. Mapleton was pretty conservative back then.” I stopped for a gaggle of teens wandering across the middle of the street.

      Bobby was the only person in the world who knew all my secrets. Except for what had happened over the last couple of weeks. I needed to talk to someone about Martin, and Bobby would be supportive, funny, and then offer to take him out. That was how it happened every time. He never got close to the guys I dated, always thinking I deserved better.

      “Did he know my dad?” she asked quietly.

      I swallowed hard, my throat suddenly tight. Over the last year or so, Jenny had begun asking about her father.  I had no idea how to tell her that her dad was temporarily back in my life or that Bobby knew him but despised him. Jenny hated that I wouldn’t tell her anything about her father, and since he was so close, I felt really guilty about keeping him from her. I had tried to explain that I wasn’t sure reconnecting with him would be good for her, but it was getting harder to put her off the older she got. Especially now that I didn’t exactly hate Martin’s guts anymore.

      “Not really.”

      We found a space right in front of the bakery. I got out of the car and smiled as I opened Jenny’s door for her, breathing in the scents coming from inside. The whole block smelled like fresh baked bread and cupcakes. It was the most glorious aroma, and I was starting to think I should have rented an apartment above the bakery. Probably better that I didn’t, or I would have to be rolled down the stairs and stuffed in the car like a sausage.

      When we walked inside, Bobby and Dante cheered loudly, eliciting stares from the customers already inside. “Hi Rene! Hi Jenny! Coffee? Egg cream?” Bobby asked.

      “What’s an egg cream?” Jenny tilted her head.

      “It’s kind of like a fizzy milkshake. Comes in the same flavors as a regular milkshake.” He winked at her.

      “Oh! Okay. I want chocolate.” She looked at the counter, where Dante winked at her and grabbed a shake glass.

      Bobby looked at me. “That’s one. You? Coffee?”

      “Yes, please,” I said. Jenny could burn off an egg cream like it was nothing, but there was no way I could get away with both that and pastry.

      “Okay, grab a table. I’ll be right over,” he said.

      I sat down in the back with Jenny and watched as Bobby made his way over to the table with a plate full of goodies. He smiled and set it down, taking the seat across from me. He handed Jenny and I each a napkin and a cupcake.

      “This is one of our new creations,” he said. “You two are our taste testers.”

      “Yay!” Jenny took a gigantic bite at once.

      “I love being your taste tester.” I laughed. “Apparently so does Jenny.”

      I took a bite of the cupcake and closed my eyes, groaning. Bobby was seriously one of the most talented bakers I’d ever met. Who would have thought that my football-playing mountain of a best friend would end up owning a bakery and being so good at it? The cupcake was a lemon cake with a lemon cream frosting and lemon cream on the inside, and it melted in my mouth.

      “This is amazing,” I mumbled around the bite and licking my lips. “Best cupcake I’ve ever had, and I expect to receive these on every birthday, holiday, weekday, and weekend days that start with an S.”

      “Me too!” Jenny chirped, icing on her nose.

      “That is a lot of cupcakes.” Bobby laughed. “But I think that can be arranged. Maybe one day when you decide to stop being a spinster and marry some fool, I can turn it into a wedding cake.”

      “Whoa, whoa,” I said. “You need to tone down the dreams.”

      “Damn,” he said and laughed.

      We ate and chatted about nothing important. Jenny started getting restless from all the sugar. Cue Dante stepping in. “Hey, so our new dog is out back if you’re getting bored.”

      That perked her up immediately. “Is he a big dog?”

      “Malamute mix, so he’s big and he keeps trying to talk.”

      Her eyes widened. “He sounds perfect.”

      I knew why Dante was getting her out of earshot, and I was grateful. I’d promised to bring her, and I kept my promises to my baby. But she really didn’t need to hear about my dubious sex life, especially not with her estranged father who had zero idea of her existence.

      Once they were off in the backyard and we heard the giggling and barking start, Bobby turned to me. “So, what’s up? You sounded like you desperately needed to talk when you called and said you were coming to breakfast.”

      “Yeah, I do,” I said, blushing. “I have to tell you something.”

      “This is going to be good,” he said, leaning forward and rubbing his palms together.

      “I’ve been sleeping with Martin,” I confessed quickly.

      “What?” he practically screeched, his mouth dropping open. “The Martin. The one who took your V card. The one you obsessed over, and I’m pretty sure had a plot to murder at one point?” He leaned close and hissed, “Jenny’s father?”

      I shushed him and looked around us. “Yes, that Martin.”

      “Girl, you better tell me everything, and I mean everything,” he ordered, holding his hands up as a measurement. “I’m sure you’ve got good reasons, you’re not stupid, but Martin? How did he even manage?”

      “I can’t tell you anything that has to do with work, so I’m gonna skip around those parts,” I told him. “The first time, he initiated in the sauna at the gym, then ran off when someone came in. Well, I went home and couldn’t stand it, so I drove over to his place. We did it standing up against the door.” I groaned and murmured, “It was fucking hot. Then, I went to see him the other day at his grandmother’s cabin. When I got there, he was splitting wood with an ax, shirtless in the yard.”

      “Yes, girl. Go on,” he sighed, focused.

      “He bent me over the dining room table and did all kinds of crazy things with his mouth before giving me not one, but two orgasms,” I said, holding up two fingers for emphasis.  “He’s packing one hell of a pipe, too.”

      “No.” He gasped. “What, is that why he’s such an asshole? He thinks the D makes up for it?”

      “Maybe. It was the hottest sex I have ever had,” I sighed, cheeks burning. “Seriously, I cannot stay away from this man. Every time we’re anywhere near each other, the lust factor goes up to a thousand, and within minutes, we’re all over each other.” I leaned back, frowning. “I’ve never been with someone like that before. The kind of guy who makes you want to keep coming back for more. It’s like he satisfies me, and then I need more satisfaction, and I’m talking about before I can even get dressed again.”

      “Ooh, girl,” he said, fanning himself. “That’s the kind of man you need in your life. The crazy sex kind that wants to tie you up in knots and make you holler. I can’t even hear anymore!” He waved his hands dramatically, pulling a laugh out of me. “Too bad it’s Martin Ferrel. Though I have to say, I didn’t see that in him. I am surprised.”

      I laughed and buried my head in my arms, shaking it back and forth. I sighed and sat up, grabbing another cupcake and taking the wrapper off it. I bit into it and sat there, thinking about how good but how bad the entire situation was.

      I wasn’t supposed to be sleeping with Martin. It was entirely against the rules—my rules and the Department’s. But he had sucked me in. I wanted him all day every day, and telling me it was against the rules wasn’t a strong enough deterrent.

      “Why do you look so miserable?” Bobby asked. “You’re getting toe curling orgasms from a guy who seems to have finally fucking grown up—or I don’t see you bothering with him otherwise. You’re too smart.” He paused, watching me. “You moved back home, and you have a new house, and your best friend feeds you decadent desserts any time you want them. I really don’t see what can be so terrible about any of this. At least not bury your head in your hands terrible.”

      “Honestly? I think I’m in way over my head with this guy. I mean, it is Martin Ferrel, for God’s sake. He hurt me. He was so unreliable that his own grandma begged me not to tell him about the pregnancy. He still doesn’t know he has a daughter.”

      “Well, that part I can’t help you with. He may not deserve to know, though I think Jenny does.” He gave me a pointed look. “But remember, just because you’re fucking him doesn’t mean he owns you. He’s the one who’s in way over his head. He’s extremely lucky you even gave him the time of day.”

      “I can handle dirty cops for work all day long,” I said. “But Martin is dirty in the best way possible, and I’m worried that I’m getting in too deep. What if I can’t walk away from him?”

      Bobby shook his head. “Just don’t fall in love with him.”

      “Love,” I laughed. “God, I don’t even want to think about it, but I know I should be. I’m doing my best not to get attached, but damn it, it’s getting hard. The more time I spend with the guy, the harder it is to remember that he’s the guy who made me hate men for long damn time.”

      “You know this could all be solved very easily,” he mused, breaking off a bit of his own cupcake and popping it in his mouth.

      “Oh yeah? How?”

      “Just walk away now, before it gets too serious.”

      “I couldn’t even if I wanted to.” I sighed. “We have to be around one another for work. I quite literally can’t avoid him.”

      “Hm. That sucks.” He looked thoughtful. “Do you want me to punch him again for you?”

      “Oh, my God.” I laughed loudly, shaking my head. “I don’t think he would be as nice this time about it.”

      “I ain’t scared of that pipsqueak,” Bobby announced. “This is 250 pounds of butter and flour right here. I could squash him like the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man.”

      “No, let’s leave him be.” I laughed, standing. “But we have to get going. I have to get some work done today, and Jenny’s netted a play date in record time.” I heard loud laughter outside. “If we can pry her away from your new fur baby.”

      “Aw, well, let us know when you want us to come have dinner at your new place,” Bobby said.

      “I will. I promise.” I smiled as I picked up another cupcake and wiggled it at him. “I have to take one of these babies for the road.”

      I kissed Bobby on the cheek before collecting my reluctant daughter and hugging Dante goodbye. The barking cloud they called a dog got a quick head rub. I could have hung around all day, dishing about the latest gossip, but I had an investigation to close out, a cop to exonerate, and a demon to exorcise. No matter how attracted to him I was, and no matter how much I liked the sex, I couldn’t let Martin get to me anymore.

      My job was to clear the charges against him, but at the same time, I couldn’t get my mind off his gorgeous body and his charming smile. Has he grown up enough to date on the regular, like Bobby said? Has he grown up enough to be with, for that matter? Will he ever grow up enough that I can tell him about his daughter?

      I was beyond distracted as Jenny and I headed for the car, and as we stepped onto the sidewalk, I heard my name being called. She and I both turned her heads, and I nearly vomited the cupcakes all over the concrete when I saw Martin loping across the street toward us.

      “Hey, Rene,” he said, smiling nonchalantly at me, then glancing at Jenny. “Hey there. I’m Martin.” He held his hand out, and Jenny shook it.

      “I’m Jenny. Are you my mom’s friend?” Jenny asked, glancing at me curiously.

      “He works with me,” I said through clenched teeth before he could answer. I glared at him, furious that he had shoved himself into my daughter’s awareness. “I’ll see you at work, Martin.”

      He smirked at me, completely unbothered by my rudeness. “What are you two up to today?”

      “We had breakfast with Bobby and Dante,” Jenny answered, aware of my discomfort and not caring in the slightest. “They have lemon cupcakes that are so good!”

      “I’ll have to go in and try one,” he said.

      I almost told him Bobby would knock him out if he walked in, but I held my tongue. I sucked in a breath and said, “C’mon Jenny, you’re supposed to be at your friend’s.” I steered her away from him, opening her door for her.

      Before she climbed in, she called, “Nice to meet you, Martin!”

      He waved as I shut the door and turned on him. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I saw you and wanted to say hi,” he said, feigning innocence, though the smirk on his face told a different story.

      I nearly clawed his eyes out. “Goodbye, Martin.” I turned and stomped around the car, but his voice stopped me.

      “Why don’t you want me around your daughter?” he asked, his curiosity clear in his tone.

      When I looked at him, he was watching me carefully. I had to be careful how I answered or the suspicious gleam I saw in his eye might become more than passing curiosity. “I don’t like Jenny around anything to do with my job.”

      He nodded as his eyes slipped to Jenny, who was watching us wide-eyed. He stared at her for a moment, smiling at her. “She’s pretty. Looks just like you.”

      “Yes she is,” I said quickly, needing to get her away from him before he saw the resemblance. He must suspect! “Bye.”

      I climbed in my car and quickly started the ignition. I barely glanced behind me as I hurried to back up and get the hell away from him. When I looked forward again, he was staring at the car, but not at me. He was looking at Jenny.
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      I paced the floor of the cottage, staring out the window at the trees and the birds flying around. For nearly a week I’d been there, and I was going stir crazy. The boredom was killing me, and so was not knowing what was going on with my case.

      But what was even more pressing in my mind was little Jenny. Now that I’d met her, seen her up close, the nagging thought in my head that she might be mine was closer to being confirmed. She might look like Rene, but her hair was the exact same shade as mine. Had Rene kept my daughter from me all these years? Why? I wasn’t a terrible human being. She must have had some reason, and I would find out what that was.

      The stress of boredom, of worrying about whether or not I would go to prison, and the addition of possible fatherhood was weighing heavily on my mind. I hadn’t seen Rene in a few days, since I’d confronted her and Jenny in front of the bakery, though every time I sat at the kitchen table, I remembered fucking her on it and would get hard as a rock.

      I couldn’t focus on anything for more than a few minutes. I needed to get out of the cabin or I would lose my mind completely.

      “Screw it,” I mumbled to myself, picking up my keys.

      I went out to the truck and hopped inside, feeling good being behind the wheel again. I wasn’t going to do anything crazy, just go check my mail, enjoy the ride, and come back and resume my boredom. Maybe I would pick up a deck of cards or something on the way back so I could play solitaire. And a book or two wouldn’t hurt. I hadn’t read a good spy novel in years; this was a good time to reclaim that hobby. The cabin didn’t have Wi-Fi, so getting my computer would be pointless. What could it really hurt for me to run into town?

      The drive to my apartment was nice, and I rolled down my window and breathed in the warm air. I didn’t even listen to music on the way. I relaxed into the driving, letting the wind blow the stress out of my brain as I watched the country turn into Mapleton. When I pulled up into the parking lot of my apartment building, I looked around, making sure no weirdos were creeping in the bushes. I walked to the mailbox and smiled at a passing neighbor as I unlocked it. It was full to the brim, and about halfway through, was another white envelope.

      I cursed under my breath as I grabbed the stack of mail and returned to my truck, shaking my head. I’d had a feeling I was going to find another envelope. I climbed inside, threw the other mail in the seat next to me, and pulled a pair of rubber gloves from the detective set in the backseat. Here we fucking go again.

      Carefully, I lifted the flap of the envelope and pulled out the pictures inside. They were of Rene and I together on the park bench where we had looked at the first photos, the two of us walking together. My blood pressure rose as I looked at them, especially the last one: the two of us nude and entwined, her legs around my waist. Shocked, I realized this one had been taken through the window of the cabin.

      I set the pictures to the side and looked in the envelope, finding a folded piece of yellow paper. I carefully opened it up and read it. “Take the fall or I’ll ruin her too.”

      Flashes of Rene’s face ran through my head, memories of how I’d hurt her once in the past, and now I’d brought her into something that could topple her career and her life. I pictured her daughter, possibly my daughter, and felt a painful clenching in my stomach. This wouldn’t just affect Rene, but her young daughter as well. This is as much my fault as the perp’s.

      My guilt quickly mixed with rage. Who did this asshole think he was? Rene hadn’t seemed worried after the first note, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t. Even if the blackmail letters and photos proved I wasn’t guilty, there was a serious possibility she would lose everything if our sexual relationship got out. And now he or she had photos of us actually fucking.

      I pulled out my cell phone and laid the pictures out in the seat next to me. I snapped a photo of them and sent it to Rene. She needed to know there was more evidence and that this person was tracking us everywhere we went. Either way, she needed to add it to evidence or burn them like she had the other ones.

      My phone rang, and I sighed, wondering how badly this phone call would go. “Hello?”

      “What the hell are you doing away from the cabin?” she yelled. “There is a specific reason you’re supposed to stay there. You didn’t even call to make sure you were good first.”

      “I was going fucking crazy,” I defended, my voice even and calm to counter her anger, which almost certainly wasn’t all about the fact that I was out and about. “Besides, Dirty Cop left another envelope. And the one of us having sex was taken at the cabin, so it’s obviously not as private as we thought.”

      “Give me a second,” she grumbled. After a few moments, she sighed. “You have a point. Bag them in an evidence bag but wear gloves.”

      “I know the drill,” I said with irritation. “You’re acting like I’m an idiot.”

      “You’re acting like an idiot,” she snapped, startling me. “I gave you explicit instructions not to come out of the cabin, not to come to town, and not to contact anyone with your cell. Why are you in front of your apartment on your cell phone?”

      “You try being trapped in the middle of nowhere for that long, damn it.” I hit the steering wheel. “I needed to see the world for a damn second before I really started to lose my fucking mind.”

      “I’m going to lose my fucking patience,” she snarled. “Bag the pictures and Lopez and I will be over there in a minute to pick them up.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me,” she snapped, hanging up the phone.

      I put my phone on my lap and looked around, feeling like I was in the Twilight Zone. I grabbed an evidence bag and put everything into it. I was confused, and not just because I didn’t know the plan, but because it felt like I was purposefully being kept in the dark.

      When had Rene started working with my partner? The last thing I remembered was them not liking each other very much. What the hell was going on with the case while I was locked up in the cabin, twiddling my thumbs? Instead of getting answers, I was being ordered around, and I was pissed.

      I sat in my truck watching some kids playing on the swing set at the corner of the apartment complex, the people coming in and out of the building, and the apartment security patrolling the grounds. The day seemed like any other normal day, but I knew better. I looked to the left as the women arrived in our unmarked car. I climbed out of my truck and walked around to greet them.

      “Hey, buddy,” Lopez said with a grimace on her face. “I’ll take the evidence bag.”

      “Thanks,” I said without smiling.

      “Good luck,” she mumbled as she executed an abrupt about face and walked back to the car.

      “Martin,” Rene seethed, walking up to me and getting in my face. “I didn’t jump through hoops, push Captain Riggs, and get some help from out of town to solve this case, just for you to piss on what I asked you to do and come out of hiding. Do you not get that I’m trying to help you?”

      “You don’t talk to me about any damn thing,” I snapped. “You don’t tell me what’s going on.” I threw my hand in the direction of the mountains. “You left me out there in the woods with no communication for days, and I’m not okay with that. Besides, you wouldn’t even have that evidence if I hadn’t come to check my mail. You have to keep me in the fucking loop if you want my cooperation.”

      She threw her arms up in the air and growled. I could see it in her eyes that she was more than livid. All I did was come to grab the mail out of my mailbox. I’d gotten her more evidence in the process, so what was the problem?

      “What’s the problem here, Rene? The real problem?” We needed to talk about Jenny, but I couldn’t quite bring myself to say it. I gave her this opening to see if she’d take it.

      She put her hands on her hips and stared at me, her eyes piercing my soul. She was so fucking hot when she was angry, but she was also absolutely frightening in her silence. Her scowl showed a hint of fear before shutting down into frustration. Her answer was about the case, as I’d suspected, and I realized if I wanted to know about Jenny, I’d have to push her.

      “I fucking put surveillance on your place, asshat. Now you may have just screwed it all up.”

      “How was I supposed to know that?” I said, exasperated.

      “You didn’t need to know because you were supposed to be in the fucking cabin,” she yelled. “Go back there, and I’ll call you when it’s all clear.”

      I opened my mouth to reply, but she had spun around and stomped back to the car. Lopez shot me an apologetic look and shrugged her shoulders as she climbed in the car and slammed the door. Rene, white-faced, wouldn’t even look at me.

      They pulled out of the complex and drove away. I wanted to go with them so badly my teeth hurt from clenching my jaw. I hung my head and sighed, walking back around and climbing into my truck. Maybe she was right; I needed to stay hidden. I might have messed with all the work she’d done. If I’d been in her spot, I would have freaked out on me too.

      I pulled out and headed back to the cabin, not even stopping for those cards or books like I’d planned. This shit needed to end, and it needed to end soon. I didn’t know how much more I could take out there in the middle of the woods.
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      Son of a bitch! My heart was beating as fast as it had when we’d fucked on the table, but it certainly wasn’t caused by lust. He knows, I thought, my throat constricting. He hadn’t said it, but he’d figured out Jenny was his daughter, or at the very least, he was so sure he was fishing. What the fuck am I gonna do? I had to put that aside for now and focus on the case.

      Sitting next to me, questions radiated off Lopez like an aura of suspicion. I cleared my throat and glanced at her. “Sorry about that. He just doesn’t listen.”

      Lopez shrugged. “Men don’t listen. Even if it’s best for them.”

      I chuckled, shaking my head. “If he fucked up the surveillance, he won’t have to worry about some dirty cop killing him.”

      She glanced my way and said, “Not tryin’ to slam your plan or anything, but if I were you, I’d keep him more in the loop or he’s just gonna keep fuckin’ it up.”

      I sighed as I entered the highway. “I guess you’re right.” Then I added jokingly, “Do you think I need to tell him we’re gonna pull surveillance tapes and see if we got anything?”

      She laughed and said, “If anybody can fuck that up, it’d be him.”

      We laughed together, and I was grateful to be riding with someone again. I had missed having a partner, and she was a damn good cop. I had judged her a little too harshly when I first met her, assuming she was charmed by Martin. But she truly believed he was a good cop, and I felt the same way now that all the evidence pointed at dirty cop framing him.

      But that didn’t mean I wanted him to enter my daughter’s life. We were doing fine on our own. If he fucked up an investigation, I couldn’t imagine how he might fuck up our lives.

      Back at the station, I pulled the surveillance and plopped down in the privacy of my office to watch. I hoped I’d see something useful, and as I fast-forwarded past useless footage, I felt kind of bad for sending Martin back after scolding him like an overzealous child, but he was severely compromising the plan—and he’d done it out of boredom, rebelliousness, thoughtlessness, and ego. Apparently, he hasn’t grown up that much at all. He won’t cooperate even when his job and freedom are on the line. Huffing in irritation, I refocused on the screen in front of me.

      When I finally reached the most important part of the footage, I watched several times, but all I could see was a black sedan pulling up to the mailboxes. The person who got out was definitely a cop wearing plain clothes, his gun and shield clipped to his belt giving him away. The perp quickly dropped the white envelope in the mailbox and jumped back into the black sedan and pulled off.

      I rewound it several times, looking for any clue that might identify this person, but I could see nothing more. The guy knew exactly how to avoid the cameras; no matter which way he turned, there was a branch, his own arm, his hat or a shadow over his features. Even the enhancement software we had didn’t make his face any clearer. On top of that, there was no license plate, and the car badges were taped over with black tape.

      There were no fingerprints on the envelope. We had no information on the perp except for the fact he was a cop. The clothes and how he hid most of his body was the only indication that he was even a man. If he’d worked a little harder, he could have disguised that as well.

      I put my hands up to my face and groaned after turning off the playback. We had absolutely nothing, except maybe a splitting headache for everyone involved. I slammed my hands down on the desk and stood up, grabbing my jacket and keys and heading out of the precinct. I needed some air, some space away from the damn case for a minute. However, as I started to drive, I found myself heading toward the cabin instead of home. I was pissed and stressed, and I knew exactly what I needed to feel better.

      I called my dad on the way. “Hey, Dad.”

      “Hey, honey,” he said. “What’s goin’ on? You sound weird.”

      “Just tired and frustrated. This damn case is killing me,” I confessed. “Listen, would you mind if Jenny stayed over tonight? I’m not sure how late I’m gonna be.”

      “She’s always welcome, but Rene,” he said, and I heard his fatherly advice tone. “You need to take of yourself. You can’t work twenty-four hours a day.”

      I sighed. “I know, Dad. When this case breaks, which I hope is soon, I’m gonna be swamped with paperwork. I’ll be sitting at my desk for a month.”

      “Well, that sounds awful,” he joked. “And not all that relaxing, but better than never getting to sit, I guess.”

      “I’ll probably sleep for an entire weekend too.”

      “That would make your old man feel better,” he said. “I’ll pick up Jenny and take her to the café for dinner.”

      “She’ll love that,” I said with a chuckle. “She likes the attention.”

      “Us old coots love havin’ the grandchildren around,” he assured her.

      “Thanks, Dad. Love you.”

      I ended the call and stared out the windshield, feeling lighter since I knew Jenny would be taken care of. I reached the cabin in forty-five minutes, which had given me plenty of time to think about everything I needed to think about. I’d decided the discussion about Jenny would have to wait until the case was over, but I couldn’t continue to keep that secret. Jenny deserved better; I just hoped Martin would step up to the plate and be the type of dad she needed. If not, I’d kick him out of our lives again and never look back, with Jenny’s okay, of course.

      Determined to focus on the case, I got out of the car when I arrived at the cabin, leaving my jacket behind. I marched up to the front door and knocked loudly. Martin opened the door and looked down at me as I pushed him inside and slammed the door shut.

      “Well, come on in,” he invited, irritatingly amused. “Something I can do for you?”

      “You can stop fucking up this case,” I said scathingly. “But I do have good news.”

      “Oh really?” he asked, lifting an eyebrow. “Decided to keep me in the loop?”

      “Not if you’re gonna be an asshole,” I retorted. “Do you have a bottle of water?”

      He smirked and walked to the fridge. He pulled out two bottles and handed one to me. After I sipped, he said, “Okay, now that you’ve had a drink, you wanna share?” I glared at him, and he lifted his hand defensively. “Sorry, sorry. Detective Cole, would you be so kind as to share the new details about the case?”

      I wanted to punch the smirk off his incredibly sexy face. I shifted and said, “Before you nearly screwed up the investigation” –his smirk transformed into a smile, and I nearly blushed— “we managed to capture the perp on camera.”

      All smiles fell from his face as he stepped closer excitedly. “Really? Could you tell who it was?”

      “Unfortunately, no.” His shoulders fell as if I’d told him his dog had died. “Sorry. The only thing we could tell is that the perp is male, he is a cop, and he knows how to cover his tracks.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah.” We sighed simultaneously. “I was hoping for more, for sure. The guy is certainly gonna mess up, but until then, we have to keep with the same plan.”

      “Me, out here, doin’ nothing. Great.” He threw his hands up in the air and slapped them down against his thighs in exasperation.

      “I’m sorry you’re bored,” I told him. “I wish I could help.”

      “Do you really want to help?” he asked, his entire aura changing to one of seduction.

      My mouth went dry as he looked at me, lust in his eyes. I cleared my throat and murmured, “Um, if I can…”

      He stepped closer and reached for one hand, lifting it to kiss it. His lips against my skin caused static in my brain, and I could only stare at him. His eyes remained on mine as he brushed his lips over my fingertips, then he dropped my hand and closed the distance between us. Rather than the deranged fucking we’d done before, he was employing every ounce of seduction. His lips started at the corner of my mouth, then slid along my jaw to the sensitive pulse. My knees nearly buckled when he captured my earlobe between his teeth.

      “I’ve been thinking about you since the last time I saw you,” he murmured in my ear, his tongue flicking out and tickling my ear.

      “You have?” I moaned, incapable of much intelligent speech.

      “Every time I sat at the table, I pictured you laying on it, screaming my name as you came on my cock.”

      “Oh, fuck…”

      I stepped away from him, regaining the control he was trying to take from me, and started pulling my clothes off, throwing my top on the floor. He watched as I stepped out of my skirt, eyes on fire with need. Once in nothing but my lacy undergarments, I stood in front of him with my hands on my hips, challenging him. He looked like he didn’t know what to do, he was so surprised.

      I reached back and unlatched my bra, sliding it off my shoulders and throwing it at his head. He laughed, grabbing it and dropping it in my pile of clothes. I pulled my panties off and stood in nothing but my black high heels. He still looked stunned, and I liked it. My nipples hardened.

      “You gave me a headache,” I growled. “Fix it.”

      I launched myself forward, wrapping my arms around his neck and jumping up, straddling him. He grabbed me, kissing me with passion as he walked into the living room carrying me. I could feel his cock hardening in his shorts, pushing against my pulsing mound. He set me down on my feet and pulled his shirt over his head, revealing those hot, tanned muscles I loved so much.

      I grabbed a pillow off the couch and tossed it on the floor in front of him. I knelt, ran my hands up his thighs, and pulled his shorts and boxers down to the floor. His cock sprang loose in front of me. I smiled and reached forward, grabbing it and running my lips over the tip. He groaned, putting his hand on the back of my head. I smiled and leaned forward, taking his cock deep into my throat.

      I bobbed my head up and down, sucking him into the back of my throat. He gripped tightly to the back of my head, pushing me down and holding my head there. I moaned with a full mouth, swirling my tongue around his shaft as he pulled me back up and off his cock.

      He dropped to his knees and moved toward me, lowering me slowly to the floor and pulling my legs out from under me. He lifted my feet up onto his shoulders and grabbed my hips, guiding his cock into my warm, wet pussy. I moaned as he plunged, going as deep as he could. His body ground against my clit as he held tightly to my hips.

      I massaged my tits, moaning loudly as he fucked me. I could feel the heat building in my belly already, and I ached for a release. My head fell back, and I whimpered, my body growing hotter as he thrust into me. I grabbed the rug beneath me, lifting my hips off the floor and grinding my body against his.

      He started to move faster, pushing me higher and higher. I cried out, throwing my head back and arching my chest into the air as he swirled his thumb around my clit. Waves of pleasure blew through me, and I could barely contain myself. As my pussy squeezed his cock, he groaned, pulling out and flipping me over on all fours. He slapped my ass hard, reaching around and rubbing my clit. I wasn’t even done with one orgasm, and he was already pushing me for another.

      He pushed his cock into me and pumped his hips, slamming into me while his fingers rubbed circles over my hard nub. I shook and gasped, electricity pulsing in my stomach. I tried to move his hand, but he wouldn’t let me, and I gripped the rug beneath me as my body rolled from one orgasm to another. I screamed loudly, grinding my hips wildly against his fingers. As I felt every pulse, every shudder of another orgasm, he grabbed my ass, pushing hard and deep inside me. He fucked me hard as he held onto my hips, my moaning matching every thrust. He moved his hands up to my waist and pulled me back against him as his hips drove forward. I could hear him grunting behind me, and it turned me on even more.

      He pushed down on my shoulders, lifting my ass up in the air. He swiped his thumb over my asshole, and I growled; no one had played with my ass before. He slapped my ass and grabbed onto it, softening the sting. He growled louder, pushing in deep and straining until every last drop was released.

      When he was done, he sat back on his heels, and I flopped down on my stomach, pulling my arms under my head and smiling as I caught my breath. After a moment, I rose and asked for the bathroom so I could clean up. He pointed, and I padded nude to the door. I cleaned myself and returned to the living room. He’d retrieved a bottle of water, handing me the drink. I sat on his couch and sipped, feeling wonderfully spent.

      He sat down next to me, drinking a beer he’d grabbed for himself. He shook his head and laughed, trying to catch his breath. I smiled and pulled my hands up behind my head after setting the water down close by.

      “I want to tell you something,” he said. “When all this started, I came up with a plan to seduce you, trying to get you to believe that I was innocent.”

      I smirked, having known that since the beginning. “And how is that working out for you?”

      He snorted, taking another drink of his beer and shaking his head. I smiled, thinking about our first meeting and how he’d tried to charm the hell out of me. I had played it off because I hated him so much, a feeling I really couldn’t remember anymore.

      “I don’t think a gun to your head would crack your objectivity.” He chuckled. “But I am up for continuing to try. Especially if you’re coming through that door stripping off your clothes without any warning.”

      “They’re two separate things, Martin.” I sighed, sitting up. “You seduced the woman in me. The cop in me needed proof. I’m on your side because I have that proof.”

      He sobered, nodding. “Yeah. I get that now. I’m sorry. I guess I thought I had to overcome an unfair bias. You know, because of our past.”

      That startled me. He had tried seducing me to level the playing field, not tilt it in his favor? “Well look, keeping my objectivity was tough. Some shit you don’t get over easily. But I would still do it.” I hesitated. Should I bring up the real cause of my pain and distrust, beyond the humiliation and disappointment of my first time? The pregnancy? Not being able to let Jenny know her father?

      “I get that now. And I’m sorry. If I had known you work that hard to stay objective no matter what, I wouldn’t have tried.” He looked regretful, but then grinned broadly and winked. “Until after the case was closed anyway.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. And he just smiled and gave me a dangerously tender look.

      “And speaking of after the case,” he continued, looking at me sheepishly, which I’d not seen before. “As I said, I would like to continue this” –he waved his hand between us— “and maybe take you on a real date, get to know you, you know…”

      He trailed off, his eyes on the carpet in a rare moment of self-consciousness. I had to ask, “Are you talking about dating me? Like, maybe starting a relationship?”

      “Yes, um, if you’re interested,” he said, looking into my eyes.

      “Um…” I wasn’t sure what to say, but I did know one thing. I couldn’t start a relationship with this man until he knew the entire truth. “I, um, do need to talk to you about something before we can date or whatever.”

      “Okay.” He watched me, and I felt self-conscious now.

      I got up and gathered my clothes. He watched as I dressed quickly. I shrugged, chuckled self-deprecatingly, and said, “I’ll feel better having clothes on for this.”

      He rose and put his shorts back on, but nothing else. “Okay. Go ahead.”

      I cleared my throat and shifted uncomfortably on the chair I’d chosen to sit in. “When we were eighteen and slept together, you ghosted.” He opened his mouth to speak, and I held my hand up. “I know, I know, we were young and stupid blah blah. But, um, what you didn’t know was that I ended up pregnant.” Like a Band-Aid, I decided.

      He stared at me for several seconds without speaking. His face showed no real surprise; I had assumed he suspected once he saw Jenny. However, as his thought moved through his head, several emotions flitted across his face. Finally, it settled on anger.

      “I have a daughter.” I nodded. “I have a daughter and you didn’t tell me.”

      Oh fuck, I thought, preparing to defend my choice, which I still thought was the right one. “I didn’t tell you because you were gone, off to play college baseball and then professional baseball. Would you have come home to play family?”

      He stared at me, blustering, and finally said, “I don’t know what I would have done because I didn’t know. That’s unfair, Rene.”

      Calmness fled when he said that. “Unfair? You wanna talk about unfair?” My voice was loud and pitchy. “I raised a child by myself. I had to work twice as hard to get through college while working and taking care of my child. We lived in a shithole apartment until I moved us here. I went without so she could have, and you wanna talk to me about unfair?”

      “I didn’t know!” he yelled. “You can’t blame me for this shit when you didn’t bother telling me.”

      “I wanted to tell you!”

      “Then why didn’t you?”

      “Because you fucked me on a dare you asshole. You made me feel special and wanted and you took my virginity and then went off to laugh with your friends about it.”

      He looked as if I’d slapped him. “What the hell do you mean I fucked you on a dare? Who told you that?’

      “Brandi,” I said. “Afterward, she caught me in the hallway and told me all about it.”

      He shook his head and ran his hands over his face. “That’s why you’ve been so pissed at me all this time?” he asked. “Because my crazy ex-girlfriend told you I slept with you on a dare?” He started to laugh.

      “I don’t see what’s so fucking funny here,” I growled.

      Martin threw his hands in the air. “She was lying Rene! She was pissed off, crazy, and jealous. I never would have hurt you like that. I liked you. Like really liked you. I went back up to be with you after I broke the fight up but you were gone. Then I texted you half a dozen damn times to make sure you were alright.”

      I looked at him. “So there was no dare?”

      “No! There was no dare. I slept with you because I wanted to.”

      I felt like the wind had been knocked out of me. All this time. All these years and so much anger wasted on a lie. And I wasn’t the only one who suffered for it. Martin had. And so had our daughter. Cindy Stone was lucky she moved out of town years ago because if I ever saw her again, I would probably go to jail.

      Martin sat forward, putting his elbows on his knees. He clasped his hands and stared at them. I let him sit in his silence for as long as he needed. I had no idea what was going on in his head, and just when I was ready to speak, he looked up.

      “I’m really sorry that you spent all this time thinking I’d done something so horrible to you. But I didn’t. And I’d really like to get to know our daughter, if you’d let me.”

      I sat back in my chair, my mind whirling. “I—I, um, don’t know…”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s just…” I frowned as I looked at him. His face was earnest, though he also looked irked. “Jenny knows nothing about her father. I don’t know how she’ll react.”

      “You could tell her about me, prepare her,” he suggested. “I wouldn’t intrude on your life until you told me she was ready.”

      “You really wanna meet her?”

      “Of course I do!” He reached across and grabbed my hand. “She’s my daughter. Our daughter.”

      I sucked in a deep breath. “I just…” I pressed my lips together as he squeezed my hand. “Give me some time, okay? After the case is over.”

      “After the case?” he asked, releasing my hand.

      “Well, yeah,” I said. “I don’t want to bring her out here, get her possibly involved. What if the guy sees her, realizes who she is? I won’t put her in danger.”

      “Oh, of course, yeah,” he said, nodding. “But you’ll talk to her about me?”

      “I will,” I announced as I rose, glancing at my watch. “I gotta get back.” I glanced down at the crossword puzzle book laying on the kitchen table. I chuckled and shook my head, turning to leave. “I gotta get you a video game system or something.”

      “That’s not actually a bad idea, as long as it’s not networked.” His smile was still too soft, and it made me nervous.

      I turned to leave and decided to make a joke after the really serious conversation we’d shared. “Thanks for the headache relief.”

      He stood up and walked over to me, grabbing my arm. I stopped and looked at him, raising my eyebrows. He leaned forward and ran his lips up my neck to my ear. “You’re not walking out that door so quickly.”

      I looked at him with a smirk on my face as he grabbed my hand and pulled me back into the living room. He looked me in the eyes and pushed down on my shoulders, lowering me to the floor. I looked up at him as he knelt in front of me and pushed me backward. I smiled, watching him push my skirt up and move my panties to the side. He licked his lips and nodded his head.

      “I don’t think you’ve had enough,” he smiled. “How about one more for the road?”

      “I won’t argue with you on that,” I said, succumbing. I lay back as he dropped to his stomach and opened my legs.

      He pushed my folds apart and ran his fingers through my juices. I groaned, feeling the pressure on my clit. He dipped his head forward and licked me from bottom to top. I tilted my head back and moaned loudly, feeling the warmth of his tongue smooth through my lips, circling around my clit and moving back down. He lowered his fingers and pushed two of them inside me as he kissed and licked my clit.

      I grabbed the carpet, my body tensing. He slipped another finger inside me and pushed in and out as his tongue danced through my juices. I moved my hips, grinding against his face, whimpering at the pressure building. He pushed faster, twisting his fingers and fluttering his fingertips. I cried out, arching my chest into the air. My body exploded, my thighs quivering around him as I came hard and long.

      He smiled, feeling my juices flowing out over his fingers. Slowly he pulled them out and leaned forward, flicking his tongue over my clit. I shuttered as electricity flowed through me.

      “Holy shit.”

      “It was my pleasure,” he smiled.

      “You mean my pleasure.” I laughed. I felt a warm vulnerability that scared me a little. I was in way over my head. I quickly readjusted my clothes after he’d helped me off the floor.

      He kissed me sweetly at the door. “I really can’t wait to meet Jenny.”

      I shifted uncomfortably. “I think she’ll be eager to meet you as well, once I tell her about you.”

      “So you’re gonna say good things?”

      “Well, I’m certainly not telling her about the fact that I’m investigating you,” I joked.

      “I’d rather you didn’t,” he said.

      “I’ll see you.” I left quickly, planning my conversation with Jenny the entire way home, grateful she was staying at Dad’s. I decided, after the case, I’d take her to the bakery, get some treats, and talk to her about it. Obviously, I’d have to tell Bobby and Dante first so they would let us alone, but I also wanted to hear their thoughts. Bobby would probably be adamantly opposed at first, but he’d see that it was a good idea since Jenny had started asking about her father.

      Our lives were about to change one way or the other. Jenny’s father would be in her life, which would alter her world, and a chance existed that he’d be in my life too.

      After the case…
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      I fell asleep with her taste in my mouth, and I dreamed she was sleeping next to me. I let myself sink into the dream, envisioning waking up with her next to me. Jenny, my daughter, would bang on the door and run into the room, telling us she made breakfast for us. I could actually smell the burned pancakes, and I grinned as I roused from the warmth of a life I didn’t think I wanted, but now thought seemed like an incredible version.

      After the case, I reminded myself as I climbed out of bed and headed to the bathroom, refocusing my brain. I had to help Rene get my ass out of the sling or any life I hoped for wouldn’t happen. I’d be in prison making friends with men I’d put there. Fuck that, I thought as I padded into the kitchen to make coffee, I’d be dead within a week in gen pop.

      As I sipped my coffee, I wandered onto the front porch to sit in the rocking chair my grandmother had left. I sat thinking about my conversation with Rene the day before. The thought that she’d been carrying all that hurt and anger for so many years because of a lie made my blood boil. It also explained her animosity toward me. But it had robbed me of the first years of my daughter’s life and that I couldn’t quite get over.

      I returned my head to the case, thinking about the fact that the surveillance video caught the cop on camera but offered no clues as to who it might be. Whoever this was, they knew their shit, but they also knew I hadn’t been charged. They would make a mistake, and when they did, we would be ready for them. I didn’t like putting Rene in the middle of the fight, but she refused to sit it out. She knew how to look out for herself, even if it made me nervous.

      Besides Joe, my strange, reclusive neighbor who lived pretty far through the woods, no one else was anywhere near my grandmother’s cabin. My grandmother had enjoyed her privacy, which was the reason she and my grandfather had originally bought the place. No one bothered them, and they could come out to the cabin and relax.

      Any pictures taken from the woods would give us a direction on where to look for clues. We knew that if there were pics of us kissing, or anything else, the cop was poking around the property. No one else would be in the woods around the cabin. Because of this, we had all kinds of strategies for tracking him down.

      So, asshole, did you follow me here?

      Someone would have to go through a lot to get through the woods and perch somewhere hidden and where we wouldn’t notice. At the same time, there were no outdoor lights except close to the house, so from the inside looking out, they could be standing at the woodpile and I wouldn’t be able to see them. I thought about installing some lights, but that would defeat the purpose of our whole plan. We wanted them to think we had no idea they were out there, even though they’d tipped their hand by sending the picture of us. We were hoping the perp would believe we were too busy fucking to actually be working the case. We’d close the curtains, mostly, to keep up the illusion.

      I stood up, brushed off my shorts, and headed back into the cabin. I brushed my teeth and put on a t-shirt. I needed to go over and talk to Joe because it was important that he understand and be on board with our plan. We couldn’t bring in our own team because someone on the inside was the criminal. We were on our own, and I had to find help anywhere I could.

      I grabbed my .45 and strapped it to my hip, pulling my light jacket on to cover it. I didn’t want to risk being ambushed in the woods with no protection. Plus, Joe didn’t exactly take kindly to people walking up on him, so I’d rather be safe than sorry.

      When I headed out, I made sure to lock up. I didn’t want to come back to any surprises. As I walked down the drive heading for Joe’s, I thought about the old man, who I’d known since I was a little boy. Joe was a Vietnam vet with medals and awards I’d never seen before, but that I knew were really important to him. He’d never talked to me about the war, but my grandmother had told me when I was little after I’d asked about the pictures he had hanging on his walls. I had a deep respect for the man, but I felt for him too. I was pretty sure he lived in the middle of nowhere by himself because he had a hard time being in public. I knew he had family, but I wasn’t there enough to see if they ever came to visit.

      Even growing up, I’d been able to tell that Joe was the kind of man that generally didn’t like people. His gruff exterior and angry eyes scared most right off his porch. As kids, my friends had been terrified to go over there when my grandma would ask us to take him some dinner or a pie. He was tolerant of me, though, never too friendly, but tolerant.

      It had been a long time since I’d seen the old man, but I knew he could probably use some human interaction, and maybe a drink or two.

      I walked up his driveway, smiling at his multiple no trespassing signs. The man was seriously the grumpiest old fucker I’d ever met. I was hoping he would agree to help us. He was an important part of the plan, and a lot was riding on his willingness to get involved. I stepped cautiously onto his porch and took a deep breath before knocking. At once I could hear his old military boots clumping across the floor.

      “What do you want?” he said hoarsely, as if he didn’t use his voice often, flinging the door open.

      “Joe,” I said, taking a step back in case he didn’t recognize me. “It’s Martin Ferrel from across the way.”

      “Martin,” he said, looking a little surprised as he checked behind me, then narrowed his eyes at my face for several seconds. Finally, he said, “Come on in, I suppose.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I said, walking in and waiting in the hallway as he locked up.

      I stared at the old black and white photos hung on the walls. They were all of him with his platoon, him in uniform, and him with his wife, who had died at a young age. There were also pictures of his kids and their families hanging on the walls, and I smiled, knowing there was a sweet old man down in there somewhere.

      “Come on in here,” he said, leading me into the living room. “You want a bourbon?”

      “Yes, sir,” I said. “That would be nice.”

      He walked over to the bookshelf on the side and pulled out two glasses and a bottle of bourbon. He poured two fingers’ worth into each glass and turned around, handing me one and sitting down in the chair across from me. He took a sip and stared at me.

      “I know you didn’t come here for your grandma,” he said brusquely. “What can I do for you?”

      “I won’t waste your time sir,” I said. “I’ll just get straight to it. I work for the Salt Lake City Police, in homicide, and someone’s trying to set me up for a crime I didn’t commit. Whoever did it has been stalking me, taking pictures, trying to get to me and the IA agent on the case. We have a plan to lure him to the cabin where I’m staying right now. See if he sends more pictures to us from the woods outside.”

      “And you’re lookin’ for my help in spottin’ him when he’s out there in them woods,” he stated.

      “Exactly,” I replied. “Just the lookout. I promise we won’t put you in any danger.”

      “Shoot.” He laughed, slapping his leg. “I ain’t afraid of whoever it is. You seen my medals, right?”

      “I have.” I smiled at him. “And that’s why I knew you were the perfect man for the job.”

      He was on board, which was a huge relief. Now I just had to figure out exactly how he could do it. He had a twinkle in his eye, and I wasn’t sure whether to be happy or terrified. The last thing I needed was a rogue ex-military guy taking actions into his own hands.

      “What are your thoughts on how to go about this?”

      “You look worried, son.” His bark of a laugh shocked me. “I promise I won’t go all commando on you. I’m too old for that shit now. I have some game cameras I put all over the woods, especially on that strip between you and me, where the deer track runs. I try to move ‘em every couple weeks or so. I’ll go out tomorrow and move ‘em, make sure they’re all facin’ your cabin. They have night vision, so you’ll be able to catch the heat from anyone out there. I can access them anytime. You just come over when you need to see ‘em, and we’ll go through ‘em together.”

      “You think they’re strong enough to catch a face?”

      “State of the art, and from what I hear the cops can enhance the images, or that’s what I read in a cop novel,” he said with a shrug. “They’ll be all greenish-white from the night vision, but the features should be clear.”

      “That sounds perfect,” I said, standing up. “Thank you so much, sir.”

      “No problem,” he said. “Finally, somethin’ exciting. It gets pretty borin’ out here sometimes.”

      “Tell me about it.” I chuckled, shaking his hand. “If you need anything just holler. I’ll be over there until this perp is caught.”

      “Will do,” he said, nodding.

      As I headed for the door, I stopped and asked, “Hey, you got any of those cop novels here? Or any books? I gotta be here for a while and I’m goin’ stir crazy.”

      He nodded and retraced his steps, returning a moment later with three paperback books. He tapped them with his finger and said, “All three are good.”

      “Thanks. I’ll return them.”

      “No hurry. I finished those.”

      I left Joe and headed back down to the cabin to resume my duties as the sitting duck. With the new plan in place, I really didn’t mind as much as I had. It was something I could do to make progress on the investigation. Rene was under the impression that the cop setting me up was getting desperate. They knew that if I hadn’t been hauled in and charged by now, I probably wouldn’t be.  And they needed to regain control. Sooner or later, the guy would come after me, figuring if I wasn’t going to jail, they would have to get rid of me to save themselves. I wasn’t going to let that happen. I was ready for the asshole.
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      “Hey,” Lopez said, heading to my desk in the I.A. department, a place few cops ventured. “I want you to come into this meeting with Captain Riggs.”

      “What’s it about?”

      “It’s about the case, but I have to run it by him first.”

      “Alright,” I replied, grabbing my coffee and following her to the captain’s office. “I’ll take any lead I can right now. Things are playing out slowly, and I need to get a line on this before Martin loses his mind out there in that cabin.”

      “I know.” She laughed. “I can’t even imagine him out there choppin’ wood and cookin’ his own food.”

      “It’s not pretty,” I said, remembering his sweaty body. Actually, it was very pretty, but that’s none of your damn business.

      “Ladies,” the captain greeted. “Come on in and shut the door.”

      “Thank you for seeing us,” Lopez said.

      “You have a lead?” he asked eagerly.

      “I do,” she said, leaning forward. “I have to say, though, it’s only rumors from my old house at this point, but when I started investigating, it seemed like something that might be relevant. It’s a little touchy. He isn’t just some low-level beat cop.”

      “Uh, oh,” Riggs said, glancing between us. “That gets sticky.”

      “I know,” she agreed. “That’s why I’ve kept it to myself.”

      “Alright, what’s the name?” I asked, ready for a break in the case.

      “Captain George Avery,” she murmured as if scared of being overheard. “Head of Vice.”

      “Shit,” Riggs cursed, rubbing his face, but he didn’t sound surprised.

      “Is he already a suspect in something?” I asked.

      “He’s known around for being a shifty-ass cop who worked his way up by covering up bad shit for other cops,” Riggs said. “He’s kind of at the center of that group I was talking about before.”

      “He’s a vice cop, most recently famous for roughing up a drug dealer and getting a slap on the wrist for it,” Lopez said. “And I don’t mean roughing up like a bloody lip. I’m talking the kid’s probably still in intensive care at the hospital. He was a drug dealer, sure, but he was also fifteen years old and selling a dime bag of weed.”

      “Fuck,” I snarled, shaking my head. “Well, that just helps confirm my suspicions. We need to pull this guy’s file and look into his background. If he roughed up someone that bad after being on the force that long, you know it wasn’t the first time.”

      “Or the last,” Riggs mused. “He probably only stopped after he got his bars and wasn’t on the streets anymore.” He looked angry, disgusted. This man was his peer, and he was beyond a fuckup.

      “Here,” Lopez said, handing me a file. “I already pulled it. I figured we would need to look into this guy.”

      I took the folder and opened it, looking over his stats. Eighteen years on the force. Promoted to captain three years before. Vice for eight years. I started flipping through the pages, realizing that his file was filled with red flags. In fact, if I didn’t know any better, the file could easily get a man kicked off the force. Apparently, his connections ran deep.

      I could remember looking at Martin’s file and shaking my head. He got dinged for things like being a bit rough with a set of handcuffs or forgetting to read someone their Miranda rights because he was in a hurry to get them to the station. His rap sheet looked like child’s play compared to this guy’s. And he’s Martin’s old boss.

      “Was there any bad blood between Ferrel and Avery?” I asked. Just because they had worked together didn’t exactly give an airtight reason for Avery to frame him.

      “Oh yeah,” Lopez said. “Avery hated him because Martin wasn’t intimidated by him. They butted heads all the time.”

      I suddenly felt bad for thinking Martin was a shit bag. He was an angel compared to this guy. He was exactly the kind of guy who would do something like frame Martin and steal all that money. I scrolled through each of the pages, reading it a little closer, trying to find any connections to the current situation.

      “This guy has been investigated for a bad shooting, leaving a cop and a child dead,” I read. “But he was cleared, with the express push of the District Attorney’s office.”

      “Yeah. They’ve been friends for years,” Riggs commented. “I’m willing to bet Avery’s got something on him.”

      “How do you get cleared from shooting a fellow cop and a kid?” Lopez wondered aloud, scowling ferociously.

      “He claimed the kid had the gun, shot the cop, and when he wrestled the gun from the kid, it went off during the tussle,” the captain listed. “I was at that trial. He smirked the whole way out of the courthouse. There isn’t a decent cop within a hundred miles that wouldn’t want to see him taken down a peg.”

      “He was also suspended once for hitting a suspect with his car,” I said, shaking my head. “Shit. If that were legal, I would’ve had twice the number of arrests.”

      “Right.” Lopez chuckled. “Martin and I would have killed it in narcotics.”

      “He’s got the commissioner on his side too,” Riggs told me. “Or at least he used to. I think he got too rough and the ties were cut after that last charge. The commissioner doesn’t need liabilities like him.”

      “Why would you connect yourself with crazy shit like that?” I said, shaking my head.

      “Money,” Lopez tossed out. “It doesn’t pay to be a police officer or politician without someone sticking extra dollars in your pockets.”

      “That is a damn shame,” I said, shaking my head. “Sometimes, I think there are more laws broken in the system than outside the system.”

      “Power can really change a person, and there’s a lot of power in that badge—and those bars.” Riggs rubbed the bridge of his nose. “It’s also supposed to come with a lot of responsibility, which is why you have the power in the first place. Sometimes I feel like one of the few that remembers that.”

      “What about the rumors I’ve been hearing about Avery?” I said, turning to Lopez. “Talk around the water cooler is he fell in with a drug dealer a while back and now owes him some serious money. Thought he could do a little selling on the side and ended up getting played out on the streets. Now he owes the dealer for the stash he took to sell. This dealer apparently doesn’t give a shit that he’s a police officer.” It had sounded so crazy when I heard the story in the precinct break room that I assumed it was just bullshit. Now I wondered.

      “It wouldn’t surprise me,” she said. “And if it’s true, that gives us some serious motive for the case.”

      “Captain,” I said, returning my gaze to him. “We need to get Avery in here. I’m not talking about any hard interrogation. I want to ask him some generic questions about the case. You know, give him a poke. That way, if it is him, he’ll be even more desperate. If it’s him, and he thinks we’re at all onto him, he’ll make a beeline for Martin. We could possibly drive him right into our hands.” And the trap Martin and I are setting.

      I hated that we might have to take care of this situation well outside of regulations. But if it really was Avery, trying to do it in the system, like a good IA officer, might be impossible. He’d twisted the system to his benefit with the cooperation of other dirty cops.

      “I agree,” Riggs said. “You and me, we can take the lead on this. If Lopez is in there, it might be a bit too suspicious, though.”

      “Okay then,” I said, turning to Lopez. “I’ll call you when it’s done and let you know what’s up.”

      “Alright,” she said, looking disappointed and terribly frustrated.

      “Good work, Detective,” Captain Riggs said to Lopez.

      “Thank you, sir,” she nodded. “Gotta take care of my own.”

      We watched Lopez leave the office, and I took a deep breath, closing Avery’s file and handing it to Riggs. He shoved it under some other paperwork, not wanting anyone to know we were checking up on Avery. He picked up the phone and dialed.

      “This is Captain Riggs in homicide,” he said. “Please send Captain Avery to my office.” He paused, listening. “I just need his help on something with the Ferrel case.”

      He hung up the phone and smiled at me. I was really hoping we were on to something where Avery was concerned. I needed to wrap the case up and get Martin’s name cleared. Letting the case go on for much longer without resolution not only looked bad for me, but it ramped up the danger factor of what a desperate Avery might to do to get out of trouble.

      After about ten minutes, Captain Avery walked up and tapped on the door frame. He was silver-haired like Riggs, tall and polished, but his hazel eyes were sunken as if he didn’t sleep much or had a heavy burden on his shoulders. But he was all confidence as he walked in. He smiled like a car salesman and sauntered into the room, only pausing for a moment when he saw me. I could smell his cologne from a mile away, and his attitude told me he thought he was untouchable.

      “Captain Avery,” Riggs said, rising and shaking his hand. “Thanks for joining us. This is Detective Cole from Internal Affairs.”

      “Uh, oh.” He chuckled. “Should I call my lawyer?”

      I smirked, looking down at my notes. Smarmy bastard. “Why does everyone say that when they see me?” I laughed, trying to put him at ease. “We just wanted to ask you a few questions about Detective Ferrel. Just for our case notes.”

      “I don’t know if I’ll be that much help. I haven’t seen Martin since he came over here to homicide. Haven’t kept in touch, you know? Us vice guys tend not to get attached. We’re kind of a breed of our own.”

      “Yes, you are,” Riggs laughed. “And I heard you guys just solved a huge case over in the Glendale area.”

      “Yeah,” Avery said, his voice boastful. “A big case full of a shit ton of paperwork.”

      “That’s always the way,” Riggs sympathized. “We won’t keep you for too long. We just wanted to find out if you’d heard anything about the theft.”

      “Oh, the theft. You mean the one from the evidence room,” he said, his voice pitching just a bit higher. “The one where a whole lotta money went missing before anyone logged the cash.”

      “That one,” I said, staring at him.

      “As far as I’ve heard, Ferrel did it,” he said, smiling and spreading his hands wide. “I mean, we don’t really pay much attention to that kind of stuff in vice.”

      “That kind of stuff?” I asked. “You mean stuff like a fellow cop was potentially set up by another cop?”

      “You know, over the years, I’ve seen a lot of shit between cops,” he commented offhandedly, his eyes darting to the window and back, though he wasn’t looking me in the eye. “It wouldn’t surprise me. I don’t really know all the guys over here, but I do know Ferrel was a pain in my ass when he was in vice. Maybe he pissed someone off over here.”

      “What kind of ‘shit between cops’ are you referring to, Captain?”

      “Oh, you know,” he said smoothly, waving a hand. “Shit’s constantly hitting the fan. Someone always wants to push the blame onto another guy.” He eyed me as if he thought I were incompetent. “You sure Ferrel isn’t guilty?”

      “We’re actually pretty positive,” Riggs announced, drawing his attention. “But we can’t bring him back until we get the real perp.”

      “Yeah, gotta keep him safe,” he said, letting out a deep breath. “I wish I could be more help to you. I got a lot of paperwork from that last bust, so I gotta get outta here if that’s all.”

      “That’s all. For now,” I said pointedly. “Do me a favor, if you hear anything, holler over here.”

      “Of course,” he said, standing and walking from the office without another word.

      I got up slowly, walked to the door, and shut it, turning and looking at Riggs. Avery gave me the creeps, and I’d felt gross just being in the office with him. Riggs looked like he felt the same.

      “Anybody else need a shower after that?” I joked.

      “Tell me about it,” he said, shuddering. “So, I guess we just sit back and wait. I think if it’s him, he’ll act pretty quickly, especially knowing we’ve cleared Ferrel.”

      “I agree,” I said, standing up. “I’m gonna call Ferrel.”

      I left the office and pulled out my phone, walking into an empty interrogation room. I didn’t want to take the chance of anyone hearing me. Martin answered after the third ring.

      “Any news?” he asked in lieu of a greeting.

      “Actually, yes,” I said. “Expect something soon.”

      “A name?”

      “You don’t need a name right now. Just keep your eyes open,” I said, hanging up.

      He already had all the cause to take the guy down that he needed. He didn’t need a name on the off chance we were wrong.
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      “Hello?” I called as I stepped into my dad’s house that evening. “Where are you guys?”

      “Back here!” I heard Jenny call, and I headed for the backyard. I stepped out on the porch and stood next to Dad, who was watching Jenny rake the backyard, which was covered with leaves. “What’s goin’ on back here?”

      “You said Jenny wanted to make some money,” he reminded her. “I asked her if she wanted to make more after she did such a good job on the front yard.”

      “Hey baby!” I called, and she looked up at me and waved.

      “Hey, Mom! I’ll be done in a bit.” She returned to her work, and I chuckled, glancing at Dad.

      “Guess we’re staying here for a bit,” I said with a laugh.

      “Want something to drink?”

      “You got any scotch? I could use a drink,” I said, sighing.

      “I do, but only one, young lady,” he announced.

      I laughed again, rolling my eyes as I followed him inside. “Of course, Dad.”

      He grabbed two glasses and poured us both a small amount. I hid my little smile; Dad was making sure I didn’t drive drunk to my house with his granddaughter in the car. As if I would, I thought, giggling. He glanced at me.

      “What’s funny?”

      “Nothing, but I do have something to talk to you about.”

      “Shoot.” I lifted my drink and downed it, and he stared at me. “Whoa, it must be bad. Do you need another?”

      “No, no, I’m good,” I said hoarsely, shuddering from the heat of the drink burning down my throat. I looked at him and said quickly, “I’ve been seeing Martin Ferrel.”

      He frowned, confused, and said, “Okay. Good?”

      I glanced out the backdoor to make sure Jenny was still out in the yard. “Martin Ferrel is Jenny’s dad.”

      Dad sat back, his lips pursing as he nodded. “Okay. Is that a good thing?”

      “I haven’t decided yet,” I revealed. “But he does want to get to know Jenny.”

      “She’s been asking about her father, you know.”

      I frowned as well. “She’s asked me a couple times, but I didn’t know she’d said anything to you.”

      “Just offhandedly,” he said. “Asked me if I knew him.”

      “Well, he found out about her and wants to meet her,” I told him, explaining that I’d told Martin about his grandmother’s interference and the whole tale.

      “So what are you gonna do?”

      “What do you think?”

      He shook his head and waved his hand at me. “No, no, no. I’m not tellin’ you what to do, girl. You tell me what you’re gonna do.”

      I laughed at his dramatics, then sobered and shrugged my shoulders. “I’m gonna talk to Jenny first. This case should be over pretty quickly, so I’ll plan dinner with her Sunday and see what she thinks.”

      “Sunday?”

      “Yeah, um, I need a favor,” I said, smiling cheekily. “I’m pulling an all-nighter Saturday. Could Jenny stay with you?”

      “Sure thing, but is this gonna be a regular thing?”

      “No, no, and if you have plans I can ask if she can stay with her friend,” I rushed to assure him.

      “It’s no big deal, but I am planning a poker tournament here next weekend,” he informed me.

      “We will not get in your way, I promise.”

      “Then Saturday is free.” He cleared his throat and sipped his drink, finishing it. “And about this Martin Ferrel, is he a good man?”

      “He is, as far as I can tell.”

      “And you’re dating him?”

      My cheeks bloomed with color. “Um, sort of. We haven’t had time to date yet because of the case.”

      “But you’re going to?”

      “Yes, I think so, and even if we don’t, I think Jenny deserves to meet her father.”

      “I think you’re right, honey.” He winked at me.

      “Thanks, Dad.”
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      I finally would have some company; Saturday had arrived. I’d decided to make this stakeout a sort of date with Rene, so I was outside grilling some steaks, waiting on her to get to the house so we could eat and wait for any movement. Not the best situation for a date, but I would hopefully be able to take her on a real date soon.

      I wanted more than anything to talk about Jenny, to learn more about her. I had no idea what I would say to her. I’d never been around kids, didn’t know how to talk to them, so I’d be lost at first. But I was excited about the idea of meeting her.

      Focus, I told myself as I flipped the steaks and listened to the sizzle. I’d never meet Jenny if I went to prison, or worse, was killed in an altercation of some sort because I wasn’t paying attention.

      Lopez was watching the area from Joe’s just in case, and I didn’t want to fail her because of inattention. I’d introduced them and given an update on the new development. To my surprise, he took a liking to her, telling her she reminded him of his daughter. I was just glad he hadn’t threatened her. At least she would get to drink some old bourbon while she scanned the cameras from across the woods.

      I was happy there might be a break in the case and that I didn’t have to spend the day alone. I was willing to jump on any lead that we could get, and I was damn sure ready to do some real police work.

      I inhaled the scent of cooking steaks, feeling the sun beat down on me and listening to the birds singing in the trees. For a moment, I almost forgot why I was at the cabin in the first place. I could almost convince myself I was just on a well-deserved vacation and knowing that Rene would be there with me made it even better. I heard her car rolling up the driveway, and I smiled as she drove up and got out.

      I already felt calmer and more secure knowing she was close. I hated the fact that I couldn’t be around her, protecting her when she was off running the investigation. Not that she needed my protection; she was a badass cop in her own right. I felt a twinge of pride at the thought.

      She’d gotten to me, despite my best intentions, and I found myself increasingly okay with it. We shared a child, and I hoped that we could share a relationship.

      I nodded my head to her as she smiled at me, as she was no longer wearing her usual power suit. She had on a tight pair of jeans, a pink sweater, and low-top Chuck Taylor’s. Her hair was pulled tightly back in a ponytail, and her cheeks were pink from the sun. It reminded me of the day at the gym, when she had tried to get away from me, but I hadn’t let her out of my sight. That was the day that had started it all.

      A tingle ran through my chest as I thought about her getting angry at me over the stuck towels. And now look at me. All of that conniving to seduce her and there I was, getting ready for a damn picnic.

      “Hey,” she said, kissing my lips quickly. “That smells good.”

      I smiled as she walked past, going into the house with a couple of grocery bags of food. As I watched her walk away, I was blindsided with a thought. After all was said and done—when I got my gun and badge back, and when the perp was put away for good—I still wanted to be with her. Not just be with her, but live with her, grow with her. Marry her? Jesus Christ, I’m losing it over this woman.

      It wasn’t just about the sex, even though we did have some incredible sex. It was about more than that. It was about having an adventure together that didn’t involve police work, talking about our days, going on trips, going on dates, relaxing and watching movies, and everything else a typical couple did. Watching our daughter grow…

      Having her in my life had become a normal thing, something I couldn’t imagine not having. Sitting alone in that cabin had given me a lot of time to think, and she had been on my mind the entire time. I’d never really had a real relationship with anyone. Now, though, being with her, wanting her, I could imagine something serious and long-term coming.

      I couldn’t imagine the future without her. It was a strange feeling, something a bachelor playboy like myself wasn’t used to, but I didn’t mind the thoughts at all.

      “Don’t overcook those steaks,” she said, drawing me from my thoughts.

      “Cute,” I said, laughing at her jab.

      “I set the table out here for us,” she said, nodding to the plates and sides set up.

      “Perfect,” I replied, plating the steaks and walking over to the table.

      I kissed her before sitting down to eat. We sat there for about an hour, talking, laughing, and eating. It almost felt like we weren’t on a stakeout, like a dirty cop wasn’t hunting us down.

      Afterward, we cleaned up everything and took it all into the house. I put the leftovers in the fridge and rinsed off the dishes, stacking them in the dishwasher. Rene had settled into the couch with her laptop, messaging Lopez using her hotspot. We would get settled in for the night and wait for our perp to make a move on us.

      “Lopez says all clear for right now,” Rene announced. “She’s on duty all night over there, so she’ll let us know as soon as she sees anything.”

      “Good,” I said, watching the night arrive out the window.

      The mood of the day was changing, and the fact that I couldn’t see past the woodpile anymore made me nervous. Rene grabbed one of the books Joe had given me and began to read, but I couldn’t sit down. I was excited to possibly put an end to the nightmare.

      I looked at the guns and ammo on the table and laughed. My grandmother’s house looked like a mob scene in a movie. Only this time, the good guys had the guns, and the bad guys were on the outside. I was so wound up, I started to pace the floor, moving back and forth between the windows and the kitchen.

      “You’re going to run a hole in the floor,” Rene commented, not looking up. “Why don’t you come sit down?”

      “I can’t,” I said. “I’ve been cooped up in this place for too damn long. The idea that the perp is out there somewhere, waiting to try something stupid, is too nerve-wracking for me to put aside.”

      “Well, you’re making me fucking nervous with the damn pacing,” she grouched. “Look, he either shows or he doesn’t. Haven’t you ever been on a stakeout before?”

      “Yeah, when I was watching the bad guys, and not the one being watched. This is different.”

      “Well, you need to think of it the same way, because this pacing isn’t helping anyone,” she said. “We both need to keep our heads on our shoulders. You know better than most people that a nervous cop with a happy trigger finger can get someone hurt.”

      “I don’t even have my gun on me,” I reminded her. Sure, I had the .45, but not my service pistol with which my shooting was much straighter.

      “I know,” she replied. “I have your gun, but I’m not handing it over until you calm the hell down and stand or sit in one place for a while. I don’t need you accidentally shooting me.”

      “You know,” I said, walking toward her, “I can definitely think of a few ways you could settle me down. You know, expend some of this nervous energy.”

      “Why does it not surprise me that all you can think about is getting laid?” she said, shaking her head. “Men are unbelievable. I can see it now, my legs up in the air, you fucking me and in walks the perp, staring at us with a camera and a gun.”

      “I can do it with my gun holster on if that makes you feel better.” I laughed at the annoyance clear on her face.

      “That doesn’t sound safe in the least,” she jeered. “Besides, now is not the time for us to be going off into another world. We need to stay vigilant. With the clouds out tonight, we can’t rely on those cameras to catch every movement. We have to look out for ourselves too.”

      I grunted and started pacing again, knowing she was right. I needed to keep my wits about me, and being balls deep in Rene wasn’t going to help me do that. I walked over to the window and stood to the side, peering through the edge of the curtains. Everything was calm outside. Too calm. There wasn’t even a breeze out there. It felt almost eerie, like the calm before the storm, and it weirded me out.

      I continued to walk back and forth, almost grabbing a beer but deciding alcohol wasn’t any better an idea than sex. It was getting later, and still, we hadn’t heard a peep. Rene turned off the overhead lights and flipped on the table lamps to make it look like we’d gone to bed. I sighed and walked over to the big recliner in the living room and plopped down. It was my favorite chair and had helped calm me ever since I was a little boy. I propped the footrest up and leaned back, folding my hands over my chest and closing my eyes. Before I knew it, I passed out.

      I was sleeping hard, not even waking up to the sounds of Rene on her computer. It wasn’t often that I slept that well, usually dealing with dreams about what I had seen at different crime scenes. Since I hadn’t been doing any real police work lately, I didn’t have anything left to dream about. After what seemed like hours, snoring in the recliner, I woke up, feeling Rene shaking me.

      I slowly opened my eyes and looked up at her, sensing something was happening. She was standing over me, her gun drawn and a finger over her lips. My heart leaped into my chest as I slowly sat up and pushed the footrest down carefully. The blinds were drawn and there was no light coming through from the outside. We sat in silence, listening for any kind of noise.

      I gripped the arms of the chair, feeling the adrenaline pumping through my body, remembering again what it was like to be a cop. The only difference was our lives were at stake.

      Just as that thought blew through my mind, there was a loud thump out back. I looked at Rene, who was standing with her gun pointed toward the kitchen.
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      “What was that?” he whispered.

      “I don’t know,” I said, creeping toward the kitchen. I scanned every inch but saw nothing and no one. “Nothing in here.”

      I walked back into the living room and stood beside Martin, flipping through my phone. I could tell he was trying to get his head straight after being woken up suddenly. He looked at me as I let out a deep breath.

      “Lopez texted me,” I said. “There was movement behind the cabin. She couldn’t make out what it was, but she said that it was definitely not a deer. It was moving slowly and methodically. Joe’s cameras picked it up, but all they could see was the heat source.”

      “So, either our perp has arrived, or Sasquatch came to visit,” he joked. “Let’s hope it’s the perp because I don’t wanna be out here with Bigfoot.”

      I snorted a quiet laugh. “We’re going to go check it out, but we don’t know what this guy is armed with,” I reminded him. “There’s Kevlar on the table and your gun is already loaded. The captain gave it to me before I left for the day. He said he’d rather have you shooting with your department issue than explaining a private weapon.”

      “I feel better with my work weapon, anyway. I’ve used it for years.”

      “Go ahead and gear up. I don’t wanna miss our chance.”

      I watched him walk carefully over to the table and pull on his vest and pick up his gun. He checked it and grasped it with two hands. He looked at me and nodded toward the kitchen. I shook my head and started to slowly walk toward the back door. The kitchen was clear, so I knew the perp was still outside, but I wasn’t sure what the hell he was doing out there.

      I waited at the door until Martin walked up beside me. I reached for the doorknob and met his eyes. He nodded, and I whispered, counting to three. However, when I tugged on the door, it was jammed. Something must have been on the outside holding it closed. I rattled the handle and could tell a person wasn’t holding it. They had somehow barricaded the door from the outside.

      Oh shit. I stiffened, flashes of a case I’d worked years before running through my mind. I could still smell the scent of burned bodies in my nose. It was one of the worst scenes I’d ever come upon.

      I turned and ran for the front door, pulling on the handle, but it was also rigged to remain closed. I kicked at the door, but it didn’t budge, and I groaned in frustration. Martin walked forward, his eyebrows pulled together. He didn’t realize the perp had trapped us inside the house for a specific reason.

      I hurried to the coffee table and grabbed my phone, sticking it in my pocket. I looked back at Martin and shook my head again.

      “What’s going on?” he whispered. “Why are we locked inside?”

      I swallowed hard and looked into his eyes. “Fire,” I whispered. “The perp is trying to burn the house down with us inside.”

      “The windows are out,” he said, his eyes running over the entire cabin. Martin shook his head decisively. “I am not going out like that. Fuck that. Come with me.”

      He grabbed my hand and led me back toward the bathroom at the back corner of the house. He pointed at a window inside the bathroom that faced the woods. It was the perfect way to get out of the house and not walk right into gunfire or worse. I nodded at him and took a step forward, wincing at the sound of a window breaking in the kitchen. Martin raced out and peeked around the corner, running back down the hall.

      “The kitchen’s on fire,” he said, his voice deadly calm. “Come on. We have to get out of here now.”

      I nodded my head and followed him to the window. He tried to open it, but it had been nailed shut. He took off his sweatshirt and wrapped it around his fist and punched the glass, shattering it. He knocked the extra pieces off and threw the sweatshirt down.

      “You ready?”

      “Yes,” I said, noting the smoke filtering down the hallway.

      He cupped his hand, and I stepped into it, holding onto the sill as he pushed me up and out. I landed on my feet and moved to the side, dialing the fire department as I waited for him. He jumped out and crouched down next to me, his gun drawn.

      “This is Detective Cole of the SLCPD. Send a squad out to 430 Aspen Road. There’s a house fire.”

      I hung up the phone and looked at him, knowing it would take them a really long time to get out there. They wouldn’t be able to save the cottage. If we weren’t crouched down hiding from a rogue cop, I would have felt a lot worse about his grandmother’s cabin about to burn to the ground. I knew the place was special to him, and I knew that when everything was said and done, he would take the loss pretty hard.

      “We need to sneak around and see if we can see anyone,” he whispered.

      “We can’t just walk right out into the open,” I hissed. “This guy is trying to kill us.”

      Before I could say anything else, I heard a noise in the dark. I crouched and scooted past Martin, moving slowly toward the sound of rustling in the trees at the front of the house. I squinted into the dark, but I could barely see a thing. The reflection of the fire in the cabin danced across the yard, lighting up the woodpile in the front of the house.

      I looked back and forth, my heart beating so hard I could barely hear Martin scooting up behind me. I felt like I was pinned in, with no ability to look around. We were blind, and it was the most dangerous spot to be in.

      Suddenly a scream sounded from near where the woods met the yard. I pulled up my gun, looking right and left, scanning the area. I couldn’t see anything, but the screaming continued. The sound of the voice was so shrill, whoever it was, they were in pain.

      I turned and looked at Martin, who looked as bewildered as I felt. I shifted, aiming my gun into the woods, hearing the sound of crackling leaves under someone’s feet. I couldn’t see anything. I wanted to yell, but I didn’t want to give away our position. I could hear Martin breathing heavily, and my hands began to tremble.

      I scanned the woodpile and stopped, watching a man, dressed all in black, tumble from behind the stack. He was screeching loudly, an arrow sticking out of his calf. He writhed on the ground, groaning and grunting, grasping his leg. I stood up and aimed my gun, stepping out around the corner.

      “Police,” I yelled out. “Lopez, you out there?”

      “I’m here,” she yelled back.

      I moved fast over to the perp and knelt, my gun trained on him. I ran my hand over him, looking for a weapon. There was a gun shoved in the back of his pants, so I pulled it out and dismantled it. Then I looked at his wound the best I could in the dark. Who the fuck had a bow out there?

      I stood up, pointing my weapon at the perp. I saw Lopez run from the woods and onto the lawn. She ran over to the shed with Martin and grabbed the hose, pulling it up to the house and through the front door. Smoke billowed out of the door as they opened it, but I couldn’t see any of the flames. I remained on the lawn, gun trained on the perp, watching Lopez and Martin spraying down the flames in the kitchen. The perp on the ground groaned, so I shoved him with my foot.

      “Shut the fuck up, asshole. You’re lucky he didn’t get you in the balls.”

      After a few minutes, all that was left of the fire was smoke and steam. Martin and Lopez walked out of the house, soot on their faces, dragging the hose back out into the yard. They had gotten lucky. We all had.

      Martin was probably incredibly relieved, especially since the cabin was still standing. The last thing he needed after going through all that shit was to lose another part of his childhood.

      As soon as he was done with the hose, Martin hurried to me. I shoved the perp flat on the ground before rolling him over on his stomach and pulling his arms behind his back. Martin tossed me my cuffs, and I smiled, clamping them down on the perp’s wrists.

      He hissed through his teeth, squirming beneath me with an arrow still sticking out of his leg. I turned him back over and sat him up, pulling the black ski mask off his face. It was Avery, just like I had thought. He growled at me, and I chuckled, shaking my head.

      “You just can’t keep your shit together can you, Captain?”

      Martin grinned broadly. “A police captain, a dirty cop who beat a kid into a coma and tried to kill his own people. They’re going to fucking love you at Utah State Prison.”

      “Holy shit,” Lopez chuckled. “Yeah, and have fun kicking your cocaine habit cold turkey in the joint.”

      “Since when did you fuckers start using bows and arrows?” Avery groaned, ignoring the jibes.

      I looked across the woodpile as Joe, the neighbor, stepped out from the tree line, holding a compound hunting bow. He nodded at me and looked at Martin, who was staring at him. Martin stood up straight and saluted him, watching as he slowly blended back into the woods.

      “Fucking legendary,” Lopez breathed. “Martin, buddy, you have some real interesting friends.”

      Martin smiled, listening as the sirens blared, screaming up the driveway. I took a deep breath, knowing it was only the start of our night. I nodded at Lopez, who came over and pulled Avery up, supporting his weight as he limped forward.

      And now for all the paperwork in the universe. Things would get crazy before they got easier, but that was my job, and I was prepared to handle it. I was just happy the asshole was finally caught.
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      Two weeks later, Martin and I had our first date, but it wasn’t a very traditional date. After preparing Jenny for meeting her father, we decided that dinner at my house was the best, most comfortable place for her. I asked her what she thought we should make, and she chose lasagna with bread and salad. I took her to the grocery store so she could help me pick out the ingredients.

      “Noodles are over here,” I told her as I pushed the cart towards aisle five.

      “Mom, do you think lasagna is good enough?” she asked nervously.

      “Good enough for what?”

      “For dinner with my dad!” she huffed as if I were stupid.

      I chuckled at her theatrics. “Baby girl, he’ll love anything we make for him, I promise.”

      I reached for the large noodles, then moved down the aisle to get the sauce and canned tomatoes I liked to use. I could make homemade sauce but didn’t have the time this weekend. I’d been swamped at work with paperwork and everything that goes with solving a big case. Interviews with Avery and his lawyer as well as anyone that he named as possible accomplices. And he sang like a bird when asked if he knew of anyone else involved in any crimes, implicating at least three other officers in similar crimes in different departments and precincts.

      I’d been late almost every night, and I’d had to work Saturday morning for a couple hours, so homemade sauce wasn’t an option. However, not one person had ever complained about my lasagna, homemade or not.

      “I think maybe we should have steaks or something,” Jenny commented as we turned onto the spice aisle.

      “You know I’m not so good at the grill,” I reminded her. “Charred remains of a cow isn’t my idea of a good dinner.”

      She giggled and said, “Okay. You’re right. Your lasagna is really good.”

      “Thanks.” She fell quiet again as we continued to the meat department, and I finally asked her, “Jenny, what’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      She shrugged, one of her new, I’m-almost-a-teenager moves, and said, “I don’t know.”

      “Yes you do.”

      She sighed loudly and said, “I’m just nervous, okay?”

      “Of course, that’s okay,” I assured her. “But you know, I talked to Martin earlier today, and he’s really nervous too.”

      “He is?” she asked brightly, her eyes shining.

      “Yes!” I exclaimed. “He kept asking me questions about you to make sure he makes a good impression.”

      “But that’s dumb,” she said, though she was smiling. “I’m not scary.”

      “Well, you can be first thing in the morning,” I teased, adding, “With your monster breath and Medusa hair.”

      “Mom!” she cried quietly, looking around to make sure no one heard.

      I laughed and said, “C’mon, we just need the bread and the salad, then we can head home.”

      “I gotta decide what to wear,” she said seriously, and I just smiled as I thought the same thing.

      At home, we unloaded the car and I began the preparations for dinner while Jenny disappeared in her room. She brought out four outfits, holding each up in front of her, asking which one she should wear. I’d never seen her so nervous, not even when she changed schools and had to pick an outfit for first day. She finally settled on a pair of black jeans and a long-sleeve red shirt with matching red Converse. Then she tromped into my room to choose my outfit for me.

      I followed her in while the lasagna was baking and said, “You know I can choose my own outfit, right?”

      “You’ll pick something that looks like a cop,” she grumbled from inside my closet.

      “Excuse me?”

      She poked her head out and said, “I’d bet my dinner you were gonna choose your khakis and a button up.” When I didn’t answer right away, because she was almost exactly right about my outfit choice, she nodded her head and said, “That’s what I thought.” She disappeared in the closet and I listened to her rummaging around.

      “I was thinking we could dress alike, you know, like twins,” I suggested as I began pulling my clothes off to hop in the shower.

      “You are so weird,” she yelled as I turned on the shower. “Just take your shower. I’ll put your clothes on the bed.”

      “Yes, dear,” I said, my voice filled with sarcasm.

      I showered quickly after glancing at the clock. We had another hour before he arrived, and I still had to cut up the veggies for the salad. I rushed through my shower and dried my hair before stepping into the bedroom. On the bed was a summer dress, which was totally inappropriate for the week before Halloween, but it was pretty. I stared at it, deciding I could wear it with a sweater over it. I didn’t want to disappoint Jenny, and Martin would certainly like the dress.

      Jenny stepped into the bedroom just as I pulled my hair back in a ponytail. “The dress looks good, but you should wear your hair down.”

      “Thank you for the advice, but I still have to cut up veggies,” I told her. “I don’t want to get hair in the salad.”

      “That would be gross.”

      We went to the kitchen together, and she helped with the salad. I checked the lasagna, which was almost done, so I popped the bread in beside it so could eat as soon as he arrived. I figured they would do better with food as a buffer. Jenny was pacing and talking at a rapid pace, her words unclear in her haste. When the doorbell rang, she froze for about three seconds, then ran to the front door yelling, “I got it.”

      I followed her at a slower pace so she could answer the door. Martin looked incredibly handsome, smiling down at her as if she were a magical being. He held out a bouquet of flowers to her as he said, “Hi, Jenny.”

      “Hi,” she murmured quietly as she accepted the flowers.

      “Hi, Martin,” I said behind her. “What don’t you come in?”

      He held out flowers to me as well, smiling with so much happiness I thought his cheeks might hurt. “I thought you might like flowers too.”

      “Thank you,” I said, enchanted by his sweet gesture. “Let’s go back to the kitchen and find a vase.”

      Jenny found her voice while we were setting the table, the flowers at one end in a vase so they didn’t interrupt our conversation. She asked a million questions and listened to all his answers, and he asked her questions as well. I watched them, realizing how much alike they were even though she’d grown up without him around. They had similar smiles, and their hair was the exact same shade.

      This had gone so much better than I could have ever dreamed. He was completely in love with her, and she thought he was a great guy, I could tell. And when it was time for Jenny to go to bed, she hugged him good night before going down the hall to her room.

      “You’ll come back, right?” she asked quietly, as if she were afraid he might say no.

      “Anytime you want me to,” he promised. “If it’s okay with your mom, you can have my phone number and can call me whenever you want.”

      She glanced at me, and I said, “I’ll give it to you in the morning.”

      She hugged me tightly and said, “Good night, Mom. Love you.”

      “Love you baby.”

      “Bye, Martin.” She headed for her bedroom but stopped and turned around. “If it’s okay, can I text you tomorrow?”

      “I’d like that,” he said, glancing at me.

      She scampered down the hall and disappeared, happier than I’d seen her in a while. I smiled at Martin and asked, “Would you like a glass of wine before you go?”

      “That’d be great.” He followed me into the kitchen and asked, “Do you think she liked me?”

      “Oh yeah,” I said as I reached into the cabinet for two glasses. “Wanna grab the bottle out of the fridge?”

      He grabbed it, uncorked it, and poured. After handing me a glass and taking a sip, he asked, “Do you think she’ll text me?”

      I giggled and said, “First of all, you sound like an eighth grader.” I laughed loudly at the perplexed look on his face. “And secondly, you’re gonna regret giving her your number. She’ll text you forever and ever about nothing.”

      “I’d love that,” he said, a big grin on his face. “She’s fantastic, Rene. She’s so smart and pretty and funny. She amazing.” He looked seriously at me. “You did a great job raising her.”

      I blushed and sipped my wine to cover it. “Thank you.”

      “I can’t wait to get to know her,” he said, then stepped closer and put his hands on my waist. “I hope you’ll let me get to know you better too.”

      “I was hoping you wanted to know both of us,” I teased as I set my glass on the counter and put my arms around his neck.

      

      “I want to know you and her and be a part of both of your lives, if you’ll let me.”

      He kissed my lips gently, almost chastely. I wanted more, I could tell he did too, but my rule, which I’d made clear to him, was that he couldn’t spend the night if she was home.

      “I am so glad you were assigned to my case,” he murmured, smiling. “Not at first, but I know you would have worked your ass off to find the truth, regardless of our past. I’m grateful to you.”

      “I’m just glad you weren’t guilty,” I told him. “I kinda want to see you in handcuffs, but not like that.”

      He groaned loudly. “You’re killin’ me. I hate your rule, but I’m not gonna ask you to break it.”

      “She has a sleepover next weekend,” I said, wiggling my eyebrows at him. “We could have the whole night together.”

      “And now that I’m back on the force, we can sneak away for a long lunch here and there,” he added, biting his lip and making me want to.

      “Can’t wait!”
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        Falling for my brother's best friend...

        And now my boss? Not wise.

        I was already burned by Nick once.

        But things get complicated when he pops the question...

      

        

      
        Nick

        She says we're history.

        But the alluring look in her eyes tell a different story.

        This time I have plans to make her my blushing bride to be.

      

        

      
        But, danger is lurking in the shadows.

        And business gets real personal.

      

        

      
        Because no one can lay a finger on my girl - or our growing baby inside her.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The way he touched me turned me on more than anything else. I had to have more. It wasn’t a good idea, I knew that, but I didn’t care. The kiss was slow and sensual. It was deliberate like he knew just what he was doing, and he was going to make sure I felt every part of our embrace.

      I was on fire.

      I had to feel him inside me, and as he slowly undressed me, my heart started to race in anticipation. No one made me as wet as he did with the soft touch of his hand, then his lips. He kissed my neck then unbuttoned my dress down to my tits. He released them from the bra, kissing them then sucking  while I closed my eyes, leaning my head back on the couch.

      I loved how he played with me. I could hardly contain myself. I had my eyes closed, thinking of him and how good he was.

      He kissed down to my stomach, pulling my dress all the way off, then my panties. I spread my legs as he put his lips to my pussy. He ran his tongue between my folds before stopping on my clit, sucking it between his teeth and flicking his tongue over it, sending waves of warm pleasure through the core of my being.

      With each flick of his tongue, he was pushing me closer to orgasm, and I knew it wasn’t going to take long before I was moaning and writhing on the couch, trying to stay still so he could finish me off. He was on his knees; his mouth pressed firmly over me as he licked and teased.

      I had to run my fingers through his hair as he ran his tongue through my lips. I moaned, spreading my legs further as the orgasm approached. Then as the pleasure overtook me, I started to shake.

      “Yes…yes…YES!” I cried out.
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Liz

        

      

    

    
      Nick’s hand slid down the front of my body, playing with my blouse. His eyes locked onto mine, his body still every bit as perfect as I remembered it being when I was younger. His hand snaked around the back of my head, pulling me closer to him. I was so wet, so turned on by just the thought of him. His touch was nearly enough to make me come as soon as his fingers grazed over my skin. I felt primal lust coursing through my veins as our clothes fell to the floor.

      My hands were at the front of his pants, pressed firmly against his huge cock. It would be just seconds before he was completely naked and on top of me, taking me for his own. My body was already screaming with need to have him inside me.

      I had to feel every part of his being. I had to have him all over again. Nick Brantley was an addiction, and I wasn’t sorry for it. I knew he wanted me every bit as badly as I wanted him; I could see it in his eyes. I could feel it in his touch.

      Our relationship might be entirely physical, but that was fine with me. As long as I got to have him inside me, I was happy.

      The tension that was building inside me was almost more than I could bear. I wanted on top of him. I wanted his cock in my mouth. I wanted to feel his lips running over my pussy, sucking my clit, taking me to the very edge of climax before pushing me over into the sweet relief of pleasure.

      There were so many things that I wanted to do to his body. So many things that were caught up in the moment, and I knew I had to obey. There was no arguing with how we hungered for each other. It was a need that could only be filled with his cock deep inside my pussy.

      He laid me back on the bed, his hands still exploring me, still in control. He had a feral attitude about him that I couldn’t resist, and I looked forward to the moment when he would push himself inside me.

      I was wetter than I ever thought possible. No one turned me on like Nick, and he knew it. He thrived on it as much as I thrived on the attention he gave me.

      He took his cock in his hand, and he was just about to push it inside me when suddenly, the room flooded with light. The sensual need that was running through me faded, and before I could even fathom what was going on, Nick disappeared right in front of me.

      His glorious face and perfect, muscular body vanished into thin air as I slowly blinked open my eyes and realized sunlight was pouring in through the window. Immediately, I was pissed. I was so horny, and now there wasn’t anything I could do about it.

      I’d dreamt about Nick many times over the years, his body that was so perfect it could bring me to my knees at just the sight of it. His presence commanded the attention of an entire room when he walked through the door. I had known Nick for practically my entire life, and to this day, he was the one man who returned to my wet dreams over and over again.

      I couldn’t blame myself. He was tall, tan, lean, and with the body of a god. His eyes were a warm shade of brown and his hair a shocking black. He had strong features, and when he looked at me, I sensed he was able to see into my very soul.

      It was an incredible feeling.

      But, the last remaining thoughts of my sexy friend faded entirely at the sound of a knock at the door. Surprised, I sat up in bed, holding the blankets up over my chest. The door opened slightly, and David, my older brother, poked his head inside.

      “Still in bed?” he asked with a smile. “You’re going to make us late on our first day.”

      “Shit,” I said. “What time is it?”

      “Nearly eight,” he told me. “We’ve got to be there by nine, and I know you. It’s going to take you longer than five minutes to get ready for the day.”

      “I’m a manager now, I’ve got to look the part,” I told him. “You could have woken me a little sooner, you know.”

      “I thought by the time you reached twenty-six you’d be mature enough to get yourself out of bed on your own,” he said with a laugh.

      “Give me until I’m thirty, then we can see when I can get myself out of bed,” I joked. He pulled the door closed behind him, and I threw the blanket off my legs. He was right, we had to get going if we were going to make it down to the office on time.

      Not that Nick would be too upset with us for being a few minutes late. We’d known each other forever, and David was still his best friend. It was because of him we were in New York in the first place. Going from rags to riches, Nick had made a name for himself here in the city, and he had graciously offered David and I both our dream jobs.

      Not only that, but he was also paying for our apartment, giving us both the hand up we needed to break into the city life. We didn’t have a lot of money of our own, though we both worked hard. College had taken a bite out of both of our funds, and though we had worked, we still didn’t have the money Nick did.

      But that was all about to change. With the apartment paid for and two jobs being handed to us, our lives were going to get far easier. I couldn’t wait to begin. I got dressed quickly, grateful to Nick for having the decency to get us our own bathrooms.

      Though David and I were close, I liked to have plenty of my own space, and now, I did. Though the apartment was smaller than the one I had been living in when I was back home in Phoenix, it was large for New York and much nicer than anything I thought we’d be able to afford.

      And the fact that I was going to work for the hottest man I had ever known was just a welcome bonus.

      “You ready?” David checked in half an hour later, and I nodded.

      “We going to take a cab?” I asked.

      “May as well. I don’t want to deal with parking down there on our first day. We’re already a little on the late side,” David replied. I nodded, grabbing an apple and biting into it as the two of us headed out the door. I felt sexy in my office apparel.

      I’d purchased it when I knew we were going to get the jobs at Nick’s company, and I was glad for the chance to finally get to wear this suit in particular. It hugged my curvy body in all the right places, but it also did my petite frame justice. I felt like a true professional as I followed my brother down to the street and we hailed a taxi.

      He looked good, too. As the head accountant, his job was going to be different than mine, but he didn’t look any less sharp. For the first time in our lives, I felt like we had truly arrived.

      The cab dropped us off outside the tech company, and we both stood for a moment, looking at the name plastered across the top. It was as though we were starting our first day of school all over again, standing outside and taking a moment to gather our confidence before we walked inside.

      Zonology had been Nick’s dream ever since we were teens. Of course, I’d kept up with him on social media, but this was the first time that I was able to see the company in person, and I was blown away. It was far nicer than what social media had portrayed, and I was shocked to see the office we’d be calling our own.

      “There you are, you made it,” Nick said as he walked over. He grinned as he shook David’s hand, then put his arm on my shoulder. A light thrill ran through my body at his touch, but the bright smiles on both David’s face and my own were enough to mask the quick rush of memory I had.

      As if that morning’s dream wasn’t bad enough, I couldn’t help but wonder if the history I had with this man had anything to do with the fact that we’d gotten the jobs. Of course, he had given us both positions within the company, and I could argue with myself that it had more to do with the fact that he and my brother were friends than anything.

      But still, I couldn’t help but wonder.

      “Settling in okay?” Nick asked, and David nodded.

      “Some of us better than others. I thought we were going to be late because of sleeping beauty here,” David joked.

      “Come on; you could have gotten me out of bed earlier!” I punched him lightly on the arm, and Nick laughed. It felt good to have the three of us together today.

      “Let’s get you both settled into your new departments,” Nick said. “You know I like to run a tight ship, and I’d love for us all to dive in.”

      He turned and led the way through a hall before stopping in a room full of cubicles. “Alright, this is your department, David. You’re the boss man, and I’m sure you’ve read through what you need to do, right?”

      “Yes indeed,” David said. At that moment, another man walked over, and Nick motioned to him.

      “This is Mark. You’re taking over his spot, so follow him around and learn the ropes. When’s your last day?” he asked the man.

      “Next Tuesday if I can swing it,” Mark said.

      “I’m a fast learner,” David assured him. “Don’t you worry.”

      “We’ll leave you to it,” Nick nodded. He motioned for me to follow him, and I was happy to see that my space was much brighter and far more spacious. “You’re going to need room for creativity, so I thought you’d be better on the South side. We get more sunlight in here.”

      “I’m not too picky, but I have to admit that I love it,” I said with a grin.

      “Great. I’m going to set you up with Angela and Jean. They’ll be able to get you settled just fine,” Nick replied. “If you have any questions, of course, you can come directly to me if you’d like. But, most of the people I’ve got in here are trained well. They know how things need to be done.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “I’m looking forward to getting started.”

      “I’m looking forward to us working together, too,” Nick replied with a flashy smile. I tried not to let my heart melt at the sight of it, but I knew it was hopeless. Day after day of being close to him was going to be an exercise in self-restraint.
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Nick

        

      

    

    
      “Well, I thought it would be a great way to welcome you to the team. I didn’t get the chance to do it properly yesterday, so since I didn’t have any meetings today, I thought we’d get a bite to eat,” I said as the three of us settled in around the table.

      I’d wanted to take my two old friends out to lunch the day before, but life was hectic when I was constantly hopping from one meeting to the next, and Mondays did tend to be worse than the rest of the week.

      I was hoping that would change a bit with Liz on board. With her brand managing for me, I wasn’t going to have to worry about trying to carry that aspect along with the rest of the shit I had going on. Though, I did have to admit that I felt under productive on the days when I didn’t get a lot of work done.

      “We appreciate it, and all the other things you’ve been doing for us,” David said. “Really. You didn’t have to get us an apartment and everything along with the jobs.”

      “I needed someone here as soon as possible, and I know how much it can suck trying to find a place in the city. So, I wanted to get you out here as fast as I could,” I said.

      “I like the place you picked, and I think I’m going to settle into the job just fine,” Liz chimed in. “I really like Jean; she’s hilarious.”

      “Jean’s good, yes,” I said with a nod. “It’ll be nice for you to have a friend here right out of the chute if you can. The city can be pretty big if you aren’t used to it.”

      “Uh, Phoenix isn’t exactly small-town America Nick,” David reminded me. “Don’t forget your roots!”

      “That’s all I try to do,” I laughed. “Would you want to remember Phoenix?” I asked with a mock shudder.

      “I seem to remember you spent an awful lot of time at our place,” David said.  “That’s because your parents are the shit,” I said with a grin.

      “And they weren’t overly thrilled with the fact we moved across the country,” Liz said. “Mom especially didn’t think we’d like New York.”

      “Well I’ve got a place with their name on it anytime they want to give it a shot themselves,” I said with a grin. “I think they might like it more than they realize.”

      “No!” Liz and David spoke at the same time; then they burst out laughing once more.

      “We talked about it on our flight. We both thought that it was high time we were real adults and didn’t live with our parents right around the corner anymore,” Liz said. “I mean, we’re all near thirty now.”

      “Two of us are thirty,” David chimed in. “I think it was time for us to put some real distance between us and the fam, but I bet they’re going to want to come out for a visit at some point.”

      “I’d like to see them if they do,” I said. “Or, should I say, when they do.”

      “You know it’s not going to be long. Our mom could hardly keep us out of her sight when we were younger. I thought it would get better when we got older, but I was wrong,” Liz said. “She’s convinced we’re going to end up dead in a ditch as she used to say.”

      I laughed again. I remembered their mother well. I had spent much of my younger years at their house, being part of the family as much as I could. My relationship with my own parents was virtually non-existent, and David and Liz’s parents had provided me with the love that I’d felt was strongly lacking in my life.

      My parents didn’t exactly give a shit where I was or what I did. Or even that I was fed. David and Liz’s parents did as much as they could for me, and they never made me feel like I was a burden or unwelcome. My parents, on the other hand, made me feel exactly that. It was part of the reason I had moved to New York City and thrown myself into creating the company. I wanted to make something out of my life, to prove to myself that my parents didn’t define me. I could be happy and successful despite their complete lack of guidance.

      The waitress came around the table and took our orders, and I quickly insisted that the two of them get anything they wanted.

      “This is my treat. I really want to give you the proper welcome you deserve after all the hard work you put into everything,” I changed the subject.

      “College wasn’t the cup of tea I thought it would be,” David said with a shake of his head. “Half the shit they made me do for accounting was just ridiculous.”

      “I felt like I got a bit of a break on that front. Marketing didn’t seem like nearly as big of a pain in the ass as what David had to do,” Liz agreed.

      “I hear you there,” I said. “I knew when I wanted to get into business, I was going to have to work my fingers to the bone to get anywhere. And, strangely enough, it came down to the investors more than anything. I thought I was going to have to work my ass off understanding the market, but it turns out I can pay someone like you to do that.”

      I turned to Liz with another mischievous grin, and she dropped her gaze with a shy smile. It wasn’t ever hard to make her blush, but God, after all these years, it was hard for me not to let my mind go further.

      I didn’t want her just to blush. I wanted to have her. Her body was every bit as amazing as I remembered. The past seven years had done wonders, but all in the best ways possible. I wanted to feel her under me, wrapped around me, screaming my name like she did way back when. But no. I was her boss, and that wouldn’t be appropriate. I had to control myself, no matter how damn good she looked in those dress pants and that top. All her clothes hugged her body so well, my heart raced in my chest at the thought of pulling them off, letting them fall to the floor, and having my way with her on my desk.

      “Let’s lift a glass to the fact we don’t have to deal with any of that anymore!” David said as he lifted his beer. “And to the fact when your boss is your best friend you can also have a  beer on lunch and not have to worry about it.”

      “Hear, hear,” I said, lifting my bottle and clinking it against David’s. I knew enough to be careful with lunchtime drinking. I wasn’t a lush by any means of the word, but I did enjoy a drink now and then on a stressful day, or when celebrating a good one. But my investors were real sticklers about certain things, and I had to keep my nose clean and my reputation in good standing.

      My investors took more interest in my personal life than I thought they should, but I knew there wasn’t much I could do about it if I wanted their money to keep my company afloat. Perhaps it had something to do with how young of a CEO I was, but I didn’t want to push the limits with them any more than I unintentionally already did.

      It was true, I did come from a bit of a dark past, and while I didn’t like bringing it up, I also knew there were several on the board who were familiar with the bad boy image that a lot of people portrayed me as having.

      The waitress brought the food, and we turned our attention to the New York cuisine. It was different from the joints we used to hang out in when we were younger, but there were still some things that couldn’t be changed.

      I felt the sexual tension in the air between Liz and me and was electric. There was a part of me that even wondered if David might be able to sense it, or if he was so wrapped up in the novelty of working for his best friend’s multi-billion dollar company that he didn’t notice.

      He’d never known about Liz, and my past and I wanted to keep it that way if possible. I wasn’t sure how David would react if he ever knew that I had fucked his little sister. And that she’d begged for it. Often.

      She’d always been hot, even when we’d been younger, but now as a grown woman with a career, she was practically scorching. It took everything in me to keep my dick from breaking my zipper right there at the table.

      The three of us had grown together, watched each other change. Now, to think we were there with our own professional careers sitting around a table in New York City was enough to make me shake my head in wonder. What would my father say if he was able to see me now? Or my mother, for that matter?

      Then again, if it was true and Mr. and Mrs. Olsen would visit their kids one of these days, there was a part of me that felt like they were also coming to see me.

      As our lunch came to an end, I turned the conversation back to our work. It might be my company, but I wanted David and Liz to both know how much it meant to me that they were working there.

      “You know, I hired you because I felt you were the best for the positions I had open. I didn’t just lean on the fact that we have been friends for so long.  I just wanted you to be reassured of that,” I said.

      “I believe you there,” Liz held up her glass of wine before sipping on it, and David also raised his bottle. I was building a strong team, and the stronger I could make it, the better.

      I gave my two friends a ride back to the office and tried to focus on the paperwork I had to tend to before heading home. But that didn’t change the fact that I couldn’t help but linger in the hall for just long enough to watch Liz’s ass as she walked away.

      I forced myself to get to work and push those thoughts out of my mind once more. No one saw me checking her out, and she didn’t even realize that I’d done so.

      But I knew, and I knew that would be playing with fire.

    

  







            Chapter 3

          

          

      

    

    






Liz

        

      

    

    
      “First lunch, now you’re taking us out for drinks?” I asked in surprise. “Is this a job or is it some fantasy vacation I’ve managed to get myself invited to?”

      Nick laughed. “I always offer the different departments a drink on Thursdays if they are in the mood,” he told me with a grin. “It’s the least I can do for all that you guys do for me.”

      “But doesn’t that get expensive?” I asked with another shake of my head. I was trying my best to wrap my mind around the fact that Nick was a millionaire several times over, and money was no object for him.

      “It’s Thirsty Thursday over at the Moscow Mule,” he said with a shrug. “So that means drinks are cheap as far as bar drinks go. So, are you in?”

      “I’ve just got to get done with this scan, then I’ll be ready,” I told him. “Does Jean go?”

      “I’m pretty sure the only other person from this department that likes to hang out with us after work is Philip,” he said. “But you can ask her if she wants to come.”

      “Hang on,” I said with a smile. I found Jean gathering her things, and I pointed behind me as I spoke. “So, we’re going down to the Moscow Mule; you want to come grab a drink with us?”

      She shook her head. “I’d love to, but I’ve got to pick up Mercedes from daycare,” she said.

      “You have a kid?” I asked in surprise, wondering how it didn’t come up in conversation.

      “Yes,” she said with a laugh. “Single mom. You know how it goes. I try to get my work done and pick her up as soon as I can. Cuts down on the bill with her being there less than the other kids.”

      “Wow,” I said with a shake of my head. “Good for you. You sound like a great mom.”

      “Thanks. Have fun tonight,” she smiled. “But not too much.”

      I laughed. “Thanks, but I’m sure my brother will jump in and play fun police if needed.”

      “Yeah, brothers are good for that,” Jean laughed. “Anyway, night!”

      I wished her goodnight, then went to find my brother. He and Nick were already getting their things together, too, so I gave up on the scan I was going to finish and grabbed my jacket. I could take care of it in the morning.  I didn’t want to be late. I loved spending as much time as I could with Nick when we weren’t at work. We could be a lot friendlier when we weren’t under the gaze of the office, and I liked that. Even if I had to keep my flirting in check, I did make the most of the fun we had together.

      A group of seven of us headed down to the bar. Nick was right, Philip did tag along, though I got the impression that Nick didn’t want the man there. Of course, it wasn’t any of my business, and I wasn’t going to butt in, but I did make a note of asking Jean about it the next morning.

      We all spread out across the bar top, everyone just grabbing open seats as we could find them. I would have chosen to sit closer to Nick if I had had the option, but I didn’t want to be obvious about it. There were a couple of times I already wondered if I was too friendly toward him at the office.

      But then, people who worked in the office had to understand that he and I did have a friendship before I worked for him at the company. It was hard not to think of the three of us as the trio we once were.

      I had also known from David that Nick was currently single, and I would be lying if I said the thought hadn’t made me happy.

      I wanted to believe that I had a shot with him myself, but even if that wasn’t true because of our working relationship, it was nice not to have to watch another woman with him.

      And I dreaded the day when that would happen.

      “So, what do you think of the office?” Philip asked me, leaning in. I hadn’t had the chance to get to know him well, other than the two separate occasions where he undermined me in front of the whole department. It had taken everything I had not to call him an overbearing asshole right then and there.

      But I would be civil toward him. It was my job as the manager of the department, after all. I smiled at his question.

      “I think things are running smoothly,” I told him. “I knew it wasn’t going to take me long to settle into the place.”

      “You’ve certainly settled in,” he said with a grin. “The office is a lot better with you in it, I can tell you that much. Jean’s such a bore, and I don’t think Angela could be a bigger prude if she tried.”

      “Wow, that’s really not a very nice thing to say Philip,” I said, my smile disappearing. “Jean and Angela are good workers. They’re not there to entertain us or to look for a husband; they are there to do a job. And they do theirs’ well,” I said.

      But Philip was undeterred by my admonishment. He looked me over from head to toe in a way that made me feel dirty and uncomfortable. No wonder Nick hadn’t wanted him coming out the with us. The guy was a real creep.

      “Oh, come on. You can’t deny there’s some healthy chemistry going on at the office now that you’ve started. And I’ve seen the way you look at me when you think I’m not looking,” he said with another laugh. Philip drained the rest of his beer and ordered another, but I shook my head.

      “Do you really think you need another one right now? It seems to me that you’re a bit drunk,” I said.

      “Oh, now you think you can tell me what to do after work?” he drawled. “I thought you were bossy enough at the office; now you want to boss me around when we’re just grabbing a drink?”

      “No, I’m just trying to help you not make a total fool of yourself in front of your boss and your coworkers,” I told him.

      He took a step closer to me, and I took a step back. “Come on; you don’t have to play so hard to get. Live a little. You know you want to.”

      “I need you to back the fuck up,” I said sternly, finally reaching the limits of my comfort zone.

      David and Nick had been talking with their coworkers, their backs to me. But, with my raised voice, they suddenly realized something was going on, and at once they were by my side.

      “Back off, Philip,” Nick said, his voice low and gruff. “This is why I told you the last time you aren’t to come with us anymore.”

      “You say that, but then you invite the entire department to drinks, what makes you think I’m not going to come along?” Philip challenged. He took a step forward, and for a brief moment, I thought there was going to be a fist fight between the two of them.

      It looked like Nick wanted to hit the guy, but he was holding back as the owner of the company should. “You know what Philp? You’re right,” he said. “Today is your last day, and that was your last drink. Get out of here.”

      “You can’t fire me like that!” Philip shouted.

      “I can, and I just did. I’m not going to allow you to harass your coworkers even outside of the office. It’s not the first time you and I have had issues, either. I think it’s best you get out of here before things really take a turn for the worse,” Nick replied calmly.

      “You really want to make something out of it?” Philip barked.

      Now, I was sure he was going to swing first. I was glad David was there by Nick’s side, and that there were more reinforcements behind them. Philip was outnumbered, no matter how he tried to spin the situation.

      Nick had come to my rescue, and I didn’t want him to end up hurt for it. Though, there was no denying I was thrilled over the fact he had stepped up to the plate for me. Nick and my brother were forming something of a wall, protecting me from Philip even being able to toss another comment at me. Nick was pissed. I’d not seen him with that wild look on his face before, and it sent shivers down my spine.

      “Okay, okay, break it up, come on, let’s go,” another voice said suddenly. I turned to see the bouncer heading in our direction. His eyes were on Philip, and something told me the shithead had a pretty bad reputation in the establishment.

      The bouncer had taken Nick’s side, and Philip decided it was better to leave without causing a bigger scene.

      There were already several other patrons in the bar looking in our direction, and I felt a hint of a blush playing at the edges of my cheeks. I was both embarrassed over what had just happened with Philip as well as flattered by Nick’s reaction. He’d protected me on instinct to the point of firing one of his employees. I knew I should be so hot and bothered by it, but I was. It was a turn-on. I couldn’t deny how he made me feel, or what I wanted to do to him now. Almost immediately, my mind drifted back to the dream I’d had about him earlier that week – the things we were about to do – the things that I wanted to do to him all over again.

      “Thanks,” I told him.

      “Are you alright?” he asked.

      “Yeah, are you?” David chimed in.

      “I’m fine, he just got a little too drunk, that’s all,” I said.

      “Well, you’re not going to have to worry about him anymore. I’m done with his bullshit. He’s had it coming for a long time,” Nick assured me. “Why don’t you come hang out with us?”

      I grinned, taking the barstool in between the two of them and I sat there trying not to preen. I felt protected, like nothing in the whole world could touch me.

      But those were dangerous thoughts, and I knew they weren’t going to lead anywhere good. I had to be careful now. Nick was my boss. I was the employee, and like Philip, I could be fired for inappropriate behavior just like anyone else.

      I needed to keep my libido in check.
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      “You have to understand how this looks for us. Not just us sitting here in the room with you, Brantley, but for the board as a whole. I’m telling you; this has to come to an end.”

      I bit my tongue, taking the lecture from Mr. Mason in stride. I wanted to tell him to fuck off and mind his own business, tabloids aren’t worth shit anyway, but he, and many of the other investors, were worried.

      Now, I sat in my office at the head of a long table. There were six of my top investors gathered around, five of them with tabloids on the table in front of them, and one looking eagerly from one garbage paper to the next, trying to figure out what my most recent offense happened to be.

      There were several around the table I liked, but a couple I didn’t get along with. Mr. Mason and Mr. Maxwell were the most difficult, but Mr. Ramsey and Mr. Parson held their own. Mr. Welsh and Mr. Protestant were the quieter ones in the group, but they were more than happy to stand their ground with the others if it came down to it.

      Sure, I was often in the public’s eye. I was a young self-made multimillionaire, and I was attractive and single. As far as the tabloids were concerned, I was front page gold. And since the tabloids were all over the fact that I’d nearly gotten into another bar fight the night before, my investors had called an emergency meeting.

      They wanted to check into what really happened. Philip had told anyone who would listen that I had fired him unfairly over a woman that I was probably sleeping with. He also lied and told them that I didn’t pay overtime and was unduly unreasonable about deadlines. He’d made me out to be an unethical sweatshop manager, though nothing was farther from the truth. But his ego had been bruised, and he didn’t care.

      Of course, the local magazines were all over the allegations, even more so than the national tabloids. No one knew if the rumors were true, nor did they care. As long as it sold papers, they could bury a retraction on page six a week later and be legally absolved of libel. I typically didn’t care what they wrote about me, or what anyone thought about me, but now they’d involved Liz, and I was pissed. That limp-dicked fuckup had no business dragging her into any of it, just because she refused his advances. He was a sleaze, and my blood boiled to recall how he’d had her trapped against the bar, looming over her while he smiled his feral smile down at her. I clenched and unclenched my fists a few times before taking a deep breath and addressing my investors.

      “You all need to understand that I didn’t beat the shit out of that guy, though he deserved it. He was attempting to intimidate a female coworker physically and wouldn’t leave her alone when she asked him to back up. This is a guy who has been an issue in the company for quite some time, and I’m not going to put up with his bullshit any longer!” I snapped.

      “Regardless of whether he deserved it or not, the CEO of a multibillion-dollar company does not square up to a man in public,” Mr. Parson replied with a dry tone. “You of all people know that there are always eyes on you and you need to be more careful of your public image. If Wallstreet thinks you’re a volatile commodity, your stock drops and so does ours. We will be forced to pull our funding if you don’t get your shit together.”

      I bit my tongue. There were so many things I wanted to say to him, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t lose him or really anyone else as an investor in my company. Though we turned a very good profit, I needed the investors to keep capital coming into the business to be able to expand and explore new avenues in which to make money and eventually take the company global. If I lost any of my current investors, I would have to start the search for new ones, and with a difficult reputation, that would prove to be hard. I already knew I was trapped. I had to make sure these men were happy before the end of the meeting, or I could be in some deep shit.

      “What do you want me to do?” I asked. “How can I make you all happy and ensure that you don’t pull my funding?” I hated groveling, but I had few other choices.

      “You’re going to clean up your act,” Mr. Maxwell now spoke up.

      I clenched my fists in my lap and gritted my teeth. Of all of the men seated before me, I hated Maxwell the most. He was pompous, arrogant, and thought he knew more about business than any of the rest of us, despite being born into his money. He’d never had to work a day in his life for it, and now here he was telling me I needed to ‘clean up my act.’

      “What exactly does that mean?” I asked once I had mentally counted to ten to assure I wouldn’t tell him exactly what I thought of him.

      “It means you’re going to stop showing up on the covers of these tabloids like a reality TV star,” Mr. Mason replied. “You need to look like a capable and stable CEO and whooping it up at the bar with your employees and fighting in public is not the way to go about that. You need to act like a damn grownup,” he chided.

      “And how exactly do you suggest I do that?” I asked through clenched teeth. I could see that Maxwell and Mason were enjoying my discomfort and it made me want to break something.

      “I’m sure we can come up with something that will satisfy us,” Mason said, looking around the table.

      From the look that he and Maxwell shared, I had a feeling they already had an idea and just needed to run it past the rest of the board for final approval. It really burned my ass to know that I had built my company from the ground up with my own two hands, but I was still hog-tied by a bunch of impotent old men with nothing better to do than yell at the youngsters to get off their lawn.

      I stifled a laugh at the imagery.

      “I’m sorry Mr. Brantley, was something funny?” Parsons asked, his thick grey eyebrow arched in question.

      Clearing my throat and sitting up to my full height, I shook my head. “No sir, nothing at all.”

      “Good, then we will look to reconvene this meeting early next week and discuss our expectations,” Maxwell concluded.

      “Meeting adjourned then,” I remarked as I slapped my hand on the table. “Have a good day, Gentlemen.”

      They filed out of my office one by one, and I took a moment to rub my eyes with my thumb and index finger before following them out. They often left me with a headache, but today was worse than normal. Things were going to change, I would make sure of that, but I could only hope that it was enough to satisfy them.

      All I could do was wait for Monday morning to hear what they had to say, and decide if I could play ball with what they brought me. But shit, I also knew I didn’t have much choice.

      I headed out into the hall and was pleasantly surprised to be stopped by Liz.

      “Hey,” she said cheerfully. “I was waiting for you to get out of the meeting so we could discuss some ideas I have. I thought we could take the brand in another direction, change a few things around, and really open some new doors for the company.”

      “That sounds great,” I said. She looked past me into the office, and I knew she wanted me to sit down and discuss her plan with her. But, after having the meeting with the investors, I didn’t feel I could concentrate on that right now.

      “Why don’t you and David come over for dinner tonight? I want to talk about your idea, but I was just heading out to run a few errands, sound good?” I asked.

      Her face lit up. “Yes. I’ll tell him as soon as I see him, but I have a feeling he’s going to be happy to join.”

      “I thought so,” I said with a smile. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Already looking forward to it,” Liz said over her shoulder as she turned to head back to her own workspace. Once again, I decided to stand and enjoy the view of her ass as she walked away from me. It was at least one thing I could do that would make my day a little better.

      Then, with a sigh, I turned to head out of the building. I knew there were a few stops I needed to make, but I mostly just wanted to get out of the office for a while. I didn’t have any more meetings for the rest of the day, and any other tasks could be put aside for tomorrow.

      I had to think. The tabloids loved to follow me around and snap photos of practically everything I did, and I wasn’t happy about it. But it came with the territory, and there really wasn’t anything I could do about it.

      The trick would be to figure out what I could do – or stop doing – that would get them off my back as much as possible. Or, at the very least, make myself a less desired target for their gossip. The investors wanted me to appear more upstanding, so I was going to do whatever I could to at least give them that impression.

      I sat in the driver’s seat of my BMW and took a deep breath. I had no idea what the investors would come up with, but I was pretty sure I was going to hate it. Thankfully it was Friday, and I had a couple of days off to clear my head. I was looking forward to the night when I got to spend the evening with two of my best friends. I wasn’t going to bring them into my shit, but I hoped relaxing for the night would at least clear my mind enough to give me something.

      Just an idea, that’s all I needed.

      Just one idea to get the board off my back.
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      “Did you meet a girl?” I asked as I gave David a look.

      He shrugged.

      “She works at the office, in another division,” he said. “I’m not sure if it’s going to turn into anything.”

      “I think you should give it a chance,” I said with a smile. “Really, why not?”

      “Because we work together. That might make it awkward. What if it doesn’t work out?” he asked.

      “What if it does?” I replied with a grin. “Come on; it’s been forever since you’ve had a girlfriend. You might as well see what happens.”

      “I don’t know,” he said with another shrug. I knew he didn’t really want to talk about his dating life with me. Though he and I were very close, he was always so quiet about when he was seeing someone. But, since he and I were now roommates, I knew if he were, I would be seeing a lot of her, too.

      I knew him well enough to know something was going on. He was acting differently – the kind of different that he always acted when he was interested in someone.

      “Don’t say anything to Nick about it, okay?” he asked as we walked up the hall toward Nick’s apartment.

      I gave him another smile. He liked her a lot more than he was going to try to let on if he didn’t want me to tell Nick. But I would respect his wishes, and keep my mouth shut.

      “Alright,” I said. We rang the doorbell, and I smiled when Nick opened.

      “Come in,” he said. “Please. I hope you’re hungry; dinner’s already on the table.”

      “Wow it smells amazing in here,” I said.

      “When did you learn to cook?” David asked as he looked at the table in surprise. “Or did you cheat and pick up takeout?”

      “I’m going to let you wonder on that one,” Nick said with a laugh. “What’re you drinking?”

      I was surprised at how well set the table was, and even more surprised at the collection of liquor he had on the bar in the corner. There was enough variety we could have virtually anything we wanted.

      “Full bar!” David said with a grin. “Whiskey on ice.”

      “I’ll take tequila,” I said. “Do you have orange juice?”

      “I can do you one better and make a margarita,” Nick replied. “You’ve always loved those, right?”

      I nearly blushed. I was thrilled he remembered. “That would be awesome.”

      Nick mixed the drinks, and I set my folder and notebook on the table. “Did you want to take a look at these after dinner?”

      “You can explain what you want to do while we eat,” Nick said. “Then I can look over whatever you’ve got going on in there.”

      “Not too much,” I said. “Nothing too fancy anyway, just a few sketches I drew.”

      “Let’s get it over with,” David said with a groan. “I don’t want to talk about work all night.”

      “Hey now, it’s only been a week, don’t tell me you’re getting tired of the schedule already,” Nick teased.

      “No, not at all, but I’d still rather focus on the weekend and what we’re doing,” David said.

      My heart skipped a beat. It was nice having Nick so accessible these days, and I wouldn’t have been opposed to hanging out with him, either. Then again, there was something about his attitude that seemed somewhat off. I didn’t know quite what it was, but he had just seemed different when I talked to him at the office earlier.

      At first, I assumed that something had gone wrong in the meeting, but he didn’t offer any explanation about what it might be.

      “We’ll see, I’ve got some shit I’ve got to do this weekend,” Nick replied.

      “You’ve become a workaholic,” David said with a shake of his head. “But then, you always were.”

      “I mean, work is money, time is money, really,” Nick said with a shrug. He handed David his whiskey; then he gave me the margarita. I sipped on it, but I was still rather concerned about him.

      “Are you alright? I mean, is everything alright? You seemed a bit off after the meeting earlier,” I told him.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said with a small smile. “Just stupid CEO crap I’ve got to take care of. Investors can be rather difficult to work with from time to time.”

      “Glad you’re the one who has to deal with them. I would rather stick to finances myself,” David said as he sipped on the glass. “I’ve never dealt with figures so high.”

      “Just wait until we seal the deal next month,” Nick told him. “I’ve got some people in mind I want to talk to and see if I can convince to sign on with the company, too.”

      “That’s part of what I wanted to talk to you about,” I chimed in. “I think if you like my ideas you’re going to find that we can get even more people interested.”

      “I’m looking forward to hearing about it,” Nick said. “But first, let’s eat before the food gets cold.”

      He was adding whiskey and coke to his glass of ice, but I was eager to sit down. The food smelled amazing, and I didn’t care if he cooked it himself or not. Chinese was great, and though it was a little odd to pair with the margarita, I was hungry enough not to care.

      I was nervous, and I took another sip of the drink. I wanted to be confident and give him my ideas, but at the same time, I was afraid he wasn’t going to like them. But all I could do was pitch my ideas and see what came of it. With liquid courage starting to take effect, I knew I’d at least be able to tell him what was on my mind.

      “Alright, so what are you thinking?” Nick asked when he finally sat down.

      “I think we should redo the entire brand image,” I told him. It came flying out of my mouth before I really thought about how I was going to say it, and I smiled at him nervously.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “I mean, think about doing a whole new logo, a new slogan. You’ve got the company off to a great start but think about how we can make it better here,” I said. I took a much bigger drink of my margarita than I meant to, and Nick sat back in his seat. He was thinking about what I said, but I was too nervous to wait for his reply.

      “The more money we can bring in, the more we can have the chance to donate to charities and do things for people in need. That’s only going to bring more interest to the company, and help us grow,” I told him.

      “She’s not wrong about that,” David said. I hadn’t told him my idea yet, either, but now that he heard what I had to say, he seemed interested, too. “The more we can appeal to the public, the better off we’re going to be in the long term.”

      “I love it,” Nick said as he slapped his hand on the table. “Do you have the graphics in the folder?”

      “There are a few that I wanted to suggest; then Jean put some in the notebook that I brought, too,” I replied. I rose and grabbed the two items before returning to my seat. “I’m totally willing to redo them, too, if need be. I just wanted to give you an idea of what I was talking about.”

      “We can even redo the front of the building to match one of these,” Nick said. I wasn’t sure if he was talking to me, or if he was talking to himself out loud. He was flipping through the images that I drew, and I felt a shiver of excitement run down my spine.

      “I like this one,” he said, at last, pulling the one I’d spent the most time on. “It’s flashy, eye-catching, but it still seems to have the same flavor of what we’ve got going on now. I think it’ll look good on the front of the building.”

      “That’s the one I liked, too,” I said with a grin. “I’ll put it in the computer, and we can work with an actual graphics designer to see what they think.”

      “I like the one you drew,” Nick said simply, and I had to fight the blush that was trying to rush into my cheeks. “Maybe play around with colors when you have time, and we’ll see if we can come up with something that’ll work.”

      “Okay,” I said with a grin. I was willing to put a lot of time and effort into the logo. Though I was the brand manager and there were plenty of other people I could work with to get this done, my heart was swelling with pride at his words. “We could even talk about creating our own charity with time,” David said, as though he read my thoughts.

      “I love it. Let’s make it happen,” Nick said again. He was just as easy to talk to as he had been before he’d become mega-rich, which filled me with relief. It was clear to me money hadn’t changed him at all, and for a brief moment, I felt like we were all back home, teenagers again and talking about what we were going to do with our lives.

      “Now let’s forget about this work shit and talk about something else,” David said with a laugh.

      “Like what the hell do you put in your margaritas,” I said as I finished my drink.

      “Or where you got this food from. I know you didn’t cook it, I’ve had your cooking before,” David said.

      “I might have taken a cooking class when I was in college,” Nick said with a smirk. “I’ll give you some pointers sometime because we all know how well you can cook.”

      “He’s getting better. It’s edible at least,” I chimed in.

      “Let’s face it, you were the only one who could cook when we were kids,” Nick turned to me, and this time, I couldn’t stop the blush from taking over.

      I grinned and rose, heading back to the counter and pouring more tequila in my glass.

      “Tell me what you put in this thing so I can make it at home. I want to up my game,” I told him.

      “I’ll just show you,” he rose and walked into the kitchen, standing very close to me. Almost too close, but I didn’t move. David didn’t seem even to notice, as he had his phone out again and was eagerly texting with a smile on his face. My heart could have leaped from my chest; it was pounding so hard, and I almost wondered if Nick was able to hear it from where he was standing.

      The sexual tension that existed between us was undeniable, and though I tried to ignore the memories of what happened before, it was impossible. Everything about Nick was captivating, and I had a feeling he knew it. As he stood next to me, I could see the tatoos that peeked out from his collar at work continued down one muscular arm in a full sleeve of intricate designs. It only added to his appeal.

      Though the tension subsided a bit as the two of us returned to the table, I knew I was going to have to leave when David did. There was no way I could have two drinks in me and expect to control myself alone with him. And, I knew there was a chance he’d go along with it himself.

      As difficult as it was when David announced he was going to head home, I also told Nick goodbye and thanked him for dinner. He gave me a look that made me want to stay, but I forced myself to follow my brother out the door.

      What had happened before was something I’d treasure forever, but it was in the past, and I knew it had to stay there. My mind didn’t want it to, and I hardly dared let my heart get involved.

      But things were different now, and I had to accept that. As much as I wanted to tear his clothes off, I was going to behave.
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      “Gentlemen,” I said as I looked around the table. “I’ve come up with an idea that’s going to satisfy you; I’m sure.”

      The same men were gathered around as before, and they all looked unenthused. But I had kept my part of the bargain, and I was going to present my idea to them as best I could.

      “I’m going to quit drinking, and as we expand with the company, we’re going to be a lot more involved in the public services around the city. I want to start donating to charities when possible, and perhaps even build a charity of our own one day,” I grinned.

      Mr. Mason and Mr. Maxwell looked at each other, and I saw several other glances exchanged around the table. I waited patiently for someone to say something, but I wasn’t thrilled when it was Maxwell who spoke up.

      “That’s a good start, but we’ve also come up with a solution to this,” he said. “We want you to do all that you just said, but also, we want you to get married.”

      “What?” I asked, shocked. I couldn’t have been more surprised if one of them had sprouted a second head. “To who?”

      “We aren’t going to be too picky on that, as long as she is also an upstanding woman,” Maxwell replied.

      “You really think me getting married is going to keep the tabloids off my back?” I asked. “It will do quite the opposite. If you remember, I’m one of the most eligible bachelors on the Eastern Seaboard.”

      “If you do anything stupid that causes you to lose her, or if you get into trouble with or without her involved, then we’re going to pull the funding. If you’re married, you’re going to have to think about your actions a lot more carefully,” Mason chimed in.

      “And you think I’m just going to go out there and find a wife?” I asked with a shake of my head. “You don’t think that that sort of thing needs to unfold naturally?”

      “We don’t care if this is a fake marriage, or one of convenience if you will,” Mr. Maxwell said. “You have thirty days to get this fiancé, and I’m sure with your kind of money that’s not going to be a problem.”

      I shook my head. I had no idea where to even begin, but at the same time, I felt trapped. I didn’t have a choice in the matter, and they were right, I could find someone if I really tried. The city was full of women, and a lot of them threw themselves at me. If I approached it as a business transaction, I was sure I could come up with something.

      I couldn’t lose the investors’ money. Not with the idea Liz had had about rebranding, or my plans to go global. I wanted to expand to Asia, Europe, and that was just the beginning.

      If they were to pull their money from me, then I was going to lose all that. My company would go down the drain. I had worked far too hard and done too much to lose it now. But I never thought marriage would be a requirement.

      “Fine,” I said. “Fine, I’ll do it. But I’m going to be the one to pick the girl, and even if she’s not what you would choose, you’re still going to be bound to your half of this bargain.”

      “That’s all we ask,” Mr. Maxwell replied.

      I almost laughed in his face. He wasn’t married, but he was telling me that I had a month to come up with a bride.

      “I think that’s all for today then,” I said. “I’m going to work on the rebranding, and I’ll present my ideas to you when I’ve got something more tangible to show.”

      “Great,” Mason said. “And we’ll be checking up on you. We want this done sooner rather than later, so I recommend you don’t put this off until the last second.”

      “I told you I’d make it happen,” I said, fighting to keep my cool. “And I will. Trust me, gentlemen, you are going to be satisfied with my decision.”

      “Excellent,” Mr. Maxwell rose from his seat, and I followed suit. I shook hands with each of them as they walked out of the room, trying to wrap up the meeting on a better note than the meeting we’d ended on Friday. I forced a smile and bid them all a good day, once more promising I was going to turn things around in the media.

      But, as soon as they were gone, I sank back into my chair and buried my face in my hands. I tried not to think about how much trouble this was going to be, or what would happen if I didn’t find a bride in time. It felt impossible, putting that on someone out of the blue and expecting them to make it happen.

      I pulled open my laptop and started browsing different dating websites. So many of them were full of women who didn’t want anything serious, and that was all I was looking for. Not only that, but I wanted someone who was going to be willing to get married to me by the end of the month.

      Sure, there were plenty of women who would be happy to get their hands on the money, but I knew I also had to be careful of the woman I selected for that very reason. I didn’t mind doting on my new bride or letting her spend money on what she wanted, but that didn’t mean I was willing to hand over my hard-earned money for her to throw away frivolously.

      At the same time, I was  the sort of man who went for one-night stands. I didn’t like commitment, and I didn’t know how to even begin with that sort of relationship with someone. This woman was going to have to understand that I was looking for something fake and nothing more.

      She would be compensated with the lifestyle that I lived and the fact that she would be living in my apartment and sharing a portion of my money, but that didn’t mean I was going to treat it as a true marriage.

      I would even tell her that it was only going to last until I had the money – or at least enough investors – that I could keep the company going on its own, and I could get rid of the investors who were pushing this on me. The only problem was, I didn’t know if that was going to be months or years.

      I was going to have to find someone who was going to benefit from the arrangement in some way, too. Someone who was going to understand that it was all fake, and it would come to an end at one point.

      I sighed, trying to think of someone I might know who would need a helping hand. Somewhere to stay, money, something like that but not wanting to make a lifelong commitment.

      Thoughts of my childhood and my parents started to creep into my mind. I thought about how much I used to fight with them – how my father had injured his back at work, and how he had become addicted to pain pills. I never understood why my mother started taking them, too, but by the time I was thirteen years old, they were both drug addicts.

      I fought with them to get help. I told them many times how much their addiction made me suffer, but it was no use. By the time I was fifteen I had left the house, moving in with Liz and David.

      Eventually, my mother committed suicide. I had told her I didn’t want to speak to her again. Of course, I didn’t mean it, and I was angry when I said it, but I still couldn’t help but blame myself for the fact she had ended her own life.

      Now, I didn’t want to have a serious relationship with anyone. I just wanted to cling to my loner lifestyle as much as possible. And I was being forced to abandon it now.

      I had a lot of connections through my work, but I couldn’t think of anyone who I could just spring this idea on and know that it would go well. If word got out about it, the tabloids would be all over that story too, and good luck finding anyone willing to marry me for real or otherwise.

      Those bastards might have even planned it that way. Maybe they wanted to see if I could pull it off without ending up on the cover of a magazine. Well, the joke’s on them, because I could.

      I wasn’t going to find just any bride. No, I was going to show them that I could marry an incredibly upstanding individual, and she was going to be right there by my side making me look like man of the fucking year. I still didn’t know where I was going to find her, but I’d show Maxwell and Mason both.

      I’d show all of them that I could find someone without getting tangled up in any more messes.

      The more I thought about it, the more determined I was to prove a point. I couldn’t get just any woman; I was going to have to find someone who was really going to get their attention. I could prove them wrong, and I had every intention of doing so. I wasn’t going to let them get the best of me or find a way to weasel their way out of the company.

      It was a bargain that was meant to go both ways, and shit was it ever. I sat back in my chair and ran my hands over my face, trying to think of anyone I could stomach spending my time with day in and day out. There were a few names who came to mind; women I knew would at least catch Maxwell off guard.

      But I would have to find a way to bring the idea up to them without them thinking I was insane, or that it had anything to do with them as potential love matches. But I knew they all had an eye for business, and if I could just convince one of them to say yes, my problems would be solved.

      I was about to pull up my email and ask one of the women I’d met a couple of months prior out to dinner when suddenly, the thought struck me. There was one woman I knew right here who would be perfect for the position, and who wouldn’t think I was crazy for asking. She’d be fucking perfect if I could convince her to do it.

      I’d done crazier things in my life that Liz had witnessed, but she and I were still close. Of course, she was the only woman I’d want to enter this agreement with. My pants tightened at the thought of it, but I knew I was going to have to be careful.

      The last thing I wanted to do was make things difficult with David, and I knew how fiercely protective he was of his little sister. No, I was going to have to go to her first, find out what she thought, then the two of us would have to go to her brother together.

      They were my best friends, and I had no doubt they would be willing to give me a hand with this problem. And I would have Liz. Sure, it might be fake, and I might not get to touch her, but if there were even a chance, I would take it in a heartbeat. Suddenly, the whole idea didn’t seem so bad.
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      “Aren’t you tired of pizza? It’s what we always order,” I said with a groan.

      “What else is there?” David asked with a laugh. “You love pizza; I love pizza; why not?”

      “Because it’s all we ever get! Let’s order sandwiches or something!” I said with a shake of my head.

      “Who orders sandwiches when they’re having a movie night?” he asked with wide eyes.

      “People who eat pizza all the time,” I rolled my eyes at him and pulled out my phone, flipping through the options for delivery. Neither one of us wanted to go out and get food, and we didn’t have much in the apartment since we were overdue for a trip to the grocery store. David wanted to order pizza, but I wasn’t in the mood.

      The Chinese food that we’d had at Nick’s place was awesome, but he refused ever to tell us whether he had made it himself, or if he had ordered. David was convinced of the latter, but I was inclined to believe he really had made it himself. We had discussed it several times since then, though we both knew we weren’t going to get any definitive answer out of our friend.

      “There’s a  sandwich place nearby,” I commented. “Why don’t we get something from them? We won’t have to wait very long for it to show up that way. It’ll be faster than pizza.”

      “But we’ll spend more money on sandwiches. If we get pizza, at least there’s going to be leftovers,” he argued. I was about to make another comment about how that was all we ate when there was a knock at the door, and I rose to answer it.

      “I swear if you went ahead and ordered pizza without telling me,” I started, but as I opened the door, I was surprised to see Nick standing there.

      “Hey, what’re you doing here?” I asked. “Call first much?”

      He laughed. “I know you guys have no social lives, so why bother? You were bound to be here.”

      “And if we weren’t, you would have wasted all that time coming over for nothing,” I said, feigning mock annoyance.

      “I was pretty sure my hunch was going to be correct,” he laughed. “May I come in?”

      “Sure, we were just going to order some food and have a movie night, care to join?” I asked. “Clearly, you don’t have much for a social life, either, if you thought you’d just show up here.”

      “I’m starving,” he admitted. “What’re you ordering?”

      “Pizza,” David called out from the other room.

      “Sandwiches,” I replied with a smirk. “I’m so sick of pizza.”

      “I haven’t had pizza in ages,” Nick said.

      “No fair!” I punched him lightly on the arm. It was impossible for me to keep my hands off him.

      “Thank God,” David walked out into the living room. “I’ll order.”

      “Fine, you can order the pizza, but then I’m picking the movie,” I rolled my eyes.

      “I thought we were watching that horror one?” he asked.

      “We’ll just have to see, now won’t we?” I said as I headed over to the tv. I flipped through the movies, already knowing which one I was going to pick. I loved horror, and it had been my idea to watch that particular one tonight. I invited David to watch with me, though I was surprised when he actually agreed.

      “I love horror, and I love pizza,” Nick said as he sat down on the couch. “So, I’m down for both.”

      “Good,” David said.

      I shook my head, but I honestly didn’t mind having pizza with Nick there. I loved spending time with him. It didn’t really matter to me what we were doing with that time. And if he wanted pizza, then I was okay with that. It was different bending for Nick than it was for David.

      “Pizza’s on the way!” David announced triumphantly. I crossed my arms, and Nick laughed.

      “So, you guys got beer or what?” he asked.

      “Always,” David headed to the kitchen and returned with three bottles. He passed them around and cracked mine open. I’d returned to the couch and now sat next to Nick, though there was some space between us.

      It was hard for me not to be right next to him, but I knew David was going to sit in the chair he always chose. He preferred it to the couch, and it would be too obvious for me to sit right next to him without David also with us.

      There were times when I wondered what it would be like if the three of us lived together as roommates. It would sure be nice to be able to do this more often.

      But then, I didn’t know if I could handle living with Nick and not touching him. It had been impossible when we were kids. As much time as we spent together, it was inevitable for something to happen between us at some point. Nick was everything I ever wanted in a sexual partner, and though there were times my heart would disagree with me, I refused to let my mind go there.

      It was hard enough wanting to fuck him again; I knew it would be even worse if I were to crush on him on top of it.

      As I suspected, David sat on the chair next to the couch, also popping the cap off his beer and taking a swig.

      “So, what brought you over?” he asked Nick. “I doubt you were really just that bored and looking for something to do.

      “Really,” Nick said. “There are times I genuinely start to feel claustrophobic in that apartment and want to get out. I’m not supposed to be drinking anymore, so I couldn’t go to the bar, either.”

      “You’re not? Why?” David asked.

      “I made a deal with the investors. They don’t like the image that the company has when the CEO is getting plastered on the front of tabloids,” Nick said as he took a swig of his beer.

      “That’s not your fault,” I jumped in defensively. “As if you can control the things the media says about you.”

      “That’s what I was saying, but I don’t have any control over what the investors do, and I’m concerned they’re going to pull their funding from the company if I don’t comply with their demands,” he said with a shake of his head. “They told me I need to stay out of trouble, as they put it, and part of that is no more drinking in public.”

      “Or it might be enough to get their curiosity going,” David said. “They might wonder why you’re not boozing anymore and follow you around because of that. Like they could come up with a theory that you’re in rehab or something,” he pointed out.

      “Let them. It’s not like they haven’t made shit up about me to sell papers before. But the point is, I’m not going to actively give them a reason to follow me,” Nick shrugged.

      I knew he had been featured more than once, but I had to stop looking. There were different times over the past few years that I’d seen him lip-locked with some scantily clad woman, and I knew he had to be having sex with her.

      I couldn’t bring myself to keep looking at the fact he was clearly hooking up with others. I knew he had to have been. And to be fair, I had slept with others too since we’d had our tryst some years ago. But I still didn’t like the idea of watching him with another woman.

      I had tried to keep an eye on the things he was doing with his life, but I eventually learned that it was better just to follow him on social media and stay in touch directly rather than see what life he was living in the city.

      David’s phone interrupted us as it started ringing, and he headed to the kitchen to take the call. I turned my attention to Nick.

      “Well, if there’s anything I can do that’ll help keep them off your back, don’t be afraid to ask,” I told him.

      “Thanks,” he said with a smile. He seemed like he wanted to say something else, but at that moment, David returned. He looked sheepish with his phone in his hand.

      “Candice wants to go out to dinner and a movie,” he said.

      “Candice from work, Candice?” Nick asked.

      “Yeah,” David seemed rather embarrassed.

      “Are you going to go?” I asked. “I think you should.”

      “I think so, and I’m not sure I’m going to be back tonight,” he said.

      “Wow, who would have thought I run a dating service on top of everything else,” Nick said with a shake of his head.

      “Candice and David sitting in a tree,” I chimed in, using a sing-song voice.

      “Alright, alright, that’s enough you two,” David said. “I hope I won’t be back now.”

      “Have fun and think about the fact that I’m going to be stuck with pizza because of you,” I laughed.

      He grabbed his things and headed out the door quickly, and I giggled. “I’m glad he’s got someone in his life.”

      “Me too. David’s a good guy; he should have someone,” Nick said. He took another drink of his beer, and there was a pause before he spoke again. “Speaking of having someone, I was going to ask you something.”

      “What?” I asked. My heart leaped to my throat, and for a moment I worried he was going to tell me he had met someone, too. But I was even more shocked at what did come out of his mouth.

      “Do you want to fake a marriage with me?” he blurted out.

      “What?” I looked at him, letting my confusion shine through.

      “My investors. Part of the deal was that I need to get married. They think if I have someone to keep an eye on me, then I’m going to be less inclined to get in trouble. I wanted to ask you before bringing it up to David, so I’m glad we got the chance to talk. I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather do this with if I have to,” he said.

      I thought for a second. I was shocked. Never did I think he would say something like that to me, and now that he did, I wasn’t sure what to say. But my heart was racing, and I knew that there was no way I could turn him down.

      “Sure,” I said with a grin. “Why not?”

      “Really?” he seemed surprised, and I laughed.

      “Why not?” I said again.

      “You’re the best!” Nick stood up so fast he nearly dropped his beer. He turned to me and pulled me up off the couch and into him. It was a tight hug, and I was sure he could feel me trembling. I was excited, in shock, but thrilled. I couldn’t believe this was happening, and on a whim, I looked up into his eyes before rising toward his lips.

      I wasn’t sure how he would react. He did say that he wanted the marriage to be fake, but then, he pulled me into him. I closed my eyes as he leaned down, clearly needing me, too.

      Then, after too many years, our lips met.
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      I wasn’t planning on making out with Liz. When I walked into the apartment, I wasn’t even sure how she was going to respond to my proposition. But, when she closed her eyes and her lips parted ever so slightly, I couldn’t resist.

      The sexual tension had been present ever since she came to New York. Every day she walked into the office, I had to use every ounce of self-control not to try to make a move. There had been a time when we had been sleeping together regularly.

      I knew I was the first person she’d ever had sex with, and to this day, I thought about that night. I thought about everything I did to her, and what I still wanted to do. I was far more experienced now than I had been when we were younger, and I’d wanted to show her the techniques I’d developed.

      Now, as we continued to make out in the living room, the passion was replacing the tension. There was so much pent up energy that we had to let out, there was no stopping it once we started. The way she moaned into my mouth told me she felt the same way.

      We continued to kiss, and I slowly backed her into the hallway and then to the bedroom I knew was hers. Never once did my lips leave hers or did my hands stop traveling over her body as we went.

      As soon as we closed the door behind us, I started taking her clothes off. I had to see her beautiful body naked all over again. I had to taste her. It had been too damn long since I’d had her flavor on my tongue and I was being driven insane by the need for it.

      Each garment fell to the floor, then I led her to the bed, pushing her gently back onto the mattress. My lips left hers then, but only to move to her collar bone, then her breasts. I swirled my tongue over first one pebbled nipple and then the other, feeling her squirm under the attention.

      Finally, slowly, I kissed and licked a trail down her stomach until I came to rest above her sweet, soft pussy. She was so wet for me already; she clearly had been craving it as much as I had been. I had hardly dared to let myself think that it might happen again, but with my mouth over her soft clit, I was so glad that it had come back to this.

      I pleasured her with my tongue, sucking her and teasing her, running my hands over her body as I kissed her. She was moaning on the bed, grasping at the sheets with her hands, arching her back and pressing her pussy against my mouth.

      Her gasps and moans were getting louder. I knew she was about to come, and I didn’t stop until she did. Her juices tasted even better than I remembered, and I licked them all up, savoring her taste. I wanted to lavish her pussy with my tongue for hours.

      But I also had needs, and after she came, I rose from the bed and took off my own clothes. With a grin, Liz got off the bed and dropped onto her knees, kneeling on the floor in front of me. She took my cock in her hand before putting her lips around my girth.

      I closed my eyes and shuddered with the pleasure that surged through me. Clearly, she had also worked on her technique over the years. Though I had always considered her to be the sexiest woman I’d ever been with, we were both so young when we were fucking before; we didn’t know what we were doing most of the time.

      Sure, I had taught her the basics of giving pleasure to a man, but with the way she now flicked her tongue, moving her head back and forth while she sucked, I knew she had gotten more experience. I tried not to let the jealousy run through me, but I couldn’t help it.

      There was something about Liz that had always captivated me, and not even being across the country had been able to change that. I always wanted her. I had to have her. There was no doubt about that in my mind.

      She used her hand, putting it right at the base of my cock as she sucked. Her head moved quickly back and forth over me as I held her hair, and I couldn’t take it for very long. She was going to make me come, and though I wanted to fill her mouth with my load, I instead pulled her back.

      With a smile, she rose, wiping her mouth and laying back on the bed. I had to be inside her. She spread her legs as I eased myself down over the top of her. As I ran my hand over her pussy again, I could feel how wet she still was. It was hot as hell to have her so turned on by sucking me, and now, I was overcome by the urge to plunge myself in.

      I took my cock and pressed the head of it to her wet pussy, only waiting a second before pushing it deep inside her. She let out a moan, arching her back once more and taking me as deep as she could. She was still tight as hell, and I held myself inside her for a moment before I started pumping in and out of her.

      We moved to the music of each other’s bodies, timing our thrusts in perfect harmony with each other. I loved the way she moved on the bed under me, taking me deep and letting me slide nearly all the way out before pulling me into her again.

      I ran my hands over her as she did the same to me. I couldn’t get enough of her bouncing tits beneath me, or how they felt under the palm of my hand. Her hands ran down my back, and I was sure she left marks with her nails, but I didn’t care.

      Liz had just agreed to be my wife, and though we both knew that it was going to be fake, I had hoped for the chance to do this again. I didn’t want any other woman. No one else turned my head the way she did. No one else captured my attention or filled me with the same lust.

      It was clear to see by the way that her body responded to me that she felt the same way. She needed the release just as much as I did, and no one would do it for her quite like I would. Suddenly, the thought of sharing my life and my bed with her for however long didn’t seem like a hardship. I was almost willing to thank the damn investors for cooking up this stupid idea. My cock slid in and out of her tight pussy, moving easily with how wet she was. She moaned, letting her voice rise as high as she pleased. There was never any inhibition in the way we fucked each other, but the maturity of her body made it all the sexier.

      On another high cry, she came again, milking my cock with her tight walls. It was enough almost to make me blow, but I grit my teeth and hold back. I wasn’t done with her just yet.

      “Turn over,” I whispered. With a smile, she obeyed. Doggy style had always been our favorite. It was the first position we’d ever done, and I looked forward to it now. I could get even deeper inside her, and she loved the feeling of my cock at a different angle.

      She was on the bed on her hands and knees, and I eased myself higher, putting my hands around her hips and holding her firmly in place as I thrust into her from behind. She closed her eyes, moaning and letting her head fall back. Her mouth was open, and her hair fell back over her shoulders.

      I grabbed a fistful of it in my hand and pulled back, sending a new wave of pleasure through her body. She moaned again, and I knew I wasn’t going to last much longer. Seeing her in such pleasure was enough to make me come in itself, but feeling her, knowing that I was the one who was doing this to her, it was more than I was able to stand.

      Once again, her breathing was picking up. It was shallow, intense. She always breathed that way when she was about to climax, and I wanted to get her off once more before I reached my own end. I moved my hands over her body, grabbing her tits before letting them slide back down to her hips.

      I was pushing into her hard and fast, our gasps and moans filling the air. The sound of our bodies colliding echoed through her room, and I finally pushed into her one last time. She let out another cry of pleasure just as my cock started to empty inside her, giving her all that I had in me.

      I held her in place, emptying myself completely inside her as I came. It was the most intense orgasm I could ever remember having, and I knew it had to be because of how I felt about Liz herself. No one else could get me off the way she did.

      We stayed in place for a moment, catching our breath as the sweat dripped off of us. It was wild; it was hot. It was the best sex anyone could have asked for. My cock was still inside her, and I was starting to grow soft. With a pang of regret at the loss of feeling her velvet glove, I slipped out of her.

      With a smile, I laid down on the pillow, letting her crawl up and put her head on my chest. I didn’t want to run off, though I had really only come to get an answer from her. There was even a part of me that didn’t care if David came back and found us in bed together.

      No one was as compatible with me as Liz, and whether our relationship was fake or not didn’t matter. If we could have sex that good, then it was worth the risk of her brother finding out. At least, tonight I was willing to make that risk.

      Liz didn’t say anything, but the smile on her face told me exactly how satisfied she truly was. She laid on the bed next to me, her eyes closed. Suddenly, it didn’t even matter if the pizza man didn’t deliver to us. Neither of us wanted to move. We were encompassed in complete bliss, and nothing could touch us in our happiness.

      I didn’t know what the next morning would bring, but right then, not even that mattered to me. All I wanted was to hold this woman in my arms and enjoy being together again after years apart.

      Right then, all that mattered was the present moment, and right then, I was the happiest I’d been in a long damn time.
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      I woke up feeling warm, safe, and secure. It was a feeling that I only had when I was in someone’s arms, and immediately the memory of what happened the night before came rushing back.

      Nick woke about the same time I  did, and as soon as we realized what we were doing, we pushed apart. I jumped off the bed and gathered my clothes, pulling them on as he did the same with his own.

      “I think we should talk about what this is going to mean exactly,” I told him.

      “I think you’re right,” he replied with a nod. “We’re going to have to figure out everything, how it’s going to work, where you’re going to live, what we’re going to do, you know.”

      I nodded, but then I sighed. “I’m going shopping with Cassie this morning, so we can’t talk now. I really can’t bail out on her.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “I didn’t even know she was in town.”

      “That’s why I can’t bail. She just moved up here to get her Masters, and now that she’s here, we’re going to start hanging out again. She’s my best friend, Nick; you know how shitty it would be to bail when I’ve not seen her in ages,” I told him.

      He nodded in agreement. He knew how close Cassie and I had always been.

      “I’m going to show her around town a bit, and we’re going to get something to eat. She wants to go shopping and everything,” I told him. “I’m going to be back later this afternoon, or we can talk tomorrow.”

      “We’re going to have to tell your brother,” he said. “He needs to hear it from us before he sees it in the paper.”

      “Obviously,” I said as a dark thought hung over my head.

      “What?” Nick asked, noting my expression.

      “He’s going to kill us,” I said simply.

      “Not if we keep the sex a secret,” Nick said. “We just tell him that it’s a business arrangement and that nothing else is going to change.”

      “Well I’m going to have to move out, aren’t I? Won’t it look weird if we’re married but living in separate apartments?” I asked.

      “I was thinking the same thing,” he said.

      I didn’t feel bad about moving out of the apartment. Nick was already paying for it for both David and me, so it wasn’t going to affect him at all if I was there or not.

      “We’ll get it figured out, I’ve really got to get ready to go see Cassie,” I said.

      “Tell her I said hi,” Nick nodded. We walked out into the living room together, and I was relieved David still wasn’t home. He was going to find out about this. Eventually, we knew that, but I didn’t want it all to go down right now. And, considering it was obvious Nick had spent the night, I knew he would have questions.

      “I’ll see you later,” I told him as he left, then I sighed. I didn’t know what to make of any of it, but we were doing it. We would be man and wife on paper anyway.

      But what did that mean for us in real life?

      

      “It’s so good to see you!” Cassie shrieked when I knocked on the door to her dorm.

      “And you, too! I’ve missed you so much!” I threw my arms around her. We hugged for a moment before pulling apart, and she laughed.

      “I can’t believe I’m finally here!” she said with a shake of her head.

      “Was it hard for you to transfer your credits?” I asked her. She shook her head again.

      “Just had to make a few phone calls is all,” she said with a grin. “And it was totally worth it to get to see your face again. I thought I was going to make all kinds of friends when I was in school, but it was hard with everything, and I really missed you!”

      I had convinced her to come to New York to finish her Masters program. Once she’d found that her first few credits would transfer from Arizona State, she mde the jump. I was super excited to have my bestie so close, especially after the new development with Nick. I really needed some I trusted to talk to about all of it. Though Nick was easily my best guy friend, Cassie and I had been best friends since grade school. There wasn’t a single thing about me she didn’t know. Well, almost nothing.

      “Let’s eat first, I’m starving,” I told her, and she eagerly agreed. We went to a small diner we found nestled in between a few small shops and settled into a booth.

      “So, tell me what’s new with you. How’s it been working for Nick?” she asked, wiggling her eyebrows. Cassie was the only person who knew that Nick and I had a sexual past.

      I hesitated for a second. I wasn’t sure what to say at first, but then I merely shrugged. There wasn’t an easy way to say it, so I just laid my cards on the table.

      “Well, things are certainly interesting now,” I told her. “I mean, I guess we’re getting married.”

      “What?” she cried out. She was always loud and boisterous, and she didn’t care when other people in the diner looked in our direction. I laughed and hushed her before explaining what was going on.

      “He just walked in last night and told me that he needed a fake bride. He thought I would be down to play the part for him, and I told him that I would. David wasn’t at the apartment at the time, and when Nick hugged me, things got pretty intense pretty fast,” I told her.

      “Did you have sex?” she asked.

      I nodded. “I didn’t plan on it happening that way. But we started kissing, and one thing led to another. Next thing I know, we were making out in my room, and the clothes were coming off. It was hot, Cassie. So fucking hot.”

      The waitress came and took our order, then brought us coffee before I continued with the story. I still wasn’t sure how public we were going to make what we were doing, and I didn’t want the whole diner to know.

      At the same time, it was hard not to talk about what had gone down. I was still in shock myself, but still quite satisfied with the night. He’d made me feel things that I’d never felt before, and I could only shake my head in amazement.

      “Was it weird?” she asked, and I shook my head.

      “It was so natural, like something that we were going to do. I don’t know how even fully to explain how I felt about it. I mean, having him all over again was just like drinking water after being thirsty all afternoon,” I looked out the window.

      “Do you have feelings for him?” Cassie asked.

      I had a feeling she was going to bring that up. It was one thing that she had always asked when Nick and I were hooking up before. Back then I also denied it, but she didn’t believe me.

      Now, I shook my head. “No. I think I’m past having the feelings for him that I once did. I mean, I still think I might like him sometimes, but then, I think that it’s his body that I like. Not to mention the life.”

      We laughed, but Cassie wasn’t going to let the conversation go. “I think you’re lying about that. I can see in your face that you have feelings for him.”

      “I don’t!” I insisted. “He is one of my best friends, and I’m always going to love him for that, but I’m not going to think that we’re going to really get married or anything.”

      “But you are,” Cassie laughed again.

      I tried not to let her get under my skin. I wasn’t even sure how I felt about the situation, and it didn’t help to have her pressing me that hard.

      At the same time, I knew she had a point. Back when I was in college, and we were hooking up, I did have feelings for him. I denied it to everyone, always insisting that we were just best friends, and that was the end of it. But, deep down inside, I knew that wasn’t true. I had a crush on him, and I would have been thrilled if we had gotten together.

      I wanted to tell myself that I was over it now, that things were different. We were adults, and our lives had changed since then. Of course, I knew she knew me better than that, and she wasn’t going to believe that. But I was going to insist on it.

      “You better admit to yourself how you really feel, or you’re going to end up getting hurt,” she said with a sigh. “I know it can be hard, but if you really like him, you need to be honest with yourself over there.”

      “I am being honest,” I insisted. “I’m only doing this as a friend to help him out of a tough spot he’s in. He needs help, and I know I would be the best option he has. We already know each other, we know we get along, and I’m not going to do anything that’s going to embarrass him. He’s got to stay out of trouble in front of his investors, or they’re going to pull their funding.”

      “I just want you to be careful,” Cassie replied. She reached across the table and put her hand over mine. “I know you, and you can deny things that are very obviously true. I don’t want to see you get hurt in all this; you have to think of yourself and what this is doing to you, too.”

      “I know,” I said with a nod, “but I’m fine, really. I just need to figure out a way to explain this to David, so he doesn’t get upset.”

      “He didn’t seem too upset when you were hanging out before,” Cassie said with a shrug. “Of course there were tons of rumors that the two of you were hooking up, and he never said anything about it to anyone.”

      “We were so careful to make sure he didn’t find out. I was eighteen and Nick was living with us, after all, and if our parents knew what we were doing, they wouldn’t have been happy. You were the only person I ever told the truth,” I said quickly.

      “But you are adults now, so you have the freedom to do what you want when you want. And who you want,” she added with a wink.

      I tried not to blush. It was strange to think that we were free to do anything we wanted. But that didn’t change the fact that I didn’t want David to be upset about it. I didn’t want to fight with my brother or cause a rift in his relationship with Nick.

      Whether he knew what we were doing back in the day didn’t matter now. The fact that he and I were living together and working together did. I didn’t want him to feel strange about everything, and I hoped he’d understand since it was fake, he didn’t have to be upset about it. Of course, the sex would have to stay under wraps.

      I wasn’t going to let myself fall for Nick. I already decided that. I could ignore the feelings that I once had, and I could prevent more feelings from taking their place. I did like Nick, and I always would, but that didn’t mean I was in love with him, and I wasn’t going to give my heart the chance to get that far.

      I was going to go through with the arrangement and support my friend, and I hoped I’d have the support of my brother in the process. After all, Nick was his best friend, too, and he would know how tough of a place Nick was being pushed into.

      Cassie didn’t seem to think it was a bad idea, so perhaps my brother would be on board for the whole thing, too. I was just going to have to figure out a way to tell him, and sooner rather than later. But I didn’t want to worry about that right now. I had promised my friend a fun day, and that’s what I intended to give her.

      “Alright, enough talk about this crazy thing I’ve gotten myself into. Where do you want to go first?” I asked Cassie.

      We finished our lunch and headed out to do some shopping. I showed her some of the places I’d found in my short time in the city that I liked and helped her pick out a few new outfits and a couple of things to spruce up her room on campus. It was a small single-person room, and it was completely devoid of any personality.

      We had a great time finding some odds and ends that would make it her own and shared a lot of laughs in the process. I realized how much I’d missed having her close and was supremely grateful she’d chosen to come to the city for school.

      If I were going to get through this fake marriage to Nick with my heart intact, I would need all the help I could get.
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      I looked at the time on my phone and tried not to be impatient. I’d been surprised when Liz had texted me that afternoon and said she wanted to talk that night. I invited her to dinner, and I now waited eagerly for her arrival.

      I’d already ordered a bottle of wine that sat in the middle of the table. I was waiting for her to show up before opening it and smiled when she walked into the room.

      “Sorry I’m late,” she said. “I got caught up in traffic getting here.”

      “That’s fine,” I told her. “I’ve not been waiting long.”

      “Good,” she said.

      “How was Cassie?” I asked. I knew Cassie from back home, but I’d never been friends with her myself. She was around at times when I was hanging out with David and Liz, and I saw her more when I moved in with them, but she and I were more acquaintances than anything.

      “She’s good. She’s working on her Masters,” she said. “Oh, wine!”

      “I was waiting for you,” I popped open the bottle and poured us each a glass, then I smiled. “So, I guess we’re going to need to get this all worked out now.”

      “I’ve been thinking, and the first thing we should probably figure out is our story,” Liz said. “I mean, the media is going to want to know, and if someone asks you or me separately, we’re going to need our accounts to match up.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that, too,” I told her. “I spent most of the day putting together how we met, how we almost didn’t make it, and how fate brought us back together.”

      “Good,” she said, then laughed. “You should write it down so I can memorize it in case someone asks for any details.”

      “You’ll get it. Really, it’s going to be some fairytale thing that we’re going to feed the media, then let them deal with the rest. I’m sure they’re going to eat it right up. They’ll think we’re fucking Cinderella and Prince Charming by the time we’re done with them,” I shrugged. “You just have to know what to say and how to say it, and you’re golden.”

      “I have no doubt we can pull it off,” she assured me. “I just need to make sure we’re on the same page with what we’re going to say.”

      “Don’t worry; we will be,” I told her. “It’s going to be pretty basic, with enough actual truth mixed in for the sake of keeping consistency that it’s easy to remember. Pretty simple.”

      “Good. I don’t want to mess it up,” she took a sip of her wine, but then silence fell over the table. I could tell there was something on her mind, but she was hesitating to tell me what it was.

      Since she was there, I didn’t think she had reservations. But I needed to do everything I could to put her mind at ease. She was my friend, first and foremost, and she was sticking her neck out in a huge way to help me out. Once it all became public, everyone, including her brother and her parents would know. It had to be weighing on her pretty heavily.

      She’d had no idea I was going to spring the fact I wanted to get married on her, and here we were, talking about how to make it happen. I waited, letting her work up the courage to speak. At last, she did.

      “We should tell David,” she announced.

      “Of course,” I told her. “That was the plan.”

      “No, I mean, we should tell him soon. I don’t want him to be blindsided by this, and he would be if he found out through the media,” she said.

      I knew she was right, and though I wasn’t sure how we were going to tell him, I knew we had to do it soon.

      I wanted it to all take place soon, which meant we were going to have to move quickly with all of it. The sooner I could lock in my investors, the sooner I’d be able to move on with my own plans for my company without the old farts breathing down my neck.

      They might have given me thirty days, but I wasn’t going to take that long. I wanted this official – or rather, as official as it was going to be – as soon as possible.

      “We’ll tell him tonight,” I told her with a reassuring smile. “I’m sure he’s going to be fine with it. We’ll just have to make sure he knows it’s just business. Trust me, Liz, If I thought it was going to be an issue, I wouldn’t have brought this up to you.”

      “I don’t know who else you would have to ask,” she said with a laugh. She knew me too well already, which is part of the reason I thought she was perfect for the whole thing.

      “ I honestly wasn’t sure what the fuck I was going to do when they told me what they wanted. I briefly thought about just finding someone on a dating site or calling up an old hookup, but none of that made any sense to me. Apparently, I was a genius in asking you to come out here and work for me for more than one reason,” I teased.

      “Yes, I would say this worked out pretty well for you if you ask me,” Liz said.

      “Don’t act like you aren’t benefiting from it,” I teased her. “I know you’ve wanted to marry me since the day you first laid eyes on me.”

      “I haven’t!” she replied, a little too quickly. “I mean, I thought you were hot, sure, but I didn’t think that you and I were going to be together or anything like that!”

      “Uh-huh, did your teenage self know that, or are you trying to convince her of it now?” I continued teasing.

      She gave me a look and sipped on the wine, and I laughed once more. But then, silence once more fell over the table, and this time I was the one who didn’t know what to say. It had been on my mind for most of the afternoon and now seemed as good a time as any to just blurt it out.

      “Are we going to tell David everything?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?” she replied, eyeing me warily.

      “I think you know,” I said simply. The look on her face told me plainly she did know exactly what I was talking about, but she denied it.

      “We’re going to tell him the truth about the investors, and the fact that you need to get married, that’s all he really needs to know,” she said.

      “But are you going to tell him about what happened before?” I asked.

      “Why should I?” she asked. “He can know what the rest of the world knows, and that’s it. He doesn’t need to know anything else about my personal life.”

      For a moment, I felt a rush of anger run through me. I was feeling frustrated with her, but I wasn’t sure why. I knew she didn’t ever tell her brother the truth about what was going on with us, and there was a large part of me that supported that in her.

      At the same time, I felt frustrated she was in such denial of how I knew she felt at the time. There had been a time when I thought she and I might really have a chance at being together. I wouldn’t have been opposed, but at the same time, I didn’t want there to be that awkwardness in the family.

      I had left Phoenix mostly because of my parents, but partly for my own feelings, too, and now I wasn’t sure what to do. I felt frustrated over how I felt when I was around her, and I hated that fact, too.

      With a sigh, I turned my attention to the menu. It was clear to me we were going to have to work things out, and we were going to have to learn how to communicate with each other if we were going to make this work. There was a part of me that almost felt as though this was the real deal, too.

      The woman sitting across from me – the girl I had known for so long and questioned whether I was even in love with – was going to be my bride. We just had to get David to accept it, and we’d be free to make it happen.

      It was a strange feeling, and I hated to think that I might be more invested in the situation than I even realized. I didn’t want to get hurt again, by anyone. I had been through so much already; I didn’t want to even risk it.

      But, even more than that, I didn’t want to hurt Liz.

      

      We walked through the door and found David at home, but he was clearly getting ready to leave again.

      “Hey,” Liz said.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      “You heading out again?” she pressed.

      “I’m going to see Candice ,” he said with a smile. “And don’t bother giving me your opinion on it, either.”

      “I’ll give you plenty of my opinions, don’t you worry,” she said with another teasing grin. “But first, we need to talk to you.”

      “About  what?” he asked, looking from his sister to me in surprise.

      “Well, Nick is in a bit of a tight spot, and I was going to help him out of it,” she said.

      “Go for it,” he shrugged.

      “You haven’t even heard what it is yet,” she laughed. He gave her another look, and she just blurted out the words. “We’re going to get married.”

      He looked at us as though he hadn’t heard her right. “You’re joking,” he said.

      “No, we’re not,” I interjected. I explained to him the issue I was having with my investors and the demands they were putting on me. I explained how I would never consider it if it didn’t mean I could lose my company. The entire time I spoke, I watched his face carefully. I wanted to know if there was any sign of him not approving, or if he was going to get pissed off with the fact we had chosen to go through with this before consulting him first.

      “They think you getting married is going to fix your image?” David asked with an inquisitive look.

      “They think that a bride is going to keep me in line, and I really didn’t want to ask someone I barely knew,” I said with a shrug. “I figured we’d already lived together before and knew that we could, so why not?”

      “True,” David said with another shrug. He seemed to be thinking it over; then he waived it off. “As long as the two of you know, this is fake, and you don’t actually make it to the alter, I’m not going to say anything about it.”

      “Well,” I said with a laugh. “I can promise you I’m not going to fall head over heels, but I can’t promise you what this one is going to do.”

      I pointed to Liz as I spoke, and she laughed, slapping me on the arm. “I was going to say the same thing; you just beat me to it.”

      “Whatever, this whole thing sounds so strange to me, but if that’s what you have to do to keep the company, then you may as well go for it. But I mean it when I say it better not turn into a thing, that would just be too weird,” David said. “Now if you will excuse me, I’ve got a date to get to.”

      He walked out the door, leaving Liz and me alone. I grinned. “That went better than I thought.”

      “Me too,” she said with a smile. “I almost think he’s happy for us.”

      “Good one,” I laughed at her joke. But I couldn’t deny the feeling that rose up in my chest once again.

      There was a part of me that almost wished he was.
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      “Great, that’s what I like to see,” I told Jean as she showed me the final image we’d chosen for the logo. Things were going great with the entire rebranding project, and I was happy to have something else to keep my mind on.

      I worked with a great team of people, and while I was the one who put together the sketches for the logo, they were the ones bringing it to life. It sent chills down my spine to think that we were going to pull this off, and I couldn’t wait to talk to Nick about it once that we had the finished product in hand.

      “I think we can put in a bit more shading on this side, and pull a bit off here, then it’s all going to come together nicely,” Jean said with a smile. “I’m going to have Will take a look at it on the computer and see what he can do with it, too.”

      “Excellent, tell him I want to go with the shade of blue we discussed the other day,” I told her. She nodded and went to find her colleague. Will had been hired to replace Philip after he had been let go, and so far, the entire team was coming together nicely.

      I was about to turn my attention back to my own desk when Nick suddenly poked his head into the room, asking me to join him.

      “The investors are here, and I want you to be in on the meeting,” he told me. “If they can meet you, then I think they’re going to actually believe me when I say that this is going down for real.”

      “Did you tell them that you found someone already?” I asked.

      “Yes, and I don’t think they really trust that that’s true,” he said with a shrug.

      “It must be hard working for people who clearly don’t give you credit,” I told him.

      “It is. But I don’t need them to like me. I need them to give me their money,” Nick said with a laugh. “But don’t tell them I said that.”

      “What do you want me to tell them?” I asked. I was feeling a little nervous about the idea of meeting the investors, but Nick shrugged.

      “I’m sure they’re going to have plenty of questions for you, and I just want you to tell them what we’ve already talked about,” he said.

      “I can do that,” I said, and he nodded. We’d talked about it the night before. We were going to go with the idea that we were childhood friends, and he had to leave to New York to start the company. We never thought we were going to see each other again, but as fate would have it, we were back in each other’s lives. So pretty much, the exact truth. It would be easy to keep it all straight.

      “I think it’s going to work well,” he said.

      We were at the door, and I took a deep breath before we walked in. Several men were surrounding the table, and all had the same unimpressed look on their faces. They didn’t seem to really love Nick, and I could see what he meant about not needing them to like him.

      One of the men looked directly at Nick as we walked in, and he addressed the room. “Gentlemen, this is Liz. My future wife.”

      “Miss, are you sure you want to go through with this?” the man asked.

      “That is Mr. Maxwell, he’s sort of the spokesman for the group,” Nick explained to me.

      “It’s nice to meet all of you,” I said, struck by the fact the man didn’t waste any time in trying to undermine Nick. It was becoming increasingly clear to me how abrupt these men were, and I could better understand why Nick had been pushed into the position he now found himself in.

      “Well, gentlemen, I’m  Liz Robertson, and to answer your question, I’m fully willing to marry Nick,” I continued. “We have a long history together, and I’m more than happy to help him out. In fact. I’m looking forward to it.”

      “You understand that he can’t screw up at all, right? We are through with the disgrace that he has been in the media, and we’re not going to stand for it anymore. If he so much as screws up one time, we’re going to pull our funding from the company, no second chances, no questions asked,” Mr. Maxwell replied.

      I was going to answer, but he continued, not giving me the chance to say anything. “That includes anything he might be doing in bars, anything he might be tied to, and anything that could be considered a scandal. You better be sure of him, because I’m serious when I say you are going to be watched just as closely. You bring any mess of your own, and the same consequences will follow.”

      “I understand that,” I replied. “He explained to me that you are very serious about what you want from him, and you aren’t going to put up with any of his antics any longer. I have known him since I was a kid, so I think I’m going to be the best person you could ask for this job.”

      The men around the room exchanged glances, and I got the impression they were happy that I knew Nick so well. I still didn’t fully understand why they were so upset by what the tabloids said, but I wasn’t going to push it any further. I really didn’t need to know the particulars; I just had to be willing to play ball. And I was.

      Nick seemed happy with how the meeting was going, and that made me happier than anything the men around the table could possibly say.

      “Are you getting any sort of payment for doing this?” one of the men asked. I didn’t know his name, but I didn’t bother asking for it, either. They clearly didn’t care much about my name, or even about me as a person. They just wanted to make sure I would keep Nick on a tight leash.

      “I don’t think that’s really any of your business,” I said tersely. “ All you need to know is that I am helping out a trusted friend in his time of need and as an employee myself, I will do whatever is needed to ensure the security of the company.”

      The man gave a wry smile but said nothing.

      “Are you satisfied, gentlemen?” Nick asked, taking over. “Is this woman worthy of your demands?”

      “Don’t be a child, Mr. Brantley,” Maxwell said condescendingly. “You know we have everyone’s best interest at heart here, and we’re doing this to make sure the company thrives.”

      “I’m sure you are,” Nick replied dryly. “But that didn’t answer my question. Does Liz satisfy your demands?”

      “She does,”  Maxwell said. “I think she’s going to keep an eye on you better than any of us can especially since she’s known you as long as she claims to. I’m sure she’s aware of the trouble you can get yourself into. I trust that she will help keep you out of it. And her vested interest in the company helps as well. I think you’ve made a good choice. But I will reiterate that there will be no second chances. If you fail, we walk and take our money with us.”

      “No second chances needed,” Nick said with a grin. “It was great to see you all again, and I hope you have a great rest of your day. I trust that we’re going to be able to continue working together, and this is  going to be the best thing for all of us.”

      “I hope so as well, on behalf of all who are involved,” Mr. Maxwell said. He looked at me as he spoke, but he covered it by glancing around the room as he rose from his chair. I was relieved they were leaving. I didn’t like the group, and I felt sorry for Nick for having to deal with them.

      “This needs to be done as soon as possible,” Mr. Maxwell said when he reached the door. I noticed Nick left my side to shake hands with the men as they left. “I’m not going to let you stop just because you are close to holding up your end of the bargain. You need to make it official as soon as you feasibly can.”

      “It’s going to be in the news soon. Keep your eyes out for that,” Nick said with a smirk. “Trust me; the entire world is going to be blown away when they pull out their papers.”

      “I’ll be in touch with you personally to check in,” Mr. Maxwell said. He turned to the other men in the room. “I’m sure the rest of you are going to want updates, and we’ll be stopping in for another meeting soon.”

      “Get in touch with my secretary and set up the day and the time,” Nick said with a smile. “I’m sure you know what my schedule is like by now.”

      “We’ll be in touch,” Mr. Maxwell said again. He shook hands with Nick and walked out, followed by the rest of the group. Nick was professional, shaking each one’s hand and wishing them a good rest of their day, though I could see in his face he was relieved when the last of the men had left.

      “Charming bunch,” I commented, and he sighed.

      “They are more than a little bit of a headache, but I’m glad they are all for our arrangement,” he said as he pinched the bridge of his nose between his finger and thumb. “I was worried they were going to try to be more involved in the process, and I wasn’t going to put up with that.”

      “I’m surprised you’re putting up with any of this,” I said with a small smile. “I mean, to think that they can tell you to go get married, and you do it, that’s huge.”

      “I need the money, but I’m not going to lie. It’s not actually going to be a hardship to pretend to be engaged to you,” he said with a smirk.

      I shook my head, unable to hide the smile.

      “What’s this?” I asked, walking over to the table. There was a pile of papers that had been spread about, and we both reached for the same one at the same time. Our hands brushed against each other, and immediately, it was more than either of us could handle.

      In an instant, Nick’s hand was around the back of my neck, and our mouths were pressed tightly together. I was glad the door to the office was closed, but I still wondered what anyone would say if they were to knock on the door and find the two of us disheveled.

      I couldn’t help myself for a few moments, letting myself give into the lust and passion that coursed through my veins. I couldn’t get enough of him. We were like two teenagers again, unable to keep our hands off each other. His hands were all over me, and mine were doing their fair share of exploring.

      There was a part of me that wanted to straddle him right there in his office, but at the last moment before the clothes started coming off, I pulled back.

      “We can’t do this here!” I hissed.

      “Why? We’re pretty much engaged now,” he said with a grin. “And it feels so damn good.”

      “We’re at work, and you know what we talked about,” I said. “I don’t care if we are married, we’re going to stay professional while we’re at work.”

      “I’m sure we will,” he said with a grin. I felt the heat rush to my cheeks, and once more I fantasized about what it would be like to be bent over his table. In an instant, however, I got control over myself once more and fixed my hair.

      “I’ve got to get back to work,” I said quickly. I turned and walked out of the room, fixing my hair with my hands as I did so. I couldn’t stop the racing of my heart, and I was still flustered from the kiss, but there was another part of me that felt on edge.

      This was a lot for me to process, and I was doing my best, but it was going to take some time before I felt comfortable with the situation. I knew I had to give myself that time, and I had to figure out what I really wanted, too.

      We were getting married, after all, then I’d be his wife.
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      Saturday morning the news of our engagement finally hit the newsstands. One call to a particularly gossipy acquaintance of mine was all it took. Of course, I wasn’t sure what we were going to do about the wedding just yet, but I knew it would satisfy Mr. Maxwell to hear of the engagement.

      At least, it should get him off my back for a while.

      I read through the story that the paper ran, and I had to admit, I was pretty impressed with how they pulled the whole thing together. There was a part of me that wanted to believe it was all real, though I knew I still had to be careful of talking that way around Liz.

      She was great about everything, but there was also no denying that she was trying to keep a level of distance between us, too. I wasn’t sure why she was doing that, or what she was truly feeling. There was no way that she didn’t have some kind of feelings for me; not with the way her body responded to mine. But I wasn’t sure if it was just lust or something more.

      But, whenever I brought up the emotional side of our situation, she was quick to shut it all down. Perhaps she was worried about what her brother would think or perhaps she really didn’t have feelings for me like that anymore.

      Whatever it was, I was still bothered by it. I couldn’t deny that I was catching more and more feelings for her, and with the engagement now out for all the world to see, I knew without a doubt that I cared for her more than I should.

      Soon after the story broke, the text messages and emails started pouring in. I knew my changed status as an eligible bachelor would create a stir in both the business and social world, but the sheer volume of responses it had created was a little mind-boggling. People really needed to get lives of their own.

      And even though I knew it would be big news nationally, I still had to admit I wasn’t entirely prepared when I got the phone call from Liz’s parents. I wasn’t sure how they were going to react, but I knew it wouldn’t be a good idea to miss their call. They were as important to me as they were to Liz and David.

      “Hello?”

      “You’re engaged!” it was her mother.

      “Hey Lisa,” I said with a laugh.

      “We just read it in the paper!” it was her father’s voice coming through the phone now, and I realized I must be talking to them both on speaker.

      “I know,” I said. “I read it earlier, too, but I’ve got to explain.”

      “That would be a good idea son,” Mr. Robertson chimed in.

      They sat silently on the other end of the line as I told them about the investors and how I had to find a wife in a month, or they were going to pull their funding from my company. Finally, I wrapped it up.

      “So I asked Liz, since she and I have known each other for so long, and I thought she would be the best person for the job,” I told them.

      “She is, you’ve got that right,” Lisa said.

      “Are you sure there’s nothing really going on between the two of you?” her father asked.

      I was surprised to hear that he sounded disappointed, though also strangely emboldened by it.

      “I’m sure,” I said.

      “Well, keep us in the loop, if something changes, then we want to be the first to know,” Lisa replied. “I’m disappointed that this isn’t real, I’ll tell you that much. I always thought the two of you would be good together.”

      I laughed, feelings bubbling up in my chest. “Liz is great; I can tell you that. And I’d be lucky to have her if I were what she wanted.”

      We chatted for a few more minutes before I hung up the phone. I missed the Robertsons, and I hoped they would make the trip to New York one of these days and see us. It would be good to see them after all these years, and I would love to show them both how well I was doing with the company.

      After hanging up the phone, I wanted to call Liz and see how her own day was going. I was sure a lot of people back home would be shocked to hear the news, and I wondered if they would reach out to her as much as they were reaching out to me.

      She answered on the first ring.

      “Yes, my phone has been blowing up with all this!” she said with a laugh. “I can’t believe that so many people still have my number – and care that I’m engaged!”

      “Did your parents call?” I asked.

      “Not yet,” she said.

      “They called me,” I told her.

      “What did you tell them?” she asked quickly.

      “The same thing we told your brother,” I replied nonchalantly. “They were actually rather disappointed about the whole thing.”

      “They would be,” she said with a sigh. “My mother is convinced that I should get married soon. She wants grandkids.”

      “Why don’t they go to your brother for that? He’s older,” I said with a laugh.

      “I think she’s just always really liked you. I don’t know,” she said with frustration ringing through her tone. I knew how overbearing Lisa could be, and I was sure it was one of those things her daughter really didn’t know how to handle.

      After all, the two were getting old, and neither of their children had any kind of serious relationship going. Of course, marrying me would have given Lisa what she wanted for her daughter, but it just wasn’t going to happen that way.

      “Well, enough about all that. Do you think we should go out tonight and celebrate the engagement?” I asked.

      “Sure” she said. “Let’s ask David if he wants to join.”

      “I’m sure she’s going to want to bring Candice,” I told her. “From the sounds of things, the two of them have been spending a lot of time together.”

      “Tell me about it,” Liz said. “He doesn’t bring her over here, but I’ve heard plenty of it through the grapevine at work. Not to mention the fact he’s not here that much these days.”

      “It’ll be fun anyway,” I said. “We’ll grab dinner and a few drinks. Make a party out of the whole thing.”

      “Sounds fun,” she said. “Pick me up around five?”

      “It’s a date.”

      

      I had to admit; there was a part of me that was surprised to hear David liked Candice as much as he did. Though the girl had been employed at my company for a couple of years, I never really gotten along with her if I spent any significant time around her. She was good at her job, but kind of a pain in the ass otherwise.

      I hadn’t wanted to say anything to David about it when he started dating the girl, but I always thought she was too flirty toward me. Of course, I couldn’t tell him that. I didn’t want him to think he was going to have to compete, or that anything had happened between the two of us in the past.

      She had just been a little too touchy. Too nice at times. She loved to lean forward, revealing her cleavage any chance she got. I hoped it would have all changed about her when she started dating David, but it didn’t take long on our double date for me to see that she was just like she’d always been.

      David and Candice sat on one side of the table, while I sat on the other with Liz. I wasn’t sure if Candice knew the truth about the situation I had going on with Liz, but the fact of the matter was, she was with David now, and she was still shamelessly flirting with me.

      It started out subtle, and I refused to acknowledge what she was doing. But it got worse. I could see Liz noticing, too. If David noticed, he wasn’t letting on that he did, though I got the impression he was doing his best to get her to turn her attention on him, and not as much on me.

      If she were less blatant about it, it wouldn’t have nearly been so awkward, but by the time the two of them left for the night, I knew Liz had had enough.

      “Well, that was an adventure,” I said.

      “If you want to call it that,” she replied tartly.

      “Did you have fun? It was hard to tell over how much Candice was talking. There were a couple of times I wanted to tell her to come up for air so someone else could get a word in edgewise,” I said.

      “I noticed she had a lot to say to you,” Liz replied, still with the same attitude.

      I laughed.

      “If I didn’t know any better, I might think you were a little jealous of what went down tonight,” I teased her. I watched her carefully for a reaction. I knew she was jealous, and I shamelessly enjoyed that fact. It made me feel good to think of her as being territorial over me, even if we weren’t a real couple.

      She had to be feeling things much deeper than what she was letting on if she was having that response to the situation.

      Then again, she might not like the girl because she was taking up so much of David’s time. She and her brother had been close forever, and now David was spending most of his time with this girl he also worked with. Or it could be that she didn’t like seeing the girl her brother was clearly into flirting with another man right in front of him. The two of them had always been protective of one another.

      On the way home, I couldn’t help but bring it up to her again. “Admit it; you were a little jealous.”

      “No, not at all,” she said with a shrug. “I don’t care who she talks to. Or you either, for that matter.”

      “No,” I agreed, “But you do care about how she talks to me, don’t you?”

      Liz was silent on the other side of the car, and I laughed. “Come on, you can say it. You were jealous of the way Candice was flirting with me.”

      I had to press her for a while longer, but she was going to cave. I could see it in her face. I was reading her like a book, and I knew I was right. She could try to tell me – and herself – something different, but we both knew that I was right.

      Finally, she snapped. “Alright, yes! I was jealous. A little. Not a lot, but a little! I don’t think she should be acting that way around you when she’s with my brother, and you have a fiancé!”

      I laughed again. I could see how pissed off Liz was, and it felt even better knowing she was jealous over me. It wasn’t just a business arrangement for her after all.

      We pulled up in front of her apartment, and I grinned at her. She gave me a look, and I leaned over, putting my mouth right against her ear. “But she doesn’t have an ass sent straight out of heaven, and I don’t want to fuck her brains out, either.”

      Liz looked at me, speechless. I laughed as she got out of the car, then I winked at her before I drove off. She lingered on the sidewalk, watching me drive up the road. I knew I left her full of want, stirring in her a new need for me. It wasn’t going to be long before I had her again, I knew that without a doubt in my mind.

      I’d have her under me, my cock deep inside her. And tonight, I’d be thinking about that as I climbed into bed.
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      I got to work in the cab, as normal, but I didn’t want to get out. I wished David had come home the night before and we could have gotten to work together, but he had spent the night with Candice once more, and I had to get there myself. I tried to act natural, but I didn’t want to deal with the chaos that was unfolding in front of me alone.

      There were dozens of reporters swarming around the front of the building. I would be safe when I got inside, but I didn’t want to deal with them on my way through the door.

      They were so full of questions, and many of those questions I didn’t have answers for. The number one they kept throwing at me was how the most eligible bachelor in New York City had chosen me.

      What was so amazing about me to reel him in like that? Why did he want me? As if I wasn’t worthy of him. It was intimidating and irritating all at the same time.

      They wanted to know about my past, my life. What was I like? Where did I go to school? Where did I come from? The questions were thrown at me all at once, with all the microphones shoved in my face, or with recorders or notebooks being used.

      It was overwhelming, and I wasn’t used to that kind of attention. I felt like the entire world had turned its attention to me, and I was supposed to be the next greatest thing. I was supposed to have the answers, and I was supposed to step into the role of being a celebrity.

      There was a part of me that wanted to think it was all worth it, and if I was going to be the wife of one of the richest men in the country, then I was going to have to fill the role with honor. But that didn’t change the fact that I didn’t want to tell the whole world where I went to school or what kind of an education I had.

      It wasn’t that I had anything to hide from anyone, but I didn’t want anyone digging into my family or my hometown for privacy issues. I was still quite overwhelmed with the fact that I was getting married. I didn’t know how I was going to keep telling the reporters things they wanted to know about my own life.

      Finally, I worked up the courage to dive through the crowd and head inside the building, doing my best to hold my head up high while avoiding making eye contact with anyone. I felt safe when I was through the door, and I was a little embarrassed when Nick met me there.

      “Sorry about all that,” he said with a small smile. “I know it’s got to be a lot for you to handle.”

      “I can see now why the tabloids are all over you everywhere you go,” I said with a shake of my head. “I didn’t know you were so famous.”

      “I mean, I’m not a movie star or anything,” he said with a shrug. “I just happened to be in the right place at the right time and become one of the youngest self-made millionaires in the country.”

      “I guess I better get used to this then,” I said with a sigh. “I can’t see how this isn’t going to go away any time soon. What are we going to do about the wedding? Are we going to have to deal with them during that too?”

      “Let’s talk about that the closer it gets,” he replied. “You know how it goes. When the world hears something new, they keep an eye on it for a day or two; then it just goes away. There’s going to be something bigger for them to talk about soon enough; just bear with me through then.”

      “I’m doing my best, but I don’t think I’m cut out to be in the spotlight, to be honest,” I admitted. “I feel like such an idiot when they shove all those cameras in my face and ask me question after question.”

      “You’ll get used to it with time, and like I said, they’re going to lose interest at some point. We’re going to get through this, and we’re going to be fine,” Nick assured me. “You’ve just got to stick it out in the meantime.”

      I smiled, and he put his arm around my shoulders as we headed for his office. I wasn’t planning on staying. I had a lot to get done in my own day. Besides that, I didn’t want to get caught up in more rumors. There were already some other workers at the office who were clearly jealous of what he and I had with each other, and I didn’t want to make that any worse. If it were a real marriage, I wouldn’t care, but I didn’t want to have to deal with any office drama when the whole thing came to an end.

      There was a part of me that wondered if I was cut out for what I’d gotten myself in to, and I felt overwhelmed. I was scared I was going to do something to screw it all up.

      Then there was a part of me that was amazed so many people in the world would be so interested in me and what I was doing. I was becoming something of a celebrity myself, just for the connection I had to Nick. It was a feeling that came crashing down on me in waves, and I hardly knew what to do with myself.

      “Tell you what,” Nick said with a smile as we walked into his office. “I want you to forget about all the reporters and their hounding questions for today, and just focus on getting that branding project you have done. You love working on that, and you can spend the day with Jean and Angela.”

      I smiled. I did like working with the two of them. Though Cassie would still be my best friend forever, I was making good friendships with both of them as well.

      “Alright,” I said. “We’re close to being able to launch it, and with any luck, that’ll happen before the wedding.”

      “Excellent. The investors seem happy enough with how things are going for us here, so I don’t think we’re going to have to worry about them much anymore. Of course, we’re going to have to keep up the act for now, but I’m not thinking they are going to be as in our faces as they once were,” Nick said.

      “That’s a relief for me at least,” I said. “I didn’t like having to deal with them that one day, and I wasn’t thrilled when they said they were going to continue to keep an eye on what we were doing.”

      “They’ll watch from afar, I’m sure,” Nick said with a sigh. “Like always, but we aren’t going to give them any reason to be back in here.”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” I told him with a sigh. “Anyway, I’m going to get to work. I want to get those reporters out of my mind, and the best way to do that is to get lost in my creative process.”

      “Atta girl,” he said with a wink. “If you need anything at all, you know where to find me.”

      “Thanks,” I said as I walked out of his office. I pulled the door closed behind me and started up the hall toward my own office. The building was already alive with my colleagues, and many of them seemed rather annoyed with what was going on outside.

      But I thought about what Nick said, and I felt better. He was in this with me, and he was doing an excellent job of making sure I didn’t feel alone. He knew that this was hard for me, and he was clearly doing his best to make it as easy on me as possible. After all, I was the one doing him a favor.

      For a brief moment, I wondered what it would be like if I gave him a real chance, and we did try to make this work. He was right, my parents were disappointed by the fact that the engagement wasn’t real, and I didn’t think David would care for very long if Nick and I were to become an actual couple.

      But I also had to remember that Nick didn’t have the capability of real love. He had said so long ago when he left Phoenix. He was heartbroken over what happened to his mother, and he blamed himself for it. It didn’t help matters that his father blamed him in a way, too. He’d never really had a good role model for a healthy relationship, outside of my parents and had never expressed an interest in figuring it out for himself.

      He had no relationship with his family, and he didn’t want to have that sort of commitment. I couldn’t let myself fall for him, no matter how tempting it might be. I had to take care of myself in this, and that meant I had to be careful of how I let my heart think about the situation.

      There were times when I thought Nick might really have feelings for me, but there were other times I knew that it was just him being flirty, caught up in the moment. He was just that way. He always had been, and as far as I knew, he always would be.

      When I got another look from a woman on my way to my office, I tried to smile. I didn’t want her day to be stressful on my account, and I knew she was angry with the fact she had to deal with this whole new dynamic to the workday because of the fact I was engaged to the boss. Like everyone else, she clearly wasn’t happy with the attention that was being showered down on our company.

      They had to deal with the crowd as they also tried to get in the building, but they weren’t hounded with questions, so I didn’t feel too sorry for them. I was the one who had my life ripped open in front of the world.

      “I was wondering how you suddenly got the job,” she said to me as I passed. “Now it all makes sense.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked in surprise.

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about,” she said. She didn’t wait for me to reply to her snide remark, and instead headed into her own area. I was dumbfounded, and I wanted to tell her to fuck off.

      She had no idea what was going on, and she didn’t have to deal with nearly the same shit I was. But then, I couldn’t blame her for feeling that way, either. The situation had to look shady to the others in the office, and they had to think that I was sleeping my way to the top.

      It couldn’t be further from the truth, but it bothered me that they might consider it to be a possibility. It bothered me, even more, to think that someone might leak information – whether true or not – out to the public. I didn’t want to be the one who ended up on the front of a tabloid.

      I was doing this to help Nick, and I now realized to do that safely in my own world, I was going to have to try harder than ever to keep our relationship professional at work. We were going to act like an employer and an employee, and that was that.

      We could do what we wanted when we weren’t there, but I wasn’t going to be the butt of the office gossip or the jokes that floated around. I was going to hold my head up high and prove to not only the reporters and my colleagues, but also to the investors and even myself I would come through it unscathed. I was hired for my skill in the office, not the bedroom, and I would make sure they all knew it.

      I didn’t know how long the whole thing was going to last, but I knew I was going to handle it like a boss no matter what. I had to. I was now in the public’s eye and the name in everyone’s mouths.

      If it was going to end ideally for me, I was going to have to handle everything that came my way with elegance and confidence.

      My own reputation might depend on it.

    

  







            Chapter 14

          

          

      

    

    






Nick

        

      

    

    
      Hey, can you come to the office for a minute? I need to talk to you

      I’d found it was a lot easier to text Liz and let her come to me when she had the chance than to try to get to her in the crowded office. I didn’t have the time to deal with the questions I was being bombarded with from all my other employees.

      We’d already talked to David about keeping the truth about our situation quiet, so no one at the office really knew that the engagement was fake. They, like the reporters, were determined to find out who Liz was, and what she was suddenly doing there.

      I’ll be there in just a second, finishing up an email.

      I waited. Liz was good about coming to see what I wanted quickly, and I didn’t mind having a few extra minutes to think about how I was going to tell her what I wanted to say. It had taken a few days, but the reporters were finally giving us our space.

      That was a relief for me for many reasons, but there was also a problem with it, too. As long as the reporters were there, we had the spotlight shining on us. I knew Liz didn’t love that fact, but I could convince her it was okay and just to stick it out.

      I didn’t tell her that I thought it was because of the reporters we didn’t have to deal with the investors. The last thing I wanted was for her to get tired of all of the scrutiny and pull back, and I worried that it was going to happen. I needed her if I was going to keep the investors I had, and I needed their money.

      Right now, my end game was to make sure I had the funds to keep growing the company. The rest could fall into place as it did.

      There was a light knock on the door right before it opened, and Liz poked her head inside.

      “You wanted to talk?” she asked.

      “Yes, come in, and will you close that behind you?” I asked.

      She obeyed, coming into the office and taking a seat in one of the chairs.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “I was going to talk to you about the fact that we need to be seen out more,” I said rather bluntly.

      “The whole world has seen us,” she said with a laugh. I could tell she thought I was joking, but I wasn’t. She had to understand that we had to stay public, and though it wasn’t what she wanted exactly, I had to keep it up.

      “The reporters haven’t been here for a couple of days, and I’m afraid the public is going to move on from us a little too soon,” I told her.

      “I thought that’s what we wanted,” she said with a sigh. “I was just getting used to the peace and quiet again.”

      “I’m not saying that it’s going to be hectic,” I told her. “I’m just saying that I think you and I need to go out more, and you know, be seen. I don’t want anyone to forget that we’re engaged if you know what I mean.”

      She nodded. She knew how important this was to me, and if we were going to be seen as the new ‘it’ couple, we were going to have to act as such. “So, what are you thinking?”

      “We’ll go to dinner, the movie, Broadway. We’ll show some level of PDA for the paparazzi to enjoy, then behind closed doors, we can do what we’ve always done,” I told her with a shrug. “It’s not going to be anything too bad, just enough to keep the world watching and wondering what’s going to happen next.”

      “I can do that,” she said with a nod.

      “It’s only going to be for a while,” I reminded her. “Just stick with me on this, and we’re going to be fine. I’m sure once we get through the wedding, we’re not going to have to worry about it. Besides the fact, the investors are going to be keeping an eye on the media.”

      “I’m looking forward to getting to that point, I’m not going to lie,” she said. “It’s a lot harder than I thought.”

      “What is? Being engaged to me or being famous?” I asked with a laugh.

      “A little of both if you ask me,” she said, finally breaking a real smile.

      “I bet before we’re done with this; it’s going to grow on you.”

      “What is?” she asked. “Being engaged to you or being famous?”

      “A little of both,” I winked. I was going to tell her that was all I needed when there was a knock on the door and David appeared.

      “Oh, sorry, I thought you were alone in here,” he said.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said with a smile. Liz rose from her chair.

      “I better get back to work,” she said. “See you at home David.”

      “Later,” David replied over his shoulder as his sister left. He pulled the door closed and walked over to me, crossing his arms and giving me a hard look.

      “What? I feel like I’m in trouble for something,” I said with a laugh.

      “I’m not sure how to say what I want to say,” he replied.

      “Am I in trouble for something?” I asked simply.

      He shook his head.

      “No, quite the opposite, in fact, and I need your advice,” he told me.

      I settled in. I was used to David coming to me for advice. I went to him all the time to ask what he thought about this or that, so of course he’d come to me with the same.

      “It’s Candice,” he said at last.

      “What about her?” I asked. My gut reaction was that he wanted to break up with her and didn’t know how since they worked together, but then, he still spent all his time with her from what I understood, so I didn’t think that was too likely.

      “I want things to get more serious,” he said. “But I’m not sure how to talk to her about it.”

      “Wow. You must really be into her if you’re moving this fast,” I said. The words were out of my mouth before I really thought about them, and I hoped he wouldn’t get offended. It was true, he was moving really fast. They had only been seeing each other for just over a month, and he was already talking about them getting more serious.

      “She’s cool. Really cool,” he said. He sighed and walked back and forth in the room. “I think she might be the one.”

      “Damn,” I said. I hadn’t realized he felt that strongly for her, and I was shocked to know he would be thinking about marriage already. Perhaps it had something to do with the fake marriage I was dealing with his sister, or perhaps he really did think of her as someone special.

      “Are you sure you’re thinking about this carefully. I thought you weren’t the marrying type,” I asked him. “At least, that’s what you always used to say.”

      “I didn’t think I would be,” he admitted. “But the more I get to know her, the more I think she really is something incredible. I can’t imagine a life without her, and I wonder why I should wait if she really is that special to me, you know? I mean, life is short, and we’re already thirty. I don’t want to waste any of the time I could be spending with her.”

      I laughed. “You already spend all your time together, so my advice to you would be to take it slow. There’s no need to rush into anything that official if the two of you are happy, you know?”

      He thought for a moment. Clearly, that wasn’t the answer he thought he would get, but he didn’t disagree with it, either. He had a serious look on his face for a moment; then he lightened up as he looked at me once more. “Where did you hear that bit of advice?”

      I grinned. I certainly wasn’t one to come to for relationship advice. He would know that. But then, I had heard stranger problems coming from him before, and God knew he had heard them coming from me, too.

      “I saw it on a movie once, and it worked out for that couple. I figured it might not be a bad idea,” I crossed my arms behind my head and leaned back in the chair, looking at him like I knew the answer to all the world’s problems. He laughed again and shook his head.

      “Doesn’t sound like the kind of movie I would expect you to watch,” he said.

      “It was some stupid chick flick a girl I was briefly dating wanted to see, and since I was trying to impress her, I went, too,” I said. “I guess you can say that I got something good out of that night.”

      “Yeah, good advice to give to your buddy who’s losing his head over a girl,” David said.

      “You should talk to your sister about it,” I told him. “She’s probably got some pretty good ideas on what you should do. I mean, you could get a good female perspective on the whole thing.”

      “I’m going to when we get home, but I didn’t want to bring this to her when we were working,” he said. “But thanks for your words of wisdom, oh wise one.”

      “Get out of here,” I laughed. “Don’t you have shit you need to be doing?”

      “Nearly done for the day, actually,” he said with a shrug. “It’s easy when we’re so streamlined.”

      “That’s what I like to hear, now I don’t have to pay you for overtime,” I said.

      He smirked. “I’m on salary, dickhead.”

      “Then I don’t have to deal with your bullshit,” I said with a shrug. He shook his head and grinned, joking with me for another minute before he left. When I was alone, I thought about what he had said. It still shocked me to think of him as a married man.

      I had my moments when I thought I could have a real future Liz, but there were many times when I realized I was just getting caught up in the heat of passion, or what could be. I didn’t think I’d ever settle down with anyone, not even her.

      Now, alone with my thoughts, I let myself truly consider how I felt about her. Was it possible that I was just deluding myself? That I was so stuck in my old way of thinking that I wasn’t willing to consider that it was wrong? Was I really just a fool to think that I could pretend with Liz and it wouldn’t turn real at some point?

      I wished the answer was black and white in my brain, but the fact of the matter was that I couldn’t make up my mind on how I felt about her. Not deep down inside, anyway. Sure, I loved her in my way, and I thought she was hot as hell, but when it came down to it, I didn’t know if I could commit to her for life.

      My mind was so cluttered; I didn’t know what to think.

      But I still couldn’t help but wonder - what if I could fall in love with Liz?

      What if I already had?
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      No, I already told you I’m going out with Cassie tonight. We’re going to have to reschedule or something – you knew about this already!

      I hit send, but the answer came back rapidly, and I sighed.

      I told you on Thursday that we need to be out together, and now you’re ditching me to hang out with Cassie!

      I typed out a response, then I erased it and tried again. I didn’t want to fight with Nick, but at the same time, I didn’t want to go out with him tonight. We had been spending a lot of time together, and tonight, I just needed some space. It wasn’t as though I was going to be doing anything too exciting.

      Cassie and I had plans to go downtown and grab a few drinks. We might go shopping, or we might just hang out at one of the bars. We could do what we wanted, I wasn’t worried about the tabloids, and I didn’t think the investors would care about what I was doing as long as I wasn’t making a spectacle of myself, which I had no intention of doing.

      As long as Nick was staying out of trouble and off their radar, then we were free to do as we wanted. And tonight, what I wanted was to see my best friend.

      I’m not ditching you. I told you that I had plans with my best friend, and I’m going to go out with her. I don’t think we need to be seen out all the time together; the last thing you want is for people to think that we are codependent. Not to mention the investors didn’t ask me to babysit you all the time. Enjoy some space tonight.

      I hit send, and I expected another rapid response, but my phone didn’t go off again. I was relieved and decided it was time to get ready to go out with Cassie. I didn’t mind spending time with Nick, but I didn’t want this arrangement to start invading my life entirely.

      I hadn’t seen Cassie since I told her about Nick’s and my business arrangement. She had seen it in the news when the engagement was announced, and she had called me to ask about things, but she had school to worry about, and I was busy with work and trying to keep up with appearances.

      With the reporters and paparazzi constantly being a factor, I didn’t always have the freedom to just go out with her like we once did. There was a part of me that felt bad about that. I had told her, after all, that we were going to be able to hang out like we did back home in Phoenix.

      It was something she had looked forward to when she moved to New York City, and something I genuinely thought I’d be able to do with her. But I hadn’t realized back then I was going to end up engaged to one of the richest men in the country, or that my life was going to change so drastically in such a short time.

      She had been so understanding with me before; now I wanted to make the time for her. After all, celebrities did get to go out and spend time with their friends, and I was going to take advantage of that fact

      Cassie and I had already planned to meet downtown, and I was eager to get down there. I changed into something flirty but tasteful and did up my makeup as nice as I dared. I didn’t want to look single, but I was an attractive twenty-six-year-old woman. There was no need to look like a nun.

      I had to figure something out – something that was right for me while I was still there for Nick the way I said I would be. It was true, I didn’t know what to expect when I got myself into this mess, but I certainly didn’t think it was going to turn out like this.

      All I could do was take it one day at a time and swing at the pitches that came my way. As soon as Nick’s investors were satisfied and got off his back, things would go back to normal, and I could go back to being an anonymous brand manager and not the tabloids flavor of the week.

      But the thought of going back to normal was almost just as distressing. I loved spending time with Nick, and I liked the way it felt when he put his hand possessively in the small of my back. I knew it was all for show, but it felt good just the same. And the sexual chemistry we had was off the charts. We hadn’t slept together again since the last time, but it was only a matter of time before we would. The pull between us was just too strong. I sighed as I finished putting on my earrings. I knew that there was a part of me that was frustrated with the fact I knew Nick didn’t have it in him to be in the kind of relationship I ultimately wanted.

      He was too hurt by his past, too reserved. He didn’t open up to women, and I knew that. My mind briefly flashed back to the memory of when he told me he was leaving Phoenix. He didn’t want to leave, but he couldn’t stay, either. I tried to tell him that I had feelings for him, but I was so protective of my heart, I couldn’t get the words to come out. He rescued me from having to say anything by telling me that he wasn’t cut out to be in a real relationship.

      I remember crying about it; I remember hating him for a short time. I also remembered never being able to hate him fully. I just wanted him, and I’d never let it show.

      Now, I was dealing with more feelings that I didn’t want to have. Feelings that were confusing me and making me want to pull back. I didn’t want to be hurt by him again, even if it was my own fault that I did. It was so complicated, the only thing I could think to do was go out with my friend.

      “Hey! You made it!” she said as I stepped out of the cab.

      “Missed you!” I hugged her. “Life’s been crazy.”

      “Tell me about it. I’ve been watching some of what I could on what you’re up to recently. Talk about going from zero to one hundred in a day!” Cassie laughed.

      “Right?” I sighed. “I needed a night out with you.”

      “Then let’s get this party started!” Cassie said with a grin. “Come on, we’ve got some catching up to do!”

      She grabbed my hand, and together we started heading to the bar. I was glad to be out with her. She was just the dose of positivity that I needed. I’d always loved that about Cassie. She was the kind of person to be happy about life no matter what was going on, and I knew she would cheer me up.

      We didn’t plan on staying at any club for very long. We had so much to see and talk about; we didn’t want to have to shout at each other half the night over the noise of the crowd and the music. Not to mention, I knew the longer she and I were sitting at a bar or dancing, the more likely it was to get hit on.

      Though the engagement I had to Nick was fake, I didn’t want the paparazzi to get a shot of that. I didn’t think they were going to be following me around, but I also didn’t know what would happen if they managed to get an image of me that could end up on a tabloid, either.

      Hopefully being with Cassie would be enough to keep any rumors at bay, but I wasn’t so sure. It was New York City, after all, and there were plenty of people out to get a good story. They didn’t care how they came by the information, either. As long as they had their story, they were going to sell it to whoever would buy.

      We had a good time, catching up and laughing, and I was almost able to forget about the stress in my life. I knew a night with Cassie would do that for me. But there were a couple of times I almost texted Nick, just to see how he was doing.

      When I wasn’t feeling overwhelmed, I wanted to know what he was up to. I wanted to hear what he was doing or make plans to see him in the next day or two. Cassie centered me. She made me feel light and happy, and like everything was going to be okay.

      It was a good feeling,  and there was a part of me that didn’t want the night to come to an end. I could have spent all my time laughing and dancing with her, forgetting about our problems.

      But then, reality slapped me upside the head.

      It happened when we were at our third club. A group of guys came walking over to us as we sipped on our drinks, grinning and laughing with each other. Then one happened to recognize me.

      “Hey, aren’t you engaged to Nick Brantley?” he asked. “Look! Who would have thought that he’d let you out of his sight?”

      “He doesn’t have me on a leash,” I said, annoyed. “This isn’t the 1950s.”

      “Still. If you were my girl, I wouldn’t let you out dressed like that without me.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I’m not your girl, isn’t it?” I asked.

      “Ooh, feisty!” he said with a laugh. “I like that. Tell me, does your man like that too?” Now he was standing way too close to me, and I could feel his hot breath on my cheek as he spoke.

      “Why don’t you back off asshole?” I said, trying to turn away from him. Back off.

      He stepped closer to me, but Cassie had had enough. She stepped forward, and in a single motion, kicked the guy in the balls.

      “She said get out of here!” she snapped. The guy fell to the floor, and the others backed off. We were getting the attention of the bouncer, and as soon as he came over, we told him what happened.

      “I can have these men removed immediately,” he said.

      “Don’t bother with that,” Cassie said. “We’re leaving.”

      I was still in a state of shock. I’d never had anything like that happen to me before, and I wasn’t sure what to make of it. She grabbed my hand, leading me out of the club and back to the sidewalk.

      “What the hell was that?” I said at last.

      “You’re with someone famous,” she said with a shrug. “People are going to get weird now.”

      I sighed. I hadn’t thought about that. I was shocked enough that the reporters were all over me. I didn’t realize I was going to have to watch out for the creepy fans, too. But, now that she said it out loud, of course, I’d have to be.

      It was something that came with the territory.

      “Come on, let’s go back to my place and get drunk,” Cassie laughed. “There’s no creeps there.”

      I agreed. I wanted to crack another joke, but I couldn’t think of anything to say. I was overwhelmed all over again, and I couldn’t believe this was really going to be my life now. It didn’t matter if the marriage was fake or not. They thought it was real, and that was really what mattered.

      I didn’t know how long it was going to last, and that made it worse in a way. It was going to be something I had to get used to, along with the people forever watching every move I made.

      I wasn’t sure I was cut out for the stress of it all.

      But I’d made a promise to Nick, and I intended to keep that promise.

      I’d just have to deal with it.
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      I finished stirring the sauce and had just finished pouring the wine when my doorbell rang. I knew it was Liz, and she was going to be alone tonight. I invited her over earlier that afternoon, telling her that we needed to really talk about the wedding plans and what we were going to be doing for that.

      She agreed, but we kept the conversation short and to the point. I hadn’t spoken to her since she texted me telling me she was going out with Cassie, and I thought it was better to give her some space. I didn’t want to push her away in my enthusiasm – or my fear over what might happen if she were to change her mind.

      She seemed to be rather distant overall lately, and I wasn’t quite sure how to handle it.

      I didn’t like how things had become rather complicated between us. I had to admit that it was my fault that they had. I was the one who set the whole thing into motion.

      I hadn’t thought at the time what toll it might take on our friendship. I thought she would be perfect for the position in my life because of how good our friendship was, but I didn’t think that things might change between us because of it.

      Of course, they would. How could I ask someone to pretend to marry me, only to make sure we both knew that it was fake and not have things change? It would only be in a perfect world that things could stay entirely the same before and after.

      And God knew we didn’t live in a perfect world.

      I took a deep breath as I walked toward the door. I hoped she wasn’t going to be upset about the night before, but then, I wasn’t afraid to stand up to her if she was. She had agreed to the plan, and that meant she was going to have to do her part in everything. It wasn’t easy for me, either, but I was doing my best.

      And that’s what I was asking from her as well.

      She smiled when I opened the door, and a feeling of relief washed over me.

      “Come in,” I said with a smile. “You look great.”

      “Thanks,” she said.

      She grinned at me, and I motioned for her to follow me to the kitchen. “I can make you a margarita if you like, but I thought the wine would go better with the spaghetti.”

      “Wine and spaghetti are a good mix,” she said with a grin. “Did you put wine in the sauce?”

      “I have my own secret recipe. If you hang around long enough, you might just learn what it is,” I replied with a smirk. She gave me a playful punch on the arm before taking the wine from me.

      “I’ve got a pounding headache from last night,” she said.

      “Were you out late?” I asked, trying not to sound too invasive.

      “We ended up at Cassie’s place because of some creeps at the bar,” she said with a shrug. “I ended up just crashing there because I was too drunk to try to navigate my way back home myself.”

      I shook my head, immediately becoming protective. “What kind of creeps? What did they do?” I asked, not realizing my hands had fisted at my sides.

      Liz looked at me like I’d lost my mind for a second. “Nothing big, just some assholes who thought they were charming. They weren’t, and we let them know that.”

      “Oh, so nothing got too out of hand then,” I said, relaxing a tad.

      “Yeah, Cassie handled it like a boss,” she said. “I’m sure they wished they hadn’t tried to hit on us by the time we were done with them.”

      I laughed, trying to keep the mood light. I was going to let her tell me as much as she wanted, then let her keep the rest to herself if she wanted. As long as she wasn’t in danger and the agreement stayed in place, I couldn’t really intrude in her life too much.

      But it was becoming pretty damn hard to separate my feelings from the arrangement.  “So about this wedding,” Liz said. “What do you have in mind?”

      “It’s going to obviously be rather publicized, however we do it,” I told her.

      She nodded as she looked down into her wine. I knew she wasn’t thrilled with that fact, but she had come to accept that it was all part of the deal she’d made. I was going to do my best to keep it as lowkey as possible, but there was only so much I could do.

      When the media was involved, I knew it was going to be tough keeping things secret.

      “The main thing we’re going to need is to get a  marriage license,” I said. “Once we have it, we’ll only have thirty days to make it official. We can have paperwork put in place by attorneys outlining the terms of the marriage and that way when we part, it’ll be that much easier for both of us. When the time comes to call it off, we can make one of those ‘consciously uncoupling’ statements a ’la Gwyneth and Chris.”

      I watched her face as I spoke, not sure how she was going to take it. But, once again, she just nodded. I felt a tension in my chest, and there was a part of me that was a bit disappointed. I knew this is what we both agreed to do, but I wanted a bit more of a reaction out of her.

      I didn’t like feeling as though she didn’t care. I knew that I wasn't fair to her, as I wasn’t sure how far I wanted it all to go, either, but that didn’t change the fact that I wanted more of her attention. I wanted her to want it to be real, and I didn’t understand that in my own head.

      “So, are you going to hire someone to take care of all the planning and the details?” she asked.

      “I was going to, yes,” I nodded. “And I was going to ask you how involved you wanted to be. We all know that planning a wedding is stressful, so I wanted to make it especially easy on you considering the circumstances.”

      She nodded. “I’m not too picky, really. I never have been. I always thought if I ever got married, it was going to be very small and private.”

      I laughed. “Well small we can do. Private, not so much. I know you aren’t thrilled with this, but I promise you I will do everything in my power to make it as painless as possible. It’s not going to be as bad as it seems, I promise.”

      She looked at me, but then she shrugged. I knew she wanted to say something, and it was likely along the lines of how I’d promised a lot of things wouldn’t be so bad, but they were. It was hard for me to remember she wasn’t like me. She didn’t like being in the spotlight, and I thrived when I was the center of attention.

      We were different in that way and always had been.

      “So it’s settled then,” I said, trying to change the subject for the better. “We’re going to find someone who’s easy for you to work with, and you can tell them whatever you want. This can be as big or as small as you want it to be, just know that it’s going to make its way into the media.”

      “I’m sure it will,” she rolled her eyes. “But that’s what we agreed to, so that’s what’s going to happen.”

      I smiled. “You hungry?”

      “Starving now that the wine is starting to kick in, and my headache is starting to subside, too,” she said as she looked at the sauce in the pan.

      “Good. Have a seat, and I’ll get you some food and more wine. There’s plenty,” I told her.

      She grinned and sat down. I was glad when the conversation took a turn during dinner. I didn’t want to talk about all the serious things we were dealing with right now, and I knew she was getting tired of it being at the forefront of our minds, too.

      Now that David was gone with his girlfriend all the time, it was different for her and me when we did hang out. We didn’t have someone else there to keep fueling the conversation, and we had to rely a lot more on our friendship to keep it going.

      By the time dinner was over, however, she and I were talking about the past, remembering the things that we used to do when we were kids, and into our teenage years.

      “We had fun, didn’t we?” she asked as we sat down on the couch.

      “We did. A lot of fun. Who would have thought we’d end up where we are today, right?” I agreed.

      “I never did,” she shook her head. “I thought we’d stay in Arizona forever. Or we’d leave and go to college then come back. I never thought I’d be working for that big of a company here.”

      “I’m glad we are, though,” I told her. “I think it was just what you and I needed, really. David too.”

      “David’s really happy here,” she agreed. “He’s quite smitten with that girl of his.”

      “I know he is,” I told her. “He told me how much he likes her.”

      “It’s so shocking to me,” she said with a laugh. “But I’m happy for him, really I am.”

      “Me too,” I said. “And I’m happy that you’re here, too. And for all the things we did when we were kids.”

      “The good and the naughty,” she laughed. “You were my first, you know.”

      “I know, I was there,” I said with a laugh of my own. I remembered the night she gave me her virginity. How good it felt. She was on my mind for years after the fact, and that in itself spoke volumes. I never thought the day would come when I would want to sleep with a woman more than once.

      But when it came to Liz, I couldn’t get enough. She was everything I’d ever found attractive in a woman, and even more besides. Every move she made turned me on, and I wanted to have her in every way possible.

      The longer she and I sat together on the couch, the more my own need grew. Her perfect body was so close to mine, and I was quickly losing the bit of self-control I had. I wanted to touch her, to hold her. To make her scream my name over and over again as she came around my cock.

      When it became too much to bear, I finally leaned forward, kissing her. I wasn’t sure how she was going to react to it, not after the way we’d been distant from each other over the past couple days.

      But she leaned into me, kissing me in return. She wanted me as much as I wanted her. She felt the same hunger. There was no denying our attraction to each other. There wasn’t a force on the planet that could take that from us.

      Some things were just beyond our control, and the way we had to have each other was one of them. I didn’t care what tomorrow would bring, and I knew she didn’t care about the hardship she was dealing with in the public’s eye. When we came together, it wiped everything else out.

      Passion quickly grew between us, and I knew I was going to have her naked within minutes.

      My dick was quickly getting hard in my pants, and I could only imagine how wet she was already.
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      I tried to tell myself when I was on the way to Nick’s place that I wasn’t going to get physical with him tonight. I had so many emotions running through me, and I knew I was confused about a lot of things. But, when we started talking about the past, old emotions started to surface, too.

      There were things that he and I had done that I’d not thought about in years. And, when we started talking about how I’d given him my virginity, I was filled with the need to have him inside me again. He was the first man ever to be there, and I loved knowing he wanted me as badly as I wanted him.

      I’d never regretted that he had been the one I’d given myself to first. He deserved it as far as I was concerned. I always loved him, and when we were living together, it was hard for me not to notice how perfect he was. Not only did he have the perfect body, but the way he treated me made me feel on top of the world.

      He was such a bad boy, but yet, he had a heart of gold. I never saw him get into the wrong scene, but he wasn’t a boy scout either. He was a rebel. He did what he wanted and lived life on his own terms.

      It was insanely hot and more than I could stand.

      And it never changed. The way he held himself, his confident, bordering on cocky, demeanor. The way he took charge in a situation. It all turned me on, and it was hard to resist. No matter what I told myself, I was lost once his hands were on me.

      The way Nick touched me turned me on more than anything else ever had. He had such a forbidden taste that I had to have more. It wasn’t a good idea, I knew that, but I didn’t care. The kiss was slow and sensual. It was deliberate like he knew just what he was doing, and he was going to make sure I felt every part of him.

      It set me on fire, and I knew there was no way I was leaving the apartment without having sex with him first. I wasn’t sure if I was going to stay the night, or what was going to happen, I just knew that I had to have him, and it had to happen now.

      I had to feel him inside me, and as he slowly undressed me, I became very wet. No one made me as wet as Nick did with the soft touch of his hand, then his lips. He kissed my neck first; then he unbuttoned my dress down to my tits. He released them from the bra, kissing them then sucking them while I closed my eyes, leaning my head back on the couch.

      I loved it when he played with me. He had been the first ever to touch me there, too, and the soft feel of his lips now brought back so many memories, I could hardly contain myself. I had my eyes closed, thinking of him and how good he was.

      He kissed down to my stomach, pulling my dress all the way off, then my panties. I spread my legs as he put his lips to my pussy. He ran his tongue between my folds before stopping on my clit, sucking it between his teeth and flicking his tongue over it, sending waves of warm pleasure through the core of my being.

      With each flick of his tongue, he was pushing me closer to orgasm, and I knew it wasn’t going to take long before I was moaning and writhing on the couch, trying to stay still so he could finish me off. He was on his knees; his mouth pressed firmly over me as he licked and teased.

      It didn’t take long before I had to have my hands on his head. I had to run my fingers through his hair as he ran his tongue through my lips. I moaned, spreading my legs further as the orgasm approached. I whispered his name at first, but as the pleasure overtook me, I started to shake.

      “Oh my God!” I cried out. “Oh my God!”

      I could hardly sit still. As I came, he pushed his mouth hard over my clit, flicking me with his tongue and intensifying my pleasure. I let the waves crash through me, closing my eyes and enjoying the moment, taking it to the fullest extent I could. I never wanted the pleasure to end. I never wanted the feeling to stop.

      But I also wanted him to feel the same pleasure. I wanted him to come, too, and to be as satisfied as I was. As my orgasm faded, I was ready to take his pants off and pleasure him as well. I wanted to make him feel as good as he made me feel.

      But Nick had other plans. He stood up and took my hands and led me to the bedroom, pulling off his own clothes and taking control. He tossed me down onto the bed and covered me with his body quickly. He took his cock in hand and wasted no time in entering me. With a grunt and one quick move, he was seated deep inside my still spasming pussy. Right where I wanted him.

      Nick thrust in and out of me quickly, pushing me right up to the brink of orgasm once more, but he was listening to my breathing. He wasn’t going just to let me come again. He wanted to be the one to tell me when to come.

      Each time I got close, he would slow down. He knew how to change what he was doing just enough to keep my body guessing and stop me from finally climaxing. He wasn’t going just to get me off. He was going to prove to me that he was the one who was in charge. He knew what he was doing from the beginning, and even if things had been hard for us so far, he was going to take care of me.

      I could trust Nick always to be there to take care of my needs, especially when it came to the bedroom. He wasn’t going just to satisfy me; he was going to make me want him more and more. He wasn’t going to leave me knowing what to expect.

      He knew it was one of the things that I had loved about him when we were young, and he was going to do the same now. There was so much that I loved about life, but one of the things that turned me on more than anything else was how unpredictable it was.

      Nick was unpredictable, and he knew it. He knew he could drive me crazy. When he was finally ready to climax, after he had had his fun with me, then he was going to let my body have that same release.

      But, in the meantime, he was going to hold me on the very brink, making sure I had more need in me than I could handle. It was becoming so intense I wasn’t sure I could take much more. I had to have that feeling rushing through me, or I feared I would go crazy.

      “Please,” I all but begged. “Please Nick, I need it. I need to come, I’m so close,” I whimpered.

      “You want to come now babe?” he asked gruffly.

      “Yes, oh God, yes,” I called as I locked my legs around his waist and pulled him in deeper.

      I closed my eyes, my breathing getting faster. I could feel through the tension in his body he was also close, and he was going to finally let me have that sweet relief I was so desperately begging him for. He thrust into me hard a couple more times, and I clutched the sheets on the bed, hoping that now was the time he would finally let me orgasm.

      As the climax ran through me, I screamed out his name. It was more intense than anything I’d ever felt in my life. I didn’t know it was possible to feel so good, and I thought I might burst right there in the bedroom.

      At the same time, I felt his cock jump inside me, then empty. He was filling me with his load, giving me his hot, sticky seed. He held me, keeping my body still for him while he filled me. I gasped, breathing hard and trying to let my mind catch up with the rest of my being.

      We were breathing hard, we were sweating, but we were also happy. He satisfied me more than anyone else on the planet ever had, or ever would. I knew that it was going to be something that I carried with me for the rest of my life, no matter how long it lasted.

      Nick was the man who knew how to make me come, and he treated me like a goddess. He pulled out of me and laid on the bed, catching his breath as he gathered me in his arms and pulled me next to him. Suddenly, I didn’t want to leave anymore. I wanted to stay in bed with him and dream about the life we might be able to have if we bot stopped being so damn stubborn.
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      I was lying in bed, still naked, enjoying the leisurely Sunday morning feel. I liked not having to get up and go on the weekends. I was so busy so much of the time; it felt good to sit down and do nothing.

      What felt even better than that was the fact Liz was in the shower, and I could hear the water running. It was nice having her there, having her living as though the place was her own. It felt so domestic, and I had to admit to myself that I liked it.

      I knew we were just pretending, but I was also struck by just how right all this felt. It was unlike anything I’d had with anyone else in my life. My one night stands never stayed to shower the next day. If one of them happened to fall asleep, they would leave early the next morning, knowing exactly what I’d expected of our meeting.

      I wouldn’t mind giving someone a ride now and then, but I certainly didn’t offer to let any of them stay. But things were different with Liz. They were so much better with her around; I didn’t’ want to think about what would happen when we were done having to pretend.

      I knew that the day was coming when I was going to have to say goodbye to all of this, but right now, that day wasn’t here, and I was going to make the most of the moment.

      I was already planning on asking her if she wanted to get breakfast when she got out of the shower. It would be nice to hang out, just the two of us, without having to worry about work or what anyone there though. I knew I had to be careful not to crowd her or make her feel like she had to be with me all the time.

      But I also wasn’t ready for her to leave. It was a strange feeling, yet not altogether an unpleasant one.

      My phone rang, and I sighed. I was used to fielding phone calls on the weekends. It was usually some update for a project someone was working on, but I didn’t feel like doing anything work related today. I just wanted to take the day off and hang out with Liz.

      I didn’t recognize the number, however, and was curious enough to answer the call.

      “Hello?”

      There was silence on the other end of the line, except for the fact that I could hear someone breathing.

      “Hello?” I said again. “I’m not in the mood for a prank call, if you aren’t going to answer me, I’m going to hang up.”

      “That sure is a good-looking fiancé you’ve got there,” the man on the other end of the line said.

      “Who the fuck is this?” I asked, the hairs on the back of my neck standing at attention.

      “I would sure hate for something to happen to her. You better be careful about letting her just run around the clubs at night, don’t you think?” the man continued.

      “Listen asshole, do you have any idea who you’re talking to?” I asked in a menacing tone.

      “Oh I sure do, Nick Brantley. You’re the rich prick whose slut of a fiancé is parading around town dressed for attention,” the sleaze continued.

      I had a sneaking suspicion I was talking to the guy who’d hit on Liz and her friend at the bar a few nights prior.

      “Apparently the kick you took in the balls shook a screw loose. You don’t ever think about my fiancé again. I’m taking good care of her and she does not need to deal with a limp-dick asshole like you. Lose my number dipshit,” I all but shouted.

      “Oh you’ll be hearing from me again, don’t worry rich boy. And that bitch of yours is going to pay for what she did.” And with that, the line went dead in my hand.

      “Damn it,” I said. I set my phone down on the bed and listened as the water stopped in the bathroom. I had a bad feeling, but I didn’t want to scare Liz. But I also hated to think that there were people out there who were threatening her. I’d had threats made against me before, but they were always about my company.

      No one had ever come at me over anyone I knew and loved. I knew there were guys out there who would really try to do something, and it bothered me I didn’t have any idea who I was dealing with, either. I’d do anything for Liz, but I couldn’t help her if I didn’t know exactly who was after her.

      She came out of the bathroom with the towel wrapped around her body, but she must have been able to tell something was wrong when she saw the look on my face because her expression changed the minute she looked at me.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “Can you tell me any more about those guys who were hitting on you at the club the other night?” I asked.

      “Nothing really to tell. They said I was cute, and they thought it was strange you would let me out of your sight, and when one got a little too close to me, Cassie kicked him in the balls. The bouncer said he was going to have them removed, but we left ourselves,” she said.

      She hesitated for a moment; then she looked at me once more. “Why do you ask?”

      “It’s probably nothing,” I told her with a sigh. “I just don’t like the thought of you out in the city by yourself at night.”

      “I wasn’t alone; I was with Cassie. Trust me, that girl doesn’t pull any punches. She isn’t going to let anything happen to me when we’re out together,” Liz laughed, but I could hear how forced it was. She clearly knew something was up, and she could sense I wasn’t’ going to tell her what it was.

      I didn’t feel any need to bring up the phone call to her, not yet anyway. She didn’t need to add that to the list of things she was stressing about. But I also wanted her to be careful. I felt she should know that she might have someone stalking her, just for the sheer fact I didn’t want her to do anything naïve. I needed to make sure she was safe at all times.

      I was going to get to the bottom of it, and when I did, I would take care of it. If I played my cards right, there was no need for her to know about any of it, really. It was just a matter of finding out who it was, and why they would threaten her.

      If I had to, I would get my own men on them. I knew plenty of people who were willing to give a message for the right price. They weren’t the kind of men who I liked to do business with often, but I knew they were there if I ever needed them.

      Mr. Maxwell did more with those kinds of men than I did, and I knew Mason was in on it, too. I could always go to them and tell them that I had a problem, and they could look into it for me. We might not see eye to eye much of the time, but I knew they wouldn’t put up with any sort of bullshit threats against my fiancé – or my wife when it came down to it.

      The marriage was their idea in the first place, and I could pin that on them. I wasn’t going to put Liz in danger for their sake, and they better believe I would be on them in a heartbeat if any threat of harm came to her.

      “Is everything alright?” Liz asked when I was still silent on the bed. “You’re rarely this quiet unless there’s something on your mind.”

      “There’s a lot on my mind all the time. I run a multibillion-dollar company remember? ” I told her. I forced a smile; then I changed the subject. “If you don’t have a lot going on today, you want to go grab brunch with me? I worked up quite an appetite last night and thought you might have done the same.” I threw in a wink to try and calm her nerves.

      “That would be fine,” she said with a smile. “I’m pretty hungry myself actually.”

      “Great,” I said with a smile. I pulled myself out of bed. “I’m going to get in the shower and shave; then we can go if you’ll be ready.”

      “That’s great. That’ll be enough time for me to get my hair dry and decide where I want to eat,” she grinned, and I chuckled.

      “You’re probably the first woman on the planet who knows how to decide where she wants to eat,” I told her. She laughed.

      “Hey, what can I say, I’m a woman who knows what she wants,” she said.

      I shook my head, but I couldn’t shake the grin that was on my face. I didn’t know what it was about her, but she knew how to lighten my mood. I could worry about the phone call later, but right now, I wanted to go out with her and enjoy her company over brunch. I wanted to forget about all the stress we were dealing with, and not worry about adding in anymore.

      We could go to brunch; then I’d take her home and let her do whatever it was she was planning to do with her day. Then I would turn my attention to that strange phone call and figure out what the next step would be there.

      When I knew more, I’d be able to handle it better. I just had to get the information. But, if there was one thing I had learned in my life, it was that the more money I had, the easier it was to find people to do things for me.

      I could find the right guys to trace that call, and I would be on high alert when we were in public in case someone tried to do something.

      I knew without a doubt nothing was going to happen to Liz. Not as long as I was around, and I wasn’t going anywhere. Our engagement and upcoming marriage might be just for show, but I still cared about her deeply. She was one of the most important people in my life, and no harm would come anywhere near her.

      I didn’t care what I had to do; I would make damn sure she was safe.

      I’d guard her with my life if I had to.
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      For the first time in a while, David and I rode to work together. He had spent the night at our place for the first night in over a week. I didn’t ask him why he didn’t have Candice over. I was actually glad for the break from her and the time to spend with my brother. I’d actually missed hanging out with him.

      It had been a while since he and I had had a movie night, so I was glad when he showed up with takeout, and the two of us were able to settle in and just talk for a while. I told him about going over to Nick’s place and talking about the wedding, and he gave me an update on his own relationship.

      Things were going to be changing for us; we knew that. It didn’t matter if my marriage was fake and his relationship was real. We were growing up and our lives were moving in slightly different directions. At twenty-six and thirty, it was bound to happen.

      But, for the night, we got to hang out and laugh, talking about how much our lives had changed already since we’d come to New York, and how much they were bound to change again as time went on. We both agreed that we were glad we had taken the risk and made the move, as hard as it had been in the beginning to leave home.

      Of course, we both agreed Nick was the one who made the whole thing possible. If it weren’t for him paying for our apartment and offering us jobs, then we wouldn’t have had the chance to make the move in the first place.

      As we walked through the door to work, however, I was surprised to find a bouquet of flowers on the front desk. Stephanie, our receptionist, motioned me over and handed them to me.

      “What are these for?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “They came in for you this morning.”

      “What’s the note say?” David asked as he looked over my shoulder.

      “Found you,” I read out loud. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Maybe Nick got them for you?” he suggested. “I mean, you are engaged after all.”

      “But why wouldn’t he just give them to me, and why would he put that kind of a note on here?” I asked.

      “There’s one good way to find out,” he said. He nodded toward the office, and I took the flowers with me to find Nick. It did seem strange that anyone else would want to give me flowers, but at the same time, it was even stranger that he would do it in this way. If if Nick were to give me flowers, then he would have just given them to me in person, or he would have had them sent to my house.

      We talked about how we were going to stay professional at work, so it would make no sense for him to send me flowers there. But still, I didn’t know what to make of any of it, so I thought it best to ask.

      “Hey,” I said as I walked in.

      “Morning,” Nick replied. He looked surprised when he saw the flowers in my hand, and I nodded toward them.

      “What are these?” I asked.

      “Flowers?” he looked at me, but I gave him a look that told him I didn’t think it was funny.

      “I thought we were going to be professional while we were here,” I said.

      “I didn’t get them for you,” he told me. “You don’t know who they’re from?”

      “There’s a note here that just says ‘found you,’” I told him. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      I watched him as I spoke, and he got a strange look on his face.

      “What?” I demanded. “You better start talking to me, or I’m going to get really pissed off here.”

      “Remember the other day when I asked you about the guys that hit on you at the bar?” he asked.

      I looked at him for a moment, a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. “Yes, but what the hell does that have to do with these flowers?” I asked, my voice shaky.

      “Listen, I don’t want you to worry about it. I’m going to find out what’s going on, and I’ve got a pretty damn good idea I know where to start,” he said. He rose from the chair and started pacing back and forth.

      "Tell me what’s going on Nick,” I said again.

      I could see him struggling with how much to tell me. His hesitation along with the concerned furrow of his brow was making goosebumps break out all over my skin. Finally, he cleared his throat and spoke.

      “I got a strange phone call yesterday morning when you were in the shower,” he said at last.

      “Who was it?” I demanded. I had an uneasy feeling in my stomach, and it was only getting worse as he talked. I didn’t want to be part of something dangerous, and I had a sneaking suspicion I knew where this was going.

      “The caller wouldn’t say who he was, just that he knew who you were, and I better keep an eye on you,” he said. “I have a feeling it was the same guy who gave you trouble at the club the other night.”

      “What?” I nearly dropped the flowers as I fought to stay on my feet. My knees felt weak, and I wasn’t sure if I was going to faint. I was sick to my stomach, and I couldn’t believe he hadn’t said anything about the call to me, especially since I had asked him directly what was going on.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I demanded. “How could you keep that from me?”

      “I didn’t want you to be worried,” he said with his hands held defensively. “I thought if you knew about it, you were going to have to look over your shoulder all the time, and for all I knew, it could have been a prank. I wanted to make sure it was something worth you knowing about before I told you.”

      “You didn’t want me to worry? There’s some guy who gives you a threatening call about me, and you didn’t tell me because you didn’t want me to worry?” I shook my head in disbelief. “Of course, I’m going to be worried about this. I don’t want to be stalked!”

      “We’re going to handle this,” he told me. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you Liz.”

      “You could have handled it yesterday by telling me what happened,” I said with my head shaking. I felt betrayed. I knew he wanted to keep me from worrying, but this was the sort of thing that should be worried about. I didn’t deserve to walk around not knowing that I was in some sort of danger.

      And, it certainly didn’t help that I didn’t even know the kind of danger I was in. Were these the kind of guys who would kidnap me for ransom knowing how wealthy my supposed fiancé was? The more I thought about it, the more worried I became.

      There was a part of me that wanted to pack my bags and go home to Phoenix. I didn’t want to even think about what could happen, and I didn’t think Nick had the power to keep me safe at all times.

      Sure, he could try, but there were still things that could go wrong, and I didn’t want to think about what would happen to me if they did.

      “You could have told me more about the men you met at the club,” he said, infuriating me. “You could have called me when it happened, and I would at least know who we were dealing with long before this happened.”

      “Well excuse me for wanting some space from you since you were so suffocating,” I nearly shouted at him. I didn’t care if anyone else in the office heard our conversation. I was pissed beyond belief he would let me stay in the dark about something that was potentially so dangerous to me.

      I deserved to know the truth when it was about my safety; I didn’t care who he was or what he thought.

      “Don’t blame me for the fact you went out with your friend and got yourself in this situation when you should have been with me!” he snapped.

      “Excuse me? No matter what I was doing or where I was, I did not ask for that creep to hit on me. Way to blame the victim Nick. I expected better from you.” I shook my head. “I need to get back to work.”

      “I told you we’re going to handle this,” he called after me, but I didn’t stop.

      I didn’t want to talk to him about it any further, and I wasn’t going to sit and listen to him make promises that he had no idea if he could keep. He might want to keep me safe, but even the best intentions could go wrong.

      I threw the flowers in the garbage on my way to my desk. I didn’t want to even look at them. I was glad that my department was on the other end of the floor. It meant I wasn’t going to have to be near Nick all day. Right now, I didn’t want to talk to him at all.

      There was even a part of me that was tempted to call off the entire thing. I’d agreed because I had wanted to help my friend and it had seemed like a simple enough way to do so. But I didn’t want to risk my own life to do it. He could find someone else to be married to for all I cared. I wanted to go home and forget about all of it.

      I thought back to that night at the club with Cassie. I thought about the guy who’d accosted me and his arrogance. He’d been aggressive and entitled, thinking that I deserved to be bothered because I was a woman dressed up at a bar with her friend.  I shuddered to think how far he might have gone right there in public if Cassie hadn’t have been with me to help me get rid of him.

      The thought of them taking me away somewhere was terrifying, and I was sick to my stomach. I didn’t want to spread my personal drama around, but I knew I was going to have to tell my brother. The truth was I didn’t feel safe alone at the moment. Until the guy was caught, I didn’t think I’d be able to be by myself. I needed to find David.

      Even if he was going over to see Candice, I was going to ask him to take me home first. I would only be safe when I was locked in my apartment or here at work. Until it was taken care of, I didn’t want to be on the street at all. And I didn’t want to ask Nick to fix it for me, either. I was still too pissed at him for not telling me of the possible danger sooner.

      I tried to breathe as I reached my office. I forced myself to sit back and think, acting as normally as possible. I didn’t want anyone to know what was going on. I was already embroiled in too much gossip because of my surprise engagement to the boss; I didn’t need to add any more fodder to the rumor mill. Not to mention, I was starting to feel a little paranoid. How did the guy find Nick’s number? I didn’t know if there was someone in my midst that I couldn’t trust.

      I simply had to get through the day, and tonight I could go home and lock the door. No one was going to hurt me. Nick said he would take care of it, and I knew he had the resources to do that. Besides, my brother wouldn’t let anything happen to me either. I was going to be protected; I was going to be safe.

      I gave myself a pep talk as best as I could, but I knew I had to look like a nervous wreck. My thoughts were racing, and it was hard for me to concentrate on the work that was in front of me. I had to get through it, but I had no idea where even to start.

      There was some lunatic out there threatening me. I’d never had to deal with anything like it before, and I wanted to lock myself away and hide.

      Nick had promised me that he would find the guy and put a stop to it. But what if he found me first?

      Would agreeing to help Nick cost me my life?
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      I hung up the phone and scrubbed my hands over my face. I was frustrated more than I could say, and I didn’t know what to do. I felt like I had hit another dead end, and I was getting more pissed off as each day passed.

      Things had taken such a turn, and I didn’t feel like we were any closer to catching this guy than we had been from the first day he called me. I had recently changed my number after getting too many calls to keep up with, and I knew I was going to have to tell Liz about it soon.

      They were all much the same. He would call me and tell me something threatening, telling me that he knew what Liz was doing, asking how she liked the flowers or telling me it would be a bad idea to let her out of my sight.

      Each call I received was a little more threatening than the last, and I wasn’t sure what I could do about it. There was a part of me that wanted to go to the cops, but I knew that they really couldn’t do anything about threatening phone calls. They’d tell me to change my number, which I did, and that they could only do something if there were an attack or physical threat.

      I felt impotent. I also thought about going to the investors and asking them to let me out of the deal. If I could explain to them what was going on, maybe they would back off, and Liz and I could schedule a breakup in the press, and she would be free to live anonymously again.

      But I knew that wouldn’t work either. If they found out the threat stemmed from an incident with Liz at a bar out without me, they would call it her screw up, and I’d be fried. They were old men, still accustomed to blaming the length of a woman’s skirt for the bad behavior of the male species. And, I was pretty sure they were hoping I’d fail so they could cut and run. No, I had to figure this out myself.

      I hired a PI, and he was on the case. But he wasn’t able to trace any of the calls. Whoever it was on the other end of the line clearly knew what they were doing, and they knew how to stay hidden while still antagonizing me from afar. I was going to lose my shit if we didn’t make some headway soon.

      When my phone rang again, I answered, relieved to know it was him and not another threat.

      “How is it going?” I asked. “Any leads?”

      “I’m working on that like I told you,” he said. “Any more phone calls.”

      “Not since I changed my number. Figured since you couldn’t trace them on my old line anyway, what the hell, might as well switch it up,” I said, not trying to hide the irritation in my tone.

      “You know I’m throwing everything I got at this, Nick,” he said.

      “But you still haven’t found shit, have you?” I asked.

      “Do you want me to start following her myself? I can do that,” he replied tartly.

      “No, Greg, I don’t want you to start following my fiancé, I want you to figure out why she’s being stalked, and who’s doing it!”  I snapped.

      “Maybe you can be a little more helpful on that front,” he told me.

      “How so?” I asked. I was willing to help him if I could, but I didn’t see there being much chance of me doing that. They weren’t targeting me; they were targeting her. They were just using me to do it.

      They had to have gotten my phone number from somewhere, but with the internet, it was hard to pinpoint where that could have been. Even though I wasn’t listed, if you knew where to look, you could find out anything.

      “Do they ask you for anything?” he asked. “If these are people looking for money or something, that could be a lead on my end.”

      “They have just told me that they know where she is, and I better keep an eye on her,” I said, exasperated. “Don’t you think I would have told you if they were asking for money?”

      “Well, that makes it a little harder Nick. If they aren't specific in their threats, there really isn’t anything you can do but keep an eye on her like he says to. Hire someone to follow her or do it yourself. I’ll keep digging and see what I can find, and if anything else happens, let me know immediately.” “Okay,” I said. I hung up the phone before he could continue. I didn’t want to hear excuses out of the guy, and I was pissed that I didn’t have any answers yet. What good was having all my money if I couldn’t use it to keep Liz safe?

      I logged onto my email, trying to get my mind off the issue at hand. I still had to get some work done, or at the very least try to. I would be willing to spend all my time trying to find out who was targeting Liz, but that’s what I had hired Greg for. He had to get to the bottom of it, or he was going to have to deal with a very pissed off client.

      And I was paying him well. He should be giving me more than he was now. I was done with dealing with bullshit from everyone, he included.

      My heart suddenly stopped when I saw a string of emails. They were all coming from spam accounts; I could see that in an instant, but it was the contents of the emails that bothered me.

      Email after email contained multiple pictures of Liz. Some of them were her in the car with her brother. Then there were others with her out to lunch with coworkers. I even saw one of her at the store.

      My blood ran cold to know that this guy was clearly following her.  He was getting close enough to her to get pictures, and that made him very dangerous. He was a bold motherfucker, and I wouldn’t put her at risk for one second longer. The first thing I did was call Greg.

      “What have you got for me?” he asked.

      “Emails, with pictures. And lots of them,” I told him.

      “Forward them to me. I can trace the IP address, and that’s going to give us a hint as to who this guy is,” he said quickly.

      “Alright, but you better not come up short on this one,” I warned him. “You have until the end of today to get something for me, or I’m going to fire you and bring on someone who can get this done.”

      “I’m doing my best; I told you that,” he said, but I hung up.

      With this new information, I knew I had to tell Liz. I didn’t want to tell her before, because I knew she was worried about the first phone call. But, with the actual pictures being taken of her out and about, I knew that I had to tell her the truth. There was no way she could go home and be safe when she was being stalked like this.

      I didn’t know who this guy was, and I wasn’t going to risk him doing anything to her. I texted her, asking her to come to the office. When she arrived, I told her I wanted her to sit down so I could tell her something.

      She listened in silence, letting me get it all out before she shook her head.

      “You mean this guy is close enough to me that he is taking my photo?” she asked. Her face was white, and I nodded.

      “I’ve got a PI on the case, and he’s going to find out who this guy is. He can trace the IP address that the pictures came from and get a lead as to how to find him.

      She nodded, but her face was still ashen.

      “I think you should come to stay with me for a while,” I told her. She looked at me like I was crazy, but I continued. “You aren’t going to be safe at home alone anymore. They know where you live, and if they are watching you, then they also know when you are there alone. Whenever your brother leaves, you are vulnerable. My building has a doorman and a strict policy on visitors. You’ve seen it yourself. No one is getting in there that isn’t supposed to.”

      “But my building is secure entry too,” she protested weakly.

      “Yes, but anyone can pick a lock, Liz. I’d feel safer with the added security features of the doorman and desk security of my building. I want to know that you’re safe and I know that you will be with me.”

      “So now I’m going to be a prisoner in your home shuttled back and forth to work like the goddamn Queen of England?” she said, irritation slowly edging out the fear.

      “Listen, I know this sucks, and I am really sorry you are going through this because of me. I know you were only trying to help me, and I feel awful that this is what’s happened. But until I know for sure that this guy has been caught and taken care of, I need to keep you close to keep you safe. Please, Liz, don’t fight me on this.” She sighed. I knew how she felt about moving in with me at this point, but I didn’t trust anyone anymore. I didn’t want her to be alone, and David had already told me he was going to be leaving work early to go hang out with his girlfriend.

      He didn’t know about the pictures yet, and I didn’t want him to panic. If he wasn’t going to be home to watch over Liz until the whole thing was behind us, I wanted her with me.

      Not to mention, I would feel a lot better if I was the one who was in charge of keeping her safe anyway. She was in trouble because of me, and it was my job to get her out.

      “Come on, Liz. You know that I only want the best for you. We can go to your place after work, and you can get a few things, then you can stay with me for a while. We’ll make sure you get everything you need to be comfortable, okay?” I said. “But I really think it would be better for you to come with me than to risk you being on your own.”

      She sat in silence for a while, and I wasn’t sure if she had even been listening to me. I didn’t want to press, but I knew that was the only way I could get her to see things from my point of view.

      She had grown up in a big city, yes, but Phoenix was a far cry from New York. Things were different here, and she had to understand that. I wanted to protect her, and I was going to make sure I did that very thing. Moving in with me was the only way I could see that happening.

      Finally, she nodded.

      “Fine,” she said. “But I want to go to my place right after work. There are a few things I definitely will need to bring.”

      I breathed a silent sigh of relief.

      “Okay,” I said. “We’ll leave early.”
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      I left the office upset. I didn’t want to stay with Nick. I felt like such a baby, needing to be watched all the time, so nothing happened to me. I was pissed that my offer to help my friend had taken this turn, and I was even more annoyed with myself that even amid the current shits how, I didn’t feel right calling it all off.

      There was a part of me that wanted just to walk away and go home. To go back to Phoenix and let Nick handle his own problems. After all, he’d gotten himself into this mess with his childish stunts, why did I have to risk my life to get him out?

      On the other hand, Nick and I had history, and not just in the bedroom. We’d grown up together, and I’d seen him through some pretty awful shit. I couldn’t really blame him for some of the poor choices he made seeing as how his own father had blamed him for his mother’s suicide.

      I didn’t want to abandon him, but I didn’t want to die either. Was I overly dramatic? Did this guy really want to hurt me, or was he just pissed that I’d bruised his ego and Cassie had bruised his nuts? It didn’t seem like someone would go so far just for being slighted though. One menacing phone call maybe, but stalking and sending creepy photos of me out and about? The guy was clearly unhinged.

      I wanted to head back to my office and just be left alone. Jean, Angela, and Will clearly knew something was wrong, but they had been respectful of my privacy, and no one asked me what it was. I was grateful to them for that, though I was still worried about what it really meant for me.

      I hated being so stressed out all the time. I had told David very little about what was going on. I didn’t want him to worry about it too much. He knew that I had an interaction with the men at the club, and he knew that Nick had gotten an upsetting phone call.

      But he didn’t know nearly the extent of it or that I was afraid of going out alone. Especially now. Things were going on that were out of my control, and I didn’t feel like I would ever get the peaceful feeling back.

      David came around the corner and nearly ran into me. At first, he was going to crack a joke about me not watching where I was going, but when he saw the look on my face, he stopped in his tracks.

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      “I, I – I’m being stalked. Nick got so many photos of someone following me around, and he’s getting more phone calls, and I can’t be alone, and now he wants me to come to stay with him because he says that it’s not safe for me to be alone,” the words came rushing out of my mouth.

      The more I spoke, the harder it was to keep anything in the dark. I told David everything, and I could see with each new detail he learned, he was that much more pissed off.

      “What the hell! Liz! Why is this the first I hear of this? You should have told me that it had escalated. I’m going to kick Nick’s ass for getting you into this,” he snapped.

      “I told Nick I would do this for him, and we had no idea something like this would happen. And I don’t feel like I can leave because then he’s going to lose the company and I will feel terrible after all that he did for us. We were just talking about how we wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for him, and now I can’t just up and walk on him!” I sobbed.

      David was livid. He walked back and forth in front of me, clearly wanting to go into the office and punch Nick in the face. I’d seen the two of them fight before, but I’d never seen him this mad at our friend.

      “Why the hell didn’t you tell me about all this?” he snapped again. “You know I would have been there for you if you had.”

      “I didn’t want this to turn into that big of a deal,” I said. “I thought it would all just go away, or it might be a hoax or something. I didn’t know it was going to turn into all this, and then it was out of my hands, and I really didn’t know what to do!”

      “Come on,” David said.

      “Where are we going?” I asked. I didn’t want to get into another argument with Nick. But then, I didn’t want to go stay with him, either. I was afraid my brother was going to do something rash, but at the same time, I felt good knowing that he was there for me.

      He had always been someone I could count on, and now that he knew the full truth, he was going to step in and stand up for me. He had done it all through our lives. He didn’t give a fuck if Nick got caught in the crossfire.

      Someone had wronged his little sister, and now it was time for him to get involved.

      We marched right up to Nick’s office, ignoring the looks of several other colleagues along the way. They were clearly curious over what was going on, but with the way David was pushing past them, they all knew better than to say anything.

      David didn’t even bother knocking. He pushed the door open, and the two of us walked right in. Nick looked up in surprise when he saw us. He was on the phone, but he wrapped up the conversation and hung up as soon as he saw both of us standing over his desk.

      “What the hell have you gotten my sister into?” David snapped before Nick had the chance to say anything.

      “David,” Nick started, but my brother was too pissed to give him a chance to say anything.

      “How the hell do you live with yourself knowing that you put my sister in this much danger? I had no idea that she was going through this level of stress for you!” he snapped.

      “It wasn’t supposed to happen like this,” Nick shot back. “Do you really think I would intentionally put her in danger?”

      “I don’t care if it was intentional or not!” David said. “The fact of the matter is that she is in danger, and you are the one who hasn’t had the guts to call this off. I’m pretty fucking pissed to know that this has been going on right under my nose, and neither of you told me!”

      “I have it taken care of,” Nick said. “She’s going to be coming to stay with me for a while so I can keep an eye on her while we find who is behind this.”

      “The fuck she is! You are going to call off this whole thing right now!” David snapped. He slammed his hand down on Nick’s desk as he spoke, and I looked from one to the other of them. I still wanted to cry, but I felt better knowing that David was now aware of all that was going on.

      All I wanted was to feel safe again.

      “I can’t call it off, or I’m going to lose the company,” Nick said.

      “I don’t give a fuck what you lose Nick. My sister is more important to me than your goddamn company.” David shook his head.

      “I get that David, I really do. She’s important to me too. You have to know that. But if I lose the company, we all lose. You won’t have jobs; you won’t have the apartment. We’ll all have to go back to Phoenix pissed off and miserable,” Nick said.

      “You were the only one that was miserable back home dude,” David shot back. “We had a good life. We weren’t fucked up like you.”

      “David!” I scolded, horrified by my brother’s words. “Stop it right now. You don’t mean that.”

      The room had gone silent, and all of the air felt like it had been sucked out of it. David and Nick were staring at one another, nostrils flaring like bulls in the ring.

      I put my hand on David’s arm and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Nick is right. It’s not just him that would be affected if the company went under. It’s not even just us. It’s everyone out there in that office. It’s Jean, and Angela, and Candice. All of those people have lives and bills and mortgages. If the company goes under, so do all of them.

      David finally nodded and backed up a few steps. “You’re right; it’s not just about us. But I swear on my parents Nick, if anything happens to my baby sister because of you, I’ll fucking kill you. Best friend or not, you’re done. Do you understand me?”

      Nick nodded. “I’m going to fix this. I have a PI on the case, and he’s keeping track of everything that’s going on. We’re going to find out who this guy is, and we’re going to put an end to what he is doing to your sister. I’m not going to let a damn thing happen to Liz; you should know that” Nick replied.

      I could tell David was still pissed, but he wasn’t going to push the issue anymore. He couldn’t. I was an adult, and it was up to me to make the final decision. I didn’t have to break up with him, but I didn’t have to stay with him, either. I could put an end to the whole thing if I felt that I had to.

      And while there was that part of me that wanted to, there was the even bigger part of me that didn’t feel right about it. I knew that I should stay and work it out. As long as Nick was determined to keep me safe, I would be. I had no doubts about that.

      “Are you comfortable with staying with him and keeping this stupid charade up?” David asked me.

      It was so strange to me that he seemed to be able to read my thoughts. I sighed. I wasn’t sure what to say, so I merely nodded.

      “I’m not happy about this, don’t get me wrong, but I think we’re going to get it figured out, and when we do, we’re going to be able to move past this,” I said at last.

      “None of us are happy about this,” Nick chimed in. “But I think you should both know that there is no way in hell I would put Liz in any danger. She means too damn much to me and so do you, David.”

      “Well, you better get it fixed soon,” David said. “I’m not going to sit here and watch my sister go through hell just to help you out.”

      “I assure you both I am doing everything in my power to make this go away. As soon as I have a concrete lead, I can go to the police. Now that I have the pictures, it’s stalking, and that’s illegal.”

      “You better be,” David said. He looked like he wanted to say more, but there was little he could do. He knew that it was up to me to make the decision, and I did. I wasn’t happy, not in the slightest, but I trusted I was going to be a lot safer with Nick than I would be anywhere else.

      It was true; we didn’t have any idea if this guy was going to leave me alone if I were to break up with Nick. If he knew that I was close to him in any way, which he likely did consider all he knew about me, then he might continue to follow – and who knew what else he would do.

      The safest thing for me to do would be to stay with Nick at his place for a while until it was all sorted out.

      David turned and walked out of the office, and with a tired sigh, I followed. I didn’t want to stand and argue with Nick anymore, and I knew he was doing what he could to fix this right now.

      It didn’t help to know that we were both pissed off at him, and I didn’t want to make it harder for him to get to the bottom of things. I would go back to my department, and I would do my best to focus until I was finally done with the day.

      Then, we’d see what tomorrow would bring.
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      “Oh, fuck me, fuck me, baby! Fuck me!” I had my cock buried in Liz’s pussy, thrusting in and out of her, making her call my name. She was so tight around my cock, and I was pumping hard, pushing in and pulling out, making her my own.

      It reminded me of the last time we’d hooked up, and how I had taken her completely. I had been in charge of the entire situation, and I had thrived on that. Never had I thought I would like to be completely in control, but with Liz, things were different.

      I wanted to make her scream, I wanted her to feel me sliding in and out of her, but I wanted to be in control of when she was finally allowed to come. It was intense, and right now, I was in control once more.

      My hands were on her tits, my cock in her pussy. I pressed my lips to her neck, kissing her, nibbling at her, leaving little marks, letting the world know she belonged to someone. She belonged to me.

      She moaned on the bed, letting me pump myself into her, letting me take her like she couldn’t be taken by anyone else. I was the hunter. And I was hungry.

      She cried out as I pressed my cock into her hard. I wanted to hear her. The faster I moved, the more she would writhe on the bed beneath me, her tits bouncing with each thrust I delivered. Her pussy wet around my cock. She was a goddess, and I knew I was going to have a tough time when this whole thing came to an end.

      I didn’t even want it to. I could see myself with her long term. I knew I cared about her, and that I probably even loved her, but I was still terrified of the commitment.

      But I wasn’t afraid to make her mine in the bedroom. And I was going to do that as many times as I possibly could. I knew it was only temporary, but I wasn’t going to waste a second in the meantime.

      If I could possibly make her scream louder, I would. I was getting closer and closer to climax myself. I wanted to come at the same time as her because it felt amazing that way. I thrived when the two of us came together. Nothing felt better than her pussy squeezing my dick as I filled her with my load, giving her all that I had in me until it dripped out onto the bed below us. Nothing was better than the feeling of my own cum dripping around my cock as I stayed in her, holding her close to me as I started to grow soft within her.

      That was what I wanted to feel now. That was about to happen.

      Then, it was all gone.

      My eyes opened, and I realized that it had been nothing more than a dream I was having. A damn good dream it had been, but a dream, nonetheless. As the memories of what happened the day before came back to me, I remembered Liz wasn’t even in the apartment.

      She had stayed with me Thursday night, but she had insisted on sleeping on the couch. I knew she was still pissed off at me, and I didn’t want to make things worse, so I didn’t argue. But I had hoped things might smooth over during the stay, and we’d get back into our easy rhythm.

      Instead, she had gone to work with me on Friday; then she had told me she was going to stay with Cassie that night. I wasn’t happy about it, but I couldn’t force her to do something she didn’t want to do. I was going to protect her, or at the very least, I was going to do my best to protect her, but the fact of the matter was she was her own person.

      If she didn’t want to come to my apartment, it was her right to refuse, and I was just going to have to hope the security in Cassie’s graduate dorm was enough for her.

      But I was now horny. The dream was still fresh on my mind, and I was rock hard. I had been about to come, and I was going to finish the job now. Liz might not be there to ride me, but I could imagine her tight pussy around me as I stroked myself.

      I imagined her sitting on top of me, my cock sliding in and out of her as she bounced up and down. Her tits would still be bouncing, but I would get a better angle than when she was beneath me. She would have that look on her face that told me just how much she was being satisfied with my cock inside her.

      She would have her eyes closed, her mouth opened in the shape of an O, and I would be moving in and out of that tight, wet pussy as fast as she could bounce. It was so hot; I got myself off within seconds of thinking about it. I thought about how I would fill her again, I would give her my load, and she would smile at me, taking it all inside her.

      Feeling a little better after getting off, I laid in bed and stared at the ceiling. I wished that I’d been able to finish my dream, and now knew that I was going to be awake for a while. It was late.

      But, when I checked my phone, I could see that I missed a call from my PI. I wasn’t sure if he would take any of my calls this late, and I knew it was going to drive me crazy not being able to talk to him until morning.

      The best I could do was try to get some rest and see what happened in the morning. Perhaps he finally found something.

      

      “Hello?” Greg’s voice came through the phone.

      “It’s about time you called me back. What part of the end of Thursday didn’t you understand?” I asked.

      “I did my best, but I didn’t have anything for you,” he replied.

      “Do you now?” I prompted.

      “He sent you those emails from the dark web,” he said.

      “So you can’t trace him?” I asked, exasperated.

      “This guy knows what he’s doing, we’ll put it that way,” he said with a sigh. “I’m not going to give up, but I can tell you he knows how to hide, and he is taking steps to make sure they stay hidden.”

      I had an uneasy feeling in my stomach. “Do you think it would help to get the cops involved at this point?”

      I hoped the answer would be no, and I was glad when he confirmed that it wouldn’t help.

      “I’m using the best technology we have available. They’re going to tell you the same thing I just did,” he said with a sigh. “But that doesn’t mean this guy isn’t going to fuck up at some point.”

      That was one thing I really doubted. This guy was covering his tracks too well for me even to consider the fact he might slip up.

      “What do you suggest we do then?” I asked.

      “I would say to keep your girl with you no matter what. Until we know what this guy wants, there’s no reason for her to risk being out in the open. When you’ve got her with you, you know she’s safe,” he said.

      He was right. I told him I would call her right then and have her come back over, and he promised me he was going to get back on the trail. With a sigh, I checked the time. It was after nine in the morning, so I felt comfortable calling her without waking her too early.

      “Hello?” Liz asked, answering the phone after it rang just once.

      “Liz, I want you to come back over here,” I said.

      “Why?” she asked.

      “I called the PI this morning, and he said that he couldn’t trace the emails, either. I don’t feel comfortable with you out of my sight,” I told her.

      “I’m with Cassie, I’m fine,” she said.

      “No, you aren’t fine,” I said. “You need to get your shit, and you need to come back over here.” My tone left little room for argument. Or so I thought.

      “I’m fine,” she replied defiantly. “We aren’t even going to leave her apartment today, so what’s the big deal?”

      I knew she was still pissed off at me for getting her into this in the first place, but it was hard for me not to get pissed off at her in return. She wasn’t listening to me, and I was surprised she found it so easy to defy what I said. She was crying the day before in my office, but now she was refusing to come over.

      “Listen, Liz,” I said. “I’m doing my best to keep you safe, but the only way I can do that with absolute certainty is if I know where you are and what you are doing, and that means you’re going to have to come over here.”

      “You’re not in charge of me,” she said as though she was a two-year-old. “I’m going to have a lazy day here with Cassie, and I’m going to be fine doing it. You aren’t going to tell me what to do.”

      She hung up on me and I threw my phone to the bed in exasperation. I didn’t understand what she was doing, or how I was going to be able to take care of her when she wouldn’t come back.

      Couldn’t she see that I just wanted her to stay safe?
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      I walked ahead of Nick when we got to work on Monday morning. I had a feeling pretty much everyone in the office could sense the tension between us. Some of them had looked at my sympathetically, and some had sneered, figuring I was getting what I deserved for homing in on the boss so quickly. I didn’t really give a shit either way. I was just tired.

      I’d been at Nick’s apartment the entire day before, after feeling bad for being such a bitch to him on Saturday. I knew he wanted to take care of me, but hated being babysat, and I felt like that was exactly what was happening to me. My brother was checking in on me often, Cassie was checking in on me nearly as often, and Nick wanted me to be in his sight twenty-four seven.

      It was annoying, and I looked forward to when it would all be done and over with. But, with the news he got from the PI on Saturday, it didn’t sound like that was going to happen any time soon. I wanted to point out that I had been just fine at Cassie’s place, but I held my tongue.

      There wasn’t any reason to cause any more tension between us. He knew that David and I were both pissed, and I knew he felt bad for putting me in the position that he had. We were both stuck now, and he was trying to fix it.

      Yet, I was still upset because I was the one who had to deal with all the stress of looking over my shoulder. I had no idea what to expect, and I was the one who was targeted. It wasn’t fair.

      I got to my department to find Will had brought McDonald’s for breakfast. It was sweet of him to do, and I was glad that he did most mornings, but there was something about the smell of it right then that just turned my stomach. There was no way in hell I’d be able to eat it, and the more I was in the room with it, the sicker I felt.

      Then, nausea hit me harder than it had in a long time. I flew from my desk to the bathroom, barely making it to the toilet before vomiting. I hadn’t been that sick since a night in college mixing too many different kinds of liquor together at a frat party, and I clung to my stomach as I tried to stay upright.

      Great. I probably got food poisoning on top of all the other shit I’m dealing with right now. This is a really great way to start off a Monday, isn’t it? Fuck.

      There was no way I was going to be able to make it through the day being so nauseous, and the mere thought of going back into the office with the food on the table only made me vomit again. I had to go home. And that meant I had to talk to Nick.

      I splashed some water on my face and noted that my color was off. With a sigh, I swallowed my pride and headed back to Nick’s office. I knocked on the door a couple of times before entering, and he seemed surprised to see me back so soon.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, his voice laced with concern.

      “I’m sorry,” I told him. “But I’m really sick. I don’t know what happened, but it came on suddenly. Will brought breakfast for everyone, and the smell of it set me off.”

      “Yeah, your color doesn’t look all that great,” he said. “Do you need to go home?”

      I nodded. “I really would stay if I could, but the thought of doing anything with makes me want to run back to the bathroom. I must have gotten the stomach flu or something.”

      “I’ll call my security guy to come to get you,” he said.

      I wanted to tell him that it wasn’t necessary, and I would rather go back to my own apartment and just lie in bed all day, but I knew it was no use. He didn’t listen to me when I told him I wanted to be alone, so there was no way he was going to let me go home by myself now.

      “Okay,” I said. “Will you also do me a favor and go get my things from the other room? I don’t think I can walk past that food again without losing everything I have left in my stomach all over again.”

      He walked over to me and pressed his hand to my forehead. “You’re clammy,  but you don’t feel like you have a fever or anything.”

      “I’m sure I must have just eaten something that didn’t agree with me,” I said with a shrug. I hadn’t had anything for breakfast, and I really didn’t eat much the day before, either. I had been so tired all weekend; nothing had really sounded good to me.

      I nibbled on a few things when I was at Cassie’s, but the wine didn’t even sound appealing when she offered it. I’d mostly just eaten crackers and light things here and there. But there was no arguing with the fact that I was more nauseous than I had ever been in my entire life.

      Clearly, something hadn’t sat right.

      Nick walked out of the office, but he was quick to return with my things, and it wasn’t long before his security man was at the door.

      “I want you to take Liz home,” he said. “And I’ll pay you extra to sit with her today.”

      “That’s not necessary,” I tried to argue, but Nick gave me a look.

      “You are sick as a dog, and you know you can’t be alone right now. I’m not going to let you sit vulnerable in that apartment. I don’t care what you do with yourself, but you’re going to be doing it with someone there to watch you,” he said.

      “Fine,” I said with a shrug. I felt too sick and tired to even argue with him anymore. I turned to follow the security guard through the door, but I was once again hit with intense nausea. Running as fast as I could to the bathroom, I got sick all over again.

      It didn’t make any sense to me, but I was just eager to get home. At this point, I just wanted to crawl into bed and forget about the day. Sleep was what I needed more than anything, and I knew I was going to be back to my old self.

      I told David I was leaving sick on my way by, and he told me to call if I needed anything.

      “Are you going to Nick’s place?” he asked, and I nodded.

      “He’s going to have the security guard supervise me today,” I told him.

      “Good, I don’t want you to be alone, either,” David said.

      I wanted to argue with him, too, but ever since he had heard I was being stalked, he had gotten as bad as Nick with me being with someone at all times.

      He was freaked out about the whole thing, and he wasn’t going to let me out of his sight, either, if he could help it. He trusted Nick was going to watch me when I wasn’t at our place, and I could go to Cassie’s, but that was about it.

      With a nod, I followed the guard out the door and into the car. He then drove me back to the apartment to rest for the day. I knew the key code on the door, and I let us both in, then I gave him a look.

      “You can sit out here and watch tv, or you can eat something, or you can do anything you want to do, but I’m not in the mood to talk, and I’m just going to lay on the couch,” I told him.

      “Do whatever you want. Nick just told me to stay and keep you company,” he said.

      “Okay,” I said. “Great.”

      I turned something on the tv, and I ignored the guard for the whole day. He was on his phone and did various things around the house, but I was too sick to really talk to him.  I had to run to the bathroom several times during the morning, and I was certain it was going to get worse before it got better.

      But, by late afternoon, I was feeling a lot more human again. I even thought I would be able to make it back to the office the next day. I wasn’t dreading Nick getting home as much as I thought I would be, and I was more than ready to let the guard get out of my hair.

      He was a nice enough guy, but I didn’t want to talk, and having someone in the apartment. I didn’t know very well wasn’t how I wanted to spend a sick day.

      Nick got off early to come see me, and he brought soup and juice.

      “I thought you might want something light after you were sick, but if you don’t feel up to it don’t feel obligated,” he said.

      “I think that actually does sound good,” I told him. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll heat it up, and you get in bed,” he said.

      “Really, I’m feeling a lot better than I was this morning. I’m sure I’m going to make it to work tomorrow, and you don’t have to baby me anymore,” I tried to protest.

      All my arguments turned out to be pointless, however. He wasn’t going to let me argue with him now that he was home, and since the guard was gone, I felt more comfortable in less clothing. After I took off my bra and changed into an oversized t-shirt, I crawled into bed in Nick’s room and waited for him to bring the soup.

      “I thought we could do nothing and watch movies tonight,” he said when he appeared with the steaming liquid. “What do you say?”

      “I think that sounds great,” I said with a grin. “Get a little bit of normal back into our lives.”

      “Just like old times, right?” he said with a smile. He turned on the tv and let me pick something to watch, and for the first time in a while, I felt relaxed. It was as though we were back to being good friends, able to hang out and not worry about the cloud of doom that was hanging over my head.

      I was feeling better enough to eat the soup, and I felt better still when I finally got the rest of it in my stomach.

      “I’m sure that wasn’t anything more than the stomach flu,” I told Nick as I handed him the bowl. “I’ll be right as rain in the morning.”

      “But tonight, we don’t have to worry about that,” he said with a smile. “Tonight, we’re just going to hang out and pretend like there’s nothing in the whole world bothering us.”

      “Just like we were kids again,” I said with a tired smile.

      “That’s right,” he said with a bright grin I hadn’t seen in a while. “Just like we were kids again.

      I closed my eyes and laid back on the pillow, trying to rid myself of all the stress that was still pounding behind my eyelids. I could pretend we were kids again, just for a while. It was all I wanted to do, really.

      If we were kids again, we wouldn’t have any of these issues, and we could just be friends again without worrying about what was going on in the outside world.

      Tonight, that was all I wanted, and tomorrow, I could worry about the shit that was going down around us again. It was relaxing, and for the first time in a while, I felt truly happy.

      And I drifted off into a heavy sleep.
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      I woke up to Liz throwing my arm off her. We had both fallen asleep in my bed the night before, and I found it remarkable how much I just wanted to be there cuddling with her. Sure, I would have taken sex if it was on the table, but I didn’t feel deprived because we just cuddled all night.

      It felt good to have her body pressed up against mine, and I was glad for the chance to just hold her. I was glad she had eaten the soup, too. She hadn’t looked so good to me when I’d had her leave the day before, and I was worried she was truly sick with something.

      But she did look a million times better by the time I got home, and the fact she ate the soup made me feel like she really was on the mend. But, as she now ran to the bathroom, I sat up in bed. I could hear her retching, and immediately, I was concerned.

      I waited it out, not wanting to press her if she was feeling sick all over again. I would have gone in to see if she needed anything, but I knew how it was when I felt like shit. The last thing I wanted was for someone to come in and ask me questions.

      She would be out soon enough, and I would be able to talk to her then.

      After a few minutes, I didn’t hear anything. I was about to get up and check on her when the door opened and she walked out, dragging her hand over her mouth and looking miserable.

      “Are you doing alright?” I asked. “Clearly sick again.”

      “I’m not sure what’s going on with me,” she said with a sigh. “I thought I would be well enough to go to work today. I felt just fine last night, but this morning I’m feeling every bit as shitty as I did yesterday.”

      “Maybe you overdid it with the food last night,” I suggested. “I should have known that you could only eat a bit after you were sick all day.”

      “It doesn’t make sense. I felt a lot better when I was done with the food, but now I feel awful again,” she sat on the bed and laid back down, her hands shaking as she pulled the blanket up over herself. “I’m sorry. I might feel better in a few minutes.”

      “Why don’t you just chill out for another day,” I suggested. “I can get someone to come to hang out with you again and cover your work, too. I don’t want you to overdo when you’re feeling like this, and it might make you get better faster if you don’t try to push yourself.”

      She sighed. I could see in her face she didn’t want to be left with someone again all day, but she also didn’t want to go to work. She was pale, and I could see the clamminess to her skin all over again. With a sigh, I put my hand over her forehead.

      “You still don’t feel like you have a fever if you ask me,” I told her. “You feel clammy.”

      “I feel sick is what I feel,” she said. Her eyes were closed, but she was only in bed for a few moments before she got up and headed straight for the bathroom all over again. I sighed. I hated that she felt this way, and I couldn’t do anything to fix it for her.

      I wanted to wrap her up in a blanket and take care of her all day myself, but there was no way I could take the day off from the office. I was going to have to go in, at least for a few hours. And, if I did that, I knew I was going to end up staying most of the day.

      That was just how things went for me, and I didn’t have the luxury of ignoring it. I had to take care of the company. Shit, I had been going through a lot of hell recently for that place, I couldn’t let it go down the drain now because Liz had a bit of a stomach ache.

      She came back out of the bathroom and climbed back into bed, and I smiled. “I’m going to get this taken care of for you. I’ll send someone who can keep to themselves out in the other room, and you can hang out in here with the tv all day. Don’t worry about talking to them or anything, alright?”

      “That would be ideal,” she moaned. “I felt like shit all day yesterday, and there was no way I was going to be able to talk to that security guy. I felt bad about it, but I really didn’t have it in me.”

      “No one blames you for that,” I assured her. “He doesn’t care, and I’m glad you had someone here with you.”

      “I’m going to make sure your work is also covered, so you aren’t going to be faced with a shit show when you do feel well enough to come back in, okay?” I added, and she just nodded. She looked like she was fighting the urge to head back to the bathroom, and I carefully got off the bed without shaking it too much.

      I got ready for work in silence. If she didn’t feel well enough to talk to anyone, I didn’t want to make her try to talk to me, either. She needed her rest, and I was sure in the next day, or so she would be back to her old self.

      She had to have overdone with the soup the night before, and it was just too much too soon on her stomach. Tonight, I would bring her something much lighter, and she could sip on half of that, then tomorrow I was sure she would feel a million times better than she did right now.

      After getting ready for work, I told her to have a good day and slipped out the door. I knew she would be supervised, and I could focus on work, but she was on my mind the entire drive down to the office.

      I just wanted her to feel better, and for all the shit we were dealing with to go away. I knew it was just a matter of time before it all worked out for us, but at the moment, it was stressful.

      I was surprised when I got to my office. I didn’t expect Greg to be there, and I really didn’t expect him to have a broad smile on his face when he saw me. He walked up to me and offered his hand, and I looked him in the eye as I shook it.

      “I’m assuming you have good news,” I said.

      “Best yet. We got the guy,” he said with a grin.

      “What?” I asked, completely shocked. “How did you manage that?”

      “I told you I was good at what I did, and I just kept at it. I found him. He’s just some bored prick with a few other misdemeanor charges. I’m guessing he’s getting his rocks off by harassing and stalking you. But there are a couple of assault charges from when he was a minor so that in itself is concerning enough,” Greg said with a grin.

      I felt relief wash over me. This was the best news I could have possibly asked for, and I wanted to call Liz and tell her right then. But I motioned for Greg to follow me into my office where we could talk with more privacy. He was all smiles as he sat down.

      “So, what you’re saying is that we aren’t taking this guy to be dangerous?” I asked him, hoping for the best confirmation possible. He nodded.

      “The assault charges were nothing more than classroom fights. It seems these days he gets off on scaring people, but he hasn’t been known to be violent. I guess when you have nothing else to do with your life, you have to do something that makes you feel important,” Greg shrugged.

      “So what are the next steps? Even if he isn’t going to do anything to her, I know she doesn’t want to be followed around with someone taking her picture and spreading threats,” I asked.

      “The next thing you are going to do is get the paperwork filled out,” Greg said as he pulled some papers out of his jacket. “These are going to your lawyer, and you are going to file a complaint against him for stalking, and that will go to the police.”

      “What will that lead to?” I asked.

      “He’s going to be charged. With all the information we have on him, along with the shit that he’s sent you, there’s no way he’s going to come out of this without some level of charges against him,” he assured me.

      “Is he going to be locked up?” I asked.

      “I can’t tell you for sure what’s going to happen there, but I can tell you that Liz isn’t going to have to worry about this anymore. Either he’s going to be put in jail, or he’s going to get some sort of restraining order filed against him or something. But she’s going to be able to move on with her life and not have to worry about some creep taking her picture or anything. I’m sure she’s going to be relieved to hear that,” Greg slapped the table as he spoke and grinned.

      “I want to call her right now, but she’s not feeling well today,” I said. I was looking over the paperwork, eager to get it filled out and sent to my lawyer. I knew he was good, and he was going to push for this to go through as soon as possible. He knew how much stress this was all causing me, and I would pay him well to make it his priority.

      “I hope she feels better, but as far as you are concerned, you need to make sure that is filled out by the end of today. Right now, we need to act quickly to get this all taken care of. I don’t want this guy flying the coop again,” Greg told me.

      “I’m going to have this for you before lunch time,” I assured him. “I’m not going to waste another second of my life on that creep or let him do anything else to Liz. This is bullshit, and I’m quite frankly sickened that it dragged on for this long.”

      “Me too,” Greg said. He rose and shook my hand once more. “Do what you need to do, and let’s get this put behind you both.”

      “I can promise you, I will,” I said. He nodded and left, closing the door behind him. There was a pen on my desk, and I picked it up to fill out the forms right away. Once I was done, I sat back in my chair for a moment, shaking my head in disbelief. I couldn’t believe after all we’d been through recently; it was finally coming to an end.

      Liz was going to be thrilled when she found out, and I was finally able to turn my attention back to the company and this wedding. It was all coming back around the way I wanted it to, and things were going to be okay.

      Once Liz felt better, I knew things were really going to start to get back to normal, and we could put all this stress and tension behind us. I was just glad to be able to tell her that she was going to be safe and she didn’t have to worry anymore.

      But it also meant that she wouldn’t be forced to stay with me any longer either and could go back to her apartment with David. Something about that made me feel hollow inside.

      I closed my eyes and leaned my head back on the back of my office chair. I had to fight through the emotions bubbling up in my gut. I couldn’t put my feelings on Liz, not so soon after she’d had to deal with this bullshit stalker.

      No, I would give her a couple of hours to rest, then I’d tell her the good news.

      And keep the fact that I was in love with her to myself.
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      I picked at the food on my plate, trying not to think about how sick the thought of eating was making me. Cassie was sitting across from me, looking at me with compassion in her eyes. She knew how I felt as I’d told her everything.

      The fact of the matter was that I had been sick every day the past week. Monday was the first, then Tuesday. But, when the sickness subsided on Tuesday and was back Wednesday morning, I had a feeling I was pregnant. It was morning sickness I was going through; it was the only thing that made sense in my mind.

      I’d done the math, and I was late for my period. Not too much, only by about a week now, but that was late enough. And I’d been on the pill, but I knew that it was only 99% effective. Of course, I’d be the one percent failure. I had all of the symptoms so far, but I couldn’t bring myself to confirm the news. I knew it was stupid, but I just couldn’t do it. I told myself I had time yet.

      It was the reason I told Cassie that I wanted to meet her midafternoon for lunch if she could. If I had met her sooner, there would be no way that I would be able to touch food and keep it down. Mornings were the hardest times.

      But that wasn’t the worst of things.

      I hadn’t told Nick that I was still getting sick. He thought that I was better Wednesday, and he hadn’t really given it another thought since then. He had come home Tuesday, thrilled to tell me that they had caught the guy and he was going to be pressing charges, but I was feeling better by then, and I decided I wasn’t going to tell him my fears.

      I tried to reason that I couldn’t really tell him if I didn’t know for sure myself, but that was a total copout. I needed to confirm whether I was pregnant or not, and I needed to tell Nick. But I was terrified. I knew he cared about me, but a baby was the biggest kind of commitment you could ask for, and I didn’t know how he would react to the news.

      I thought the best person to talk to would be Cassie. She was so much better at being practical about things than I was, and I knew she would give me an honest answer. And she did.

      “You have to take a test,” she told me. “That’s the only way you’re going to know for sure; then you can decide what you’re going to do.”

      “I’m scared it’s going to be positive,” I replied, and she shrugged.

      “I don’t know what you want me to tell you, but you’re not going to know unless you do, and this isn’t something that’s going to go away if you ignore it. You’ve got to find out for sure so you can figure out what next steps will be,” she told me. “You look like you really would rather be doing just about anything right now than dealing with that food in front of you,” she said sympathetically.

      “I feel sick at the thought of eating it, but then not eating makes it worse,” I said with a miserable sigh. “And I’m not sure how to get a test with the security following me. The last thing I need is for them to see what I’m buying, then go tell Nick.”

      “Yeah, why is security still following you by the way? I thought they caught the loser who was harassing you?” Liz asked.

      “They did, but until he is formally charged and either sentenced or given a restraining order, Nick wants me protected. The cops don’t think he’s a major threat, but Nick says better safe than sorry,” I rolled my eyes.

      Liz nodded thoughtfully. “I have to say I agree with him.”

      “Traitor,” I stuck my tongue out at her.

      I picked at the food, and Liz sighed. “I know it sucks, but you’re going to have to figure this out. The sooner you have an answer, the sooner you’re going to be able to figure out how to tell Nick.”

      “I’m terrified about what he’s going to say, and even more terrified about my brother. He’s going to be so pissed. He was sure we were just portraying ourselves as a thing, he didn’t know that we really were sleeping together,” I replied.

      “He didn’t know back in the day, either. I’m not saying that he’s not going to be pissed, but this isn’t really something that he has any say in. You are an adult, and you have the choice to sleep with whoever you want,” Cassie replied. “Don’t let the fear of what your brother or anyone else says stop you from taking care of yourself.”

      “I don’t know,” I sighed again. I knew she was right, and I could see how bad she felt for me. It had been difficult enough keeping up with all the stress that had been going through my life recently as it was, adding a baby into the mix was only going to make things harder.

      And, I didn’t know how Nick would feel. He was always so adamant about the fact he never was going to settle down with anyone, and though I thought I got glimpses of him changing his mind over the past month, that didn’t change the fact he never expressed wanting to have kids, or have us be a real thing.

      I knew he thought it was going to be over when he was secure with the investors, but now he was going to be tied to me forever in one way or another. I didn’t know how he would react. Hell, I didn’t know how I was going to react, either. I couldn’t even imagine what it would be like to see a positive test.

      “Well, I do know,” Cassie said simply. “You are going to find a way to get rid of the guard; then you are going to get a test and take it. Do it right there in the store if you have to, just find out the truth about your condition, then you can decide what to do next.”

      I nodded. I knew she was right, and I was going to have to find out sooner rather than later. This wasn’t going to go away, and if I was pregnant, it was important for me to be seeing a doctor and taking care of myself.

      “Alright,” I said.

      “I’ve got to get back to class, but call me and tell me when you take the test,” Cassie told me. “I want to know exactly what it says as soon as you know.”

      “I’ll text you,” I promised. She got up and walked out, leaving me with my salad. I looked around the room. The security guard was sitting over at the bar, flirting with some young girl, and I knew that was my chance. He wasn’t paying any attention to me, and I could easily slip out behind Cassie.

      I made the move to ditch my guard, my heart racing the entire time. I didn’t know what he would say if he saw me trying to get away from him, though he did know that I didn’t want him to follow me around all day, every day. Nick was the one who insisted, and he was paying the man well to do it.

      I was surprised how easy it was to ditch the guy while he was distracted by the pretty bartender. He had no idea I was gone, and soon enough, I had rounded a corner and was on my way to the nearest convenience store. I was just going to go in, get the test and take it, but I suddenly felt nervous all over again.

      There were so many fears that were running through my mind; I didn’t know what to do. What would Nick say? What would David say? I hoped to God that I wasn’t really pregnant, and this was just a weird case of the flu, and I wouldn’t have to deal with any of it. But I knew better.

      I finally worked up the courage to go in and grab a test. There were a few other people in the store, but I didn’t make eye contact with any one of them. I didn’t want them to look at me with that pity in their eyes, the look that told me they knew that I’d made a mistake.

      I didn’t want to make any small talk with the man behind the counter, either. I just wanted to have my answer so I could take the next step, whatever that was going to be.

      There were women that I’d heard of that never told the father about the child. I didn’t know if it was possible for me to do that with our arrangement. But, I didn’t know how I was going to tell him, either.

      “Please, God! Please, please, please, please, please,” I muttered to myself as I took the test in the bathroom. I prayed silently that the second pink line wasn’t going to appear, and my heart sank as it did.

      It wasn’t faint, either. There was no denying or questioning the fact that there were two bright, bold pink lines. I was pregnant. My entire world was coming crashing down around me, and I had no idea what to do.

      How was I going to be a mother? What was Nick going to say? Would he want the baby, or would he just give me money out of a sense of responsibility? And what about my family? I knew my mom and dad had wished that Nick and I would get together for real, but I was sure a baby out of wedlock wasn’t exactly what they’d had in mind.

      And then there was David. He was barely over the fact that Nick had inadvertently put me in danger. He would flip his shit to find out his best friend had been fucking his little sister and had knocked her up. What a mess I’d gotten myself into.

      And was I going to end up the single mother? I had been on top of my game. How was I going to keep up with a career if I was going to be taking care of a baby on top of it? An there was no way I could hide this from Nick? Oh God, how was I going to tell him?

      The questions flew through my mind, and I had a hard time following any one of them. I knew Nick was going to freak out. Hell, I was freaking out. I was going to have to figure this out, and I didn’t know where to even begin. I had been in tougher situations in my life, but then again, nothing was so life-changing as this.

      I would now be raising a child, and that meant my life was no longer just my own.

      By the time I managed to get myself out of the bathroom, I was crying. I didn’t want to make eye contact with anyone in the store, but I still glanced around as I slipped through the bathroom door. I headed for the exit, taken aback when I suddenly realized the guys from the club were there.

      I didn’t feel threatened by them any longer. Nick had told me what he learned, and I didn’t think they would try anything in public anyway. With the charges pending, he would have to be really stupid to try anything.

      But I noticed that they were following me when I walked out the door. And they continued to follow me when I turned onto the sidewalk and rounded the building. I suddenly felt like an idiot for ditching the security guard, and panic started to set in.

      I wasn’t sure if I should scream, or if I was just paranoid. I sensed they were behind me, but I didn’t know if they had it in them to actually do anything. I had to get out of there, and I just wanted them to leave me alone.

      Breaking into a run, I hoped that would be enough to get them to give up the chase. But they also started running. I could hear them behind me, and I wasn’t going to stop and look. I didn’t know what they would do, and I didn’t want to stop to find out.

      I tried to round the corner of the next store, hoping to find someone who would be willing to help me. But, at that moment, I felt a blow to the back of my head, and I fell, hard. I knew I’d scraped my hands and knees on the pavement, but that was the last thing I remembered before everything faded to black.
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      I paced back and forth in my living room, my mind spinning. I was so pissed at the entire world; I didn’t even know what to do. I was freaking out, as were Cassie and David.

      The three of us were at my place trying to figure out what had happened to Liz. I knew she was going to have lunch with her best friend, but none of us had seen or heard from her since that afternoon. I found out about it when Cassie told me she hadn’t heard from Liz and was trying to get a hold of her, and when I tried myself, I didn’t have any luck, either.

      The security guard told me that she had ditched him at the restaurant. He was trying to give her the space to have some privacy with her friend, and he didn’t even have his back turned from her for five minutes, and she was suddenly gone.

      I wasn’t sure whether to believe him or not, but I fired him on the spot. He shouldn’t have had his back turned on her at all as far as I was concerned. The entire reason that I had hired him was for him to watch her, not turn his back on her.

      But then, there were so many other questions I had. The first thing I did was to hire my PI all over again. I knew he would have the best chance of figuring out what had happened to her, and he had come up with a lead. It wasn’t the best lead in the world, but it was a lead, nonetheless.

      He found that she had gone into a convenience store not far from the diner where they had been eating lunch. She bought a pregnancy test, and when she left the store, several men had followed her.

      I had nearly passed the fuck out when he had mentioned the pregnancy test. The sickness the past few mornings suddenly made a whole lot of sense. Jesus, Liz was pregnant with my baby, and now she was missing and possibly in danger. Why hadn’t she told me?

      I would have been there for her. I knew it would be different than what we had planned, but there was no way in hell I wasn’t going to be there for her and our child. But with my past and the fact that I had reiterated time and again that our arrangement was just a business agreement I could see why she would be afraid to tell me.

      I felt all of the progress of the past few days slide away. We had thought we were in the clear after we had filed the paperwork on the guy who’d been stalking her. Had we been mistaken to think that he wasn’t a threat? I was both furious and terrified at the same time. And David staring daggers at me with his fists clenched at his sides wasn’t helping my frame of mind. “How many times did I tell you that you had to take care of her?” he demanded. “How many times did I tell you that you needed to call off this little game, and the next thing I know, she’s been kidnapped?” he practically shouted at me.

      “I’m so sorry that this happened!” I argued. “You know I would never do anything that would intentionally put her in danger!”

      “But you did it anyway! You knew there was shit going down, and you knew there were people out there who were after her, but yet you insisted that your company was important enough to keep up this charade. You should have called it off when you had the chance, now for all we know she could be dead somewhere!” he snapped.

      “This arguing isn’t going to do anything for getting her back,” Cassie said, trying to be the voice of reason. “Greg said that she had been to that convenience store, and the last time anyone saw her was when she left. I’m guessing that those men must have been after her for some reason, and we need to figure out what that was.”

      “We need to figure out where they are first of all,” David said. “We have to get my sister back, who cares what the fuck they wanted!”

      “I care!” I said. “If we know why they did this, then we’re going to know how to get her back!”

      “Yeah, you and your thoughts have been a real asset so far, haven’t they?” he snapped. “I think you might need to take the back seat on this and let someone who can actually take care of her and bring her home take charge.”

      “What the fuck are you saying?” I snapped.

      “The more you argue, the longer it’s going to be before we can get to Liz. I think she needs us more right now than either one of you needs to be right,” Cassie scolded.

      I sighed. I knew Cassie was right, and though I was pissed off at her, too, I knew she was there to support what was happening. I wanted to blame her along with the security guard for not taking care of Liz properly.

      Though we had thought we were in the clear with the stalker, I had made it abundantly clear that Liz was never to be alone until the guy had been charged or a restraining order had been served. Now because everyone had gotten lazy, Liz was missing. And so was my baby.

      I’d hated making that phone call to David, but I knew I was going to need him there if we were going to get Liz back. We had to get everyone possible involved if we were going to have a chance of getting through this, but I still blamed myself ultimately for putting her in this position in the first place.

      If she was pregnant, that was even on me. I had been the one who had come onto her. Of course, she was right there with me, but I hadn’t told her that I would be there for her if she got pregnant. Of course, it was a risk that we both knew we were taking when we were having sex, but it wasn’t something that I really thought was going to happen to us.

      I was sure it was safe. We were going to solve the issue with my investors, and life would go back to normal. I didn’t expect her to get pregnant, and I didn’t expect her to get stalked or kidnapped by anyone, either.

      Then again, I was also surprised at the fact I hadn’t heard from any of the kidnappers. This guy clearly knew what he was doing, and if he wanted money or something like that, why had he taken so long to get a hold of me?

      Clearly, he could contact me. Either he could do it through the dark web like he had before, or he could get my number like he had before. I wasn’t sure how he was doing any of this, I just knew that he was, and he could do it again if he pleased.

      None of it made any real sense to me. The guy had petty schoolroom fights and minor stalking and harassment charges. Nothing that indicated kidnapping and nothing that indicated his behavior would escalate to the point of actually grabbing a woman on the street. But maybe it wasn’t him. Maybe it was one of the guys with him. But what was the point if they hadn’t even contacted me for ransom or anything. That fact alone, made my blood run cold.

      And how come no one on the street had helped her?

      There were a lot of people around; surely someone had seen her being pursued by the men. Someone had to have been available to do something, but it didn’t seem to me like anyone had. To me, it seemed that the whole world had just passed on by, letting her get kidnapped and taken to God only knew where.

      And the rest of us were left to try to figure it out on our own. I was so sick to my stomach, and I wanted real answers. I wanted to find out from Cassie what was really going on that afternoon, and why the hell Liz would want to ditch her security.

      But Cassie had even denied knowing anything about a possible pregnancy, so I knew there was little chance I was going to get any truth out of her. I could tell by the look in her eyes when she told me she didn’t know anything she was lying. Of course, she was going to protect her best friend.

      She didn’t know if Liz was pregnant or not, and she didn’t want to bring that up in case she wasn’t. I had to admit that I would likely do the same thing if I were in her position. I could figure out the truth about the pregnancy later. Hell, there were a lot of things I could figure out later. But for now, I was just going to try to get Liz back.

      I would stop at nothing until we found out who these people were, and what they wanted if it was money, then fine. I’d pay up. I’d find a way to catch them in the process and make sure they were locked up for what they did, but I wasn’t going to let another moment pass without doing anything in my power to bring Liz home.

      And I knew David felt the same. I wasn’t sure if he was ever going to let me be his friend again, but I knew he loved his sister more than anything, and he would stop at nothing until he brought her home. Cassie, too, though I didn’t know her well, I knew she would do anything to see Liz safe.

      My PI was out there, and I could only trust that he was doing all that he could to find these people and bring me the information as fast as possible. Time was of the essence now, and we all knew it. But we were stuck at the moment, having to wait until we had something more to go on. The cops wouldn’t even consider her missing until it had been twenty-four hours. I felt helpless.

      I knew it was only a matter of time before we got something, but it still felt like an eternity to me. I wanted Liz back, more than I even cared about the company anymore. As long as she was safely back home, things would be okay again.

      I didn’t care what we had to go through to make it happen, and I didn’t care about any of the obstacles we would face if she were pregnant. All I cared about was Liz. Her laugh, her smile, and the way she made me feel when she was in the same room.

      She had to come home, unhurt and whole. Greg would just need to give me a location, and I would head there myself in a heartbeat. I didn’t care what sort of risk I’d be taking.

      Liz was out there somewhere scared and alone, and I wouldn’t rest until I brought her home.
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      I was locked in a room of some kind. I wasn’t sure where I was, but I knew I was in an apartment. I wasn’t sure what day it was, either, if I was perfectly honest. Or even the time. There were no windows in the room, and I was fairly certain I was in a basement, but I didn’t get any response by screaming for help.

      My captors informed me I better shut up or they were going to shut me up, and I didn’t want to piss them off. I recognized the one as the guy from the club – the guy that Cassie had kicked in the balls. He seemed to be the one calling the shots, and as far as I knew, he was in charge.

      But he didn’t talk to me much. None of them did. They told me to shut up, and they would bring me a bit of food or water now and then, but that was about the extent of it. I didn’t know how long I was even out. I had been hit hard, and I now worried about the baby.

      Sure, I might not have known what I wanted to do with the baby when I found out I was pregnant, but now my first instinct was hoping that my child was okay and vowing all kinds of murderous things against these assholes if there was something wrong.

      I hoped Nick was looking for me. I had to have been out long enough for them to know that something was wrong. I had been so stupid actually to ditch the security detail, and I couldn’t believe how I was paying for it now. I really thought I would be okay to go get that test, but now, I wasn’t even sure if I was going to get out of this alive.

      I heard someone at the door, and immediately, I stiffened. I wasn’t sure who it was going to be, but I had a feeling it was going to be Rico as they were calling him. He was the intimidator, and he would stop in to threaten me with all kinds of terrible things every now and then, as though I could forget where I was or the situation I’d found myself in.

      Of course, I did my best to not listen to him. I tried to ignore him when he would walk in the room, but that seemed to piss him off further. I wasn’t sure what his limit was, or if he was really the kind of man who would strike a woman, but I didn’t want to risk it, so I was careful not to push my luck too far.

      I just wanted to go home, and I wasn’t sure what I was going to have to do to get that. I tried begging, crying, and telling them that I had family, but they didn’t listen. All Rico talked about was himself, telling me to shut up every now and then, and threatening me with the things that he could do.

      I cringed when he walked back into the room. Of course, it would be him. He was the ringleader, wasn’t he? No one else was going to come in and see the prize that he had stolen off the street; he was going to come in here and tell me just what he was going to do if I made any noise.

      And damn, did I ever want to make noise.

      “You’re awake,” he said with a sadistic smile on his face. “You were asleep the last time I was in here, and I wasn’t sure if I should wake you just to remind you of things.”

      I said nothing. I hated the thought of being in the room with such a person when I wasn’t sure what they were going to do to me. Of course, there was no getting out of this room without the key, and though he hadn’t touched me, that didn’t make me feel any less violated.

      The mere fact that he had looked at me without my being awake was enough to make me want to murder him. I just wanted to go home, and he didn’t seem to care about any of that.

      But now, I realized that he had a phone in his hand. My heart leaped to my throat. Maybe we were finally getting somewhere, and he was going to let me go. I knew he was after something, but I didn’t know what it was. He didn’t seem to know Nick personally, but everyone knew that Nick had money, and it wasn’t hard for me to guess that’s what he was after.

      But I wasn’t sure how much. Of course, Nick was a multi-millionaire, but that didn’t help me much with how much someone might require of him to get me out, or if he would even be willing to go through with a ransom. I tried not to make eye contact, trying to only focus on my thoughts, but Rico walked right over to the bed I was sitting on, and he knelt down so he could look me in the eye.

      “You said you want to get out of here, yes?” he asked.

      Now, he had my attention. I looked at him with wide eyes and nodded fiercely.

      “More than anything, can you please just let me go?” I begged. “I want to go home.”

      “I know you do, but you see, it’s not that simple,” he said. “You see, there are things I want to do in life, too, but I’m not able to do them without money. And your boyfriend, well, he has money.”

      “Are you saying that you’re going to ransom  me?” I asked.

      “That’s exactly what I’m telling you,” he said with another grin. “But you see, I’m not sure your boyfriend is going to believe me when I tell him that you are here. So, what we are going to do is call him. I’m going to tell him what I want, and you are going to confirm that you are here, and he needs to give me what I want if he ever wants to see you alive again.”

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      “Seventy-five thousand dollars,” he said.

      I knew that the amount of money was a drop in the bucket to Nick, and I was reasonably sure he’d pay it. But that didn’t mean Rico would stick to his word and let me go once he got it. What was to stop him from killing me anyway so that I couldn’t identify him?

      If I was a dead woman anyway, I didn’t figure it hurt to ask.

      “How do I know you’re going to let me go once you have the money?” I asked.

      Rico flashed me a smile that I wanted to slap off of his face and shrugged. “You don’t know sweetheart. You’re just going to have to trust me.”

      I tried my best to stop the hysterical laughter that was bubbling up in my throat. I was tired, I was terrified, and I was pissed. And I was on the verge of losing my damn mind.

      “What’s so fucking funny?” Rico asked, his face darkening in anger.

      I shook my head and put my hand to my mouth to stop the giggle that had escaped from my mouth. “Nothing, I swear. Nothing. I’m just tired, and I want to go home. Please just let me go home,” I said, the fear beginning to creep back in.  “Let’s find out what your fiancé has to say,” he replied. He dialed the phone, and as soon as Nick’s voice was on the other end of the line, I burst into tears.

      “Yes, I’ve got someone here I’m sure you would like to talk to,” Rico was saying. He shoved the phone in my hands, and I put it to my ear.

      “Nick,” I said.

      “Liz! Where the hell are you? Are you okay?” Nick asked quickly.

      “I need you to do something for me,” I sobbed.

      “Anything, baby, I’ll do anything for you,” he said.

      “They want money. You’re going to have to bring them money, so they let me go. I’m afraid they’re going to hurt me if you don’t bring it, please do what he says!” I was crying, and I knew I wasn’t making much sense, but I was doing my best. It was hard for me to talk to Nick with Rico staring at me, but I could hear in Nick’s voice that he would give this guy anything he wanted to get me back.

      “How much are they asking?” he asked.

      Before I had the chance to answer Rico grabbed the phone from me, putting it back to his ear and taking over the conversation.

      “Seventy-five thousand dollars. You are going to bring it in cash, and you aren’t going to bring the cops or anything like that. If I see cops, the bitch dies. If I am shorted even one dollar, the bitch dies. If you want to try and play any games with me, the bitch dies. Do you understand what I’m saying to you?” he asked.

      “You better not touch her; I swear to God!” Nick snapped on the other end of the line.

      “You are a businessman; you know how this works. If you want the goods, then you’re going to bring the money,” he said with a laugh. “Play by the rules, and no one gets hurt. But if you don’t, I can make sure you never see your fiancé again. Trust me on that.”

      “I’ll bring the money,” Nick said at last, and I felt relief rush through me. I was going to go home, finally. “I’ll have it this afternoon.”

      “You’re going to have it no later than three o’clock, and you’re going to bring it in cash. You’re going to hand it over to me; then you are going to mind your own goddamn business. I’ll release her after I have the money in my hand, and you better not try to pull anything,” Rico warned.

      “I told you I would have the money, give me the address, and I’ll get the cash right now,” Nick said.

      I wanted to break down in tears all over again. Rico was walking away from me, and he left the room before I could hear where I was. But now I had some hope.

      Nick was coming, and he was going to make sure I was safe. He would take care of this, and I wouldn’t have to worry about a thing. I would go home, and I would figure out the rest of my life.

      I wasn’t sure what I was going to do for now, but I knew I had to keep my baby safe. I had to get out of there, and I had to figure out what the next step would be. But, for now, I was going to relish in the fact Nick was coming, to save me and take me home.

      Whatever came next, I could handle it with Nick by my side.
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      I hung up the phone and was immediately ambushed by Cassie and David. They had been standing eagerly by, listening to what I was saying and trying to hear what was happening on the other end of the line. It was hard for me to make out what was going on exactly.

      I knew I heard Liz scream and cry, and there were a few times I thought I could hear her begging him, but it was hard to make out what was really going on. The only thing I could really make out was the fact that he was slamming the doors wherever he was, and I wasn’t sure how much of a show he was making.

      He never gave me his name, but he made it clear that I wasn’t to try anything or he was going to make sure we never saw Liz again. I knew there were men out there who would make good on those threats, and I wasn’t sure if he was one of them.

      I wanted to call the cops, but I thought about what the guy had told me. If I involved the cops, Liz would die. And I couldn’t let that happen especially if she was carrying my baby.

      As difficult as it was for me to make the decision, I decided it was best to not bring in law enforcement and deal with this guy ourselves. I would do everything in my power, including liquidating everything I owned to bring Liz and our baby home safely.

      I was freaked out with the way he was talking and the demands he was making. He sounded as though he had been drinking, and I feared he was going to lose his cool on her and do something to her. I worried that he had done something already.

      From the sounds of Liz’s voice, she was very scared, but she didn’t sound like she was hurt. She was terrified, but I hoped that he had kept his hands off her. I would kill him if I got the chance, but I wasn’t going to do anything that might put her in further danger.

      “What did he say?” David demanded. “Where’s my sister?”

      “Where’s Liz?” Cassie demanded at the same time. “When are we going to get her back?”

      “I’ve got to go get money,” I replied. “He didn’t tell me where she is; he only told me where to meet him. He made it clear that we aren’t to bring any cops or anything like that along, just cash.”

      “Well we’re going to call the cops, aren’t we?” Cassie asked. “We’ve got to.”

      “We can’t. I’m not going to risk him doing something to her,” I informed her. “He made it very clear before he hung up the phone that if we don’t do things his way, then he’s going to make sure we never see her again.”

      “That’s bullshit, right?” David asked. I could hear the fear in his voice. “He’s not going to do anything to her; we’ve got to call the cops.”

      “Do you really want to play with fire in that way?” I asked. “He’s already kidnapped her, don’t you think he’s capable of doing worse if he doesn’t get his way? I’m not willing to gamble with Liz’s life. If he says no cops, then no fucking cops.”

      David sat down, and I could see the fear in his face. He wanted to do the right thing for his sister, but he hadn’t dealt with anything even remotely like this before. This wasn’t some bad cop show on tv. This was real, and if they really did do something to Liz, she would be gone forever. I couldn’t, wouldn’t risk that, and I knew that David wouldn’t either. It was his fear talking, and I understood that all too well.

      I was terrified too. Terrified that I would lose Liz before I had the chance to tell her how I really felt. Before I had the chance to tell her that I loved her, that I always had loved her, and I wanted something real with her. Her and our child.

      “How much money do they want?” Cassie asked. “We’ve got to get it to them so we can get Liz.”

      “Seventy-five thousand,” I said with a sigh. “In cash, by this afternoon.”

      “What are you waiting for?” she asked. “You’ve got the money, right? You told him that you were going to get it to him today.”

      “I know I said that, and yes, I have the money,” I replied. “But I don’t have it in cash on me. I have to go to the bank, and it’s Sunday.”

      I let my words sink in. We had all been so worried about Liz and how we were going to track her down, we hadn’t been thinking about what day it was. None of the banks would be open, and there wasn’t an ATM in the city that would have that kind of money. If I was going to get cash, I was going to have to wait until the next day.

      But the guy had given me a deadline, and I didn’t see any way around it. I couldn’t risk angering the guy by asking for more time, and I wouldn’t let Liz spend a minute longer than she had to in his captivity.

      “Come on; we’ve got to think of something!” David said. “This is Liz we’re talking about! Are we really going to let her sit wherever she is for another day?”

      “I don’t see what choice we have,” I sank down into a chair and buried my face in my hands. I was doing everything I could think of, but no one I knew would have that sort of money lying around in cash. The only way I was going to get it would be to go to the bank.

      The next day.

      “Well, if you aren’t there by three, aren’t they going to do something to her?” Cassie’s voice was tight with fear, and I sighed. I had to call the guy back. I had to talk to him and tell him what was going on. He had to be reasonable. After all, he was going to be getting his money, and I wasn’t going to be bringing the police.

      If he worked with me, then I would be able to give him what he wanted. But that was only if he worked with me. I sighed and picked up my phone.

      “What are you doing?” Cassie asked.

      “I’m going to call the fucker back and tell him that we need more time. I can’t get the money, and that’s a plain and simple fact. If we are going to get Liz back, we’re going to have to talk to him,” I said. I knew no one was happy with the plan,  but I felt trapped.

      Neither of them was able to give me any real idea of what we could do, so the only thing that was left was to call and ask for another day. I could get the money to him right when the banks opened the next morning, but I didn’t have the option to do that right now.

      I called the number back he’d called me from and was relieved that it hadn’t been disconnected.

      “What?” he asked.

      “I need to talk to you,” I said.

      “Clearly,” he replied. “I’m hoping for your sake there isn’t going to be an issue with getting me the money. I was serious when I told you what I would do to this girl. I’m not in the mood to fuck around.”

      My hand was shaking. I was so pissed off, and I wanted to reach through the phone and grab the guy by the throat.

      “It’s Sunday,” I said. “I can’t get you the money in cash today; the banks are closed.”

      He let out his breath, and I cringed. I hoped he wasn’t going to take this out on Liz. It wasn’t her fault that he hadn’t called me until today, or that he had taken her on the weekend.

      “If you can give me twenty-four more hours, then I can get you the money as soon as possible in the morning, but you’re going to have to understand that I can’t get it to you tonight, and I’m working my ass off trying,” I explained. There was silence on the other end of the line, and for a moment, I wondered if he had disconnected the phone.

      But then, he let out his breath again.

      “Look,” he said, “I’m a nice guy, and since I’m trying to be understanding for your situation, I will give you another day to get me the money. But you are going to be charged interest on the deal now. Like I said, you know how business works, and I’m trying to be a good businessman.”

      “How much interest?” I asked. My heart pounded in my chest, and I hoped to God he was going to give me a manageable number. I was terrified he was going to ask for more than I could get. It was common knowledge that I had a lot of money, and I hoped he wasn’t going to take advantage of that fact any more than he already had.

      “Ten percent,” he said. “Cash like the rest of it, and I mean it when I say no cops. Do not tell anyone what you are doing; do not make any mention of this whatsoever. I don’t care how you do it, but you better get me that cash tomorrow, with the added interest.”

      “Done,” I said. “You keep your hands off her, and you leave her alone. She didn’t do anything to you, and you’re going to get your money. You said that you are a good businessman, then I better get what I’m paying for in the best condition I can.”

      He laughed and hung up the phone, leaving me with the same uneasy feeling. Once again, David and Cassie were right in my face as soon as I hung up, demanding to know what was going on with Liz.

      “He’s going to give us another day, but we’re going to have to get that money to him as soon as possible,” I told them. “He added on more money for the added time, but it’s nothing that I can’t handle.”

      “We just need to know where she is, and we could go get her ourselves,” David said with a shake of his head. I didn’t reply. My PI was on the call, trying to trace where the number had come from, but that had taken days before. There wasn’t enough time now.

      We would just have to sit tight and wait, hoping and praying they weren’t hurting Liz in any way. I was doing my best to get her out of there as soon as possible, but I hated to think of what she might be going through in the meantime. I promised her I would take care of her, and I hated myself for letting this happen.

      I should have known better, but I didn’t, and now her life was in danger. I didn’t know what they were going to do to her, or if he was even going to make good on his word and let her go after he got the money.

      All I knew was that it was my fault, and I had to figure out how to fix it now. I felt worse for Liz than I’d ever felt in my life, and I prayed to God she was going to come out of this alright.

      And, if she did have a baby growing in her belly, there was a way that was going to work out alright, too. I’d never been so terrified of losing someone before, and I knew I would fight like a lion to get through this now.

      There was no other option.
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      I laid on the bed, trying not to think about how terrible my situation truly was. I thought I was going to be getting out the day before, but Rico came back in and told me that Nick had to ask for an extension on the timeframe. He seemed to get a lot of joy out of seeing the pain I was in emotionally, and though I tried to hide it, he tied me to the bed and told me that it was to make sure I didn’t try to get out that night.

      Of course, if I were able to get out, I would have figured it out by then, but there was no way out. I was stuck there, and I had to just wait it out for Nick to come rescue me.

      I kept telling myself he was coming. He wasn’t going to let these men get away with this. He was going to give them their money, and he was going to get me out of here. He was going to take me home, and I wouldn’t have to deal with this trauma anymore.

      I felt miserable. I had had to relieve myself in a bucket and had thrown up in the same one when the ammonia smell had gotten to me. It was nearly more than I could take. I needed to keep calm and try not to stress for the sake of the baby, but I was running out of courage.

      I had learned that Rico seemed to get off on the fact that I was afraid of him, so I did my best not to show any fear. But I was terrified. I wasn’t sure where he got the gun or when, but shortly after he tied me to the bed, he was back with a pistol in his hand.

      “You know what this is?” he asked. I looked over toward him but said nothing. I was sure he could see the fear in my eyes, but I was trying to put on as brave a face as possible.

      “This is your reason to stay quiet and do as I say,” he continued. “And it’s going to be your fiancé’s reason not to try to pull a fast one on me. I think I made it clear to him that I wasn’t going to put up with any of his bullshit, but you never know when you’re dealing with people if they are going to listen to you.”

      There were tears in my eyes, and I looked away, but Rico squatted down by the bed and forced me to look him in the eye. “I don’t have anything personal against you; you should know that. In fact, I should be thanking you. I knew when I saw you that night you were going to turn out to be my ticket out of here. I tried to work and make an honest living, but no one is going to pay me enough to get out of the debt I’m in. I need money to survive in this world, and I’m going to get it one way or another,” he said with a shrug. “You don’t know what I’m talking about. You probably went to college and grew up in a middle class, white picket fence house with perfect Sunday dinners. You don’t know what it’s like to go without in life,” he shook his head.

      I wanted to tell him how wrong he was, and that there were many times in my life when I had to go without what I wanted to get what I needed. My parents weren’t poor, but they weren’t rich either. My dad had been laid off when I was in grade school, and things had been tight. And I’d had to make my own sacrifices as we got older, and I went through a lot to get through college.

      I even went through a lot to get the job that I had with Nick. Sure, he might be a friend and but he had made it clear that he had given me the job because he thought I was the best.

      I’d worked damn hard to get what I had in my life, and I was proud of all of my accomplishments.  I wasn’t some rich girl who had everything handed to me in my life. And I didn’t agree with just taking from people, either.

      “Did you know that I applied for your job, Miss Robertson? Did you know that? I was supposed to be the brand manager. I was supposed to have the office with the view and get to make big decisions. But no. I didn’t have tits and nice juicy dick-sucking lips like you. I didn’t spread my legs for the boss man, so I was passed over. For you,” he breathed his foul breath in my face.

      I was truly pissed now as it all made sense. It wasn’t simply about getting at Nick’s money; this guy had a personal vendetta against me.

      “I’m sorry you didn’t get the job. But I didn’t get it unfairly. I worked hard to get that position. It had nothing to do with anything sexual. I didn’t sleep my way into a job, I assure you. If I got the job over you, I was more qualified.”

      Rico looked at me and cocked his head to the side. “You’re awfully ballsy for a woman tied to a bed with a gun to her head.”

      I shook my head and forced myself to stare him in the eyes. “I guess I am. But I’ve worked damn hard to get where I am, and I’m not going to let anyone diminish my accomplishments but insinuating that I’m a whore. Not even an asshole with a gun to my head,” I said, sounding braver than I felt. I knew I was playing with fire, but I couldn’t help myself.

      The longer I was there, the sicker I was growing of this guy’s shit. But I quickly realized that I’d made a mistake in taunting him.

      Rico stood up and pulled the hammer back on the gun. “You know what, maybe I will kill you anyway,” he sneered.

      Hot tears pricked the backs of my eyes as the fear rushed back to the surface.

      He didn’t have to threaten me again. I knew he would come in and shoot me if he didn’t think he was going to get away with the ransom money. I prayed to God Nick would have taken the threat seriously, and that David wasn’t going to do something stupid like bring the cops.

      He was a lot more likely to do something like that, I felt. Or Cassie. Any one of them might make the call and try to bring in people who better knew what they were doing, but I hoped that they would keep their wits about them and get the money.

      I sighed when the door closed. I knew it was the hormones that were running through me, but I couldn’t hold back the tears any longer. I had managed to keep it together while Rico was in the room threatening me, but when I was alone, all the stress and tension of the situation came rushing back to me.

      There was a part of me that felt so stupid for going out that night with Cassie. Nick had texted me that night, and he had made it clear that he wanted me to go out with him. He wanted to spend the time with me, but I had been feeling smothered by our arrangement and refused.

      I’d wanted to go out and have a good time. But, if he and I had been spending time together, I knew he would have taken me to a restaurant or somewhere nice. We wouldn’t have been at that club for fear he was going to end up the victim of paparazzi.

      If only I hadn’t gone there myself, and he hadn’t ever seen me out with Cassie. Of course, she had done her part to protect me as best as she could, but it was enough to plant the seed in his mind that I would be his ticket out of his shitty life.

      Perhaps all those times he was stalking me and taking pictures he had the chance, but he was going to drag it out as long as possible before he made his move. I got the impression Rico was the kind of guy who thrived on attention.

      If he was holding a grudge against Nick all this time, there was clearly something going on in his mind that he needed help for. What kind of man would kidnap an innocent woman right off the street and demand money for her release merely because he didn’t get hired for a job?

      “A psychopath, that’s who,” I muttered to myself. I didn’t dare make any noise they might hear in the other room, and I wasn’t sure how easy it was to hear what was going on where I was. The last thing I wanted to do was piss Rico off. I just wanted him to get his money, so I could get out of there.

      I was sure I had to go to the hospital. He had likely given me a concussion when he knocked me out the other day, and I had to make sure I was healthy for this baby. As I thought about my baby, fresh tears pooled in my eyes. I had to make sure that he or she was okay. Though I had only known about their existence for a short period of time, I already felt protective of them. I would never let anyone hurt my baby if I could help it.

      They had just started their life on this planet, and here I was, tied to a bed and wondering if I was going to survive to see that afternoon. Time was passing slowly, and I was terrified of what was going to happen if Rico didn’t get his cash on time.

      He didn’t seem to have any hesitation in pulling the trigger. I hoped he was all talk, but I worried that he wasn’t. Though his record hadn’t shown violence before, it also hadn’t shown kidnapping. He had clearly escalated his behavior to get what he wanted.

      And he was sure he wasn’t going to get caught if he did something to me. He could make me disappear, he made that clear multiple times, and I did not doubt in my mind he actually would.

      I stiffened when the door opened once more. I wasn’t sure what he was going to do to me, but I had a feeling it wasn’t going to be good. For all I knew, the deadline had passed, and Nick hadn’t made it. Perhaps this was the end of my life, and he was going to put a bullet in my head right now.

      But Rico said nothing as he walked over to the bed. He had something in his hand; he clamped over my mouth, and I suddenly realized it was a rag drenched in chloroform. I tried to hold my breath, but he just laughed and kept his hand in place.

      I couldn’t hold my breath forever, and as soon as I let out the air and took another, I was hit with the wave of the chemical. The edges of my vision went black, and my limbs started to feel heavy. I tried to fight to keep myself awake, terrified of what Rico would do to me when I was unconscious.

      But there was no fighting the effects of the drug, and before I could even think of a way to get his hand off me, I was starting to fall asleep. I tried to fight it with all that I had in me, but it was no use. The inky blackness was taking over, and I knew I was losing the battle.

      My last thought before the world slipped away was of Nick.

      Please hurry, Nick. Please!
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      My heart raced in my chest as we got closer to the location. I wasn’t sure what we were going to find when we got there, but I knew I wasn’t going to let this fucker keep my money, and he wasn’t going to get Liz, either.

      The address he had told me to meet him at was just up the block. We were close. I had gotten Greg to trace where the calls were coming from, and we knew the building. Between Greg and David, and the two other security guards that I hired, I knew we were going to have our bases covered.

      I just had to make sure Liz was safe.

      Of course, the thought did cross my mind a couple of times that it would have been better to get the police involved, but there was no way I could do that. They would have their sirens on, and it could turn ugly fast. Now, we had a way to ambush these men and get the upper hand in the fight.

      I wasn’t sure if they were going to be armed, but I did know how to fight with my fists, and I was furious enough I figured any of them were going to be lucky to be alive by the time I was done. I couldn’t believe we were actually doing this, but I felt confident we were going to walk away the winners.

      We knew that they were in an apartment building, but since they had kidnapped someone, I felt it was safe to assume they were in the basement unit. Otherwise, they were going to risk someone hearing her yelling for help. I had heard her scream when I was on the phone and considering how he yelled at her to shut up; I had a feeling no one else in the building was able to hear what was going on.

      As we got closer to the building, my heart rate picked up even more. I wanted to know if Liz was even still alive at this point. How could I truly trust a criminal like him to keep his word? If we showed up and Liz was already dead, I would never forgive myself. And I would kill the bastard with my bare hands or die trying.

      After parking the car a safe distance from the house, we headed in that direction, sneaking as best as we could. Two of us were going to take one window, while two more were going to sneak around the back and storm that one. I would personally be pounding on the door to distract them.

      We checked in with each other to make sure we all knew what we had to do, then we sprang into action, heading for the house with all the courage we could muster. I knew we were likely risking our own lives to do this, but I didn’t care.

      The woman I loved was in danger, and she was likely carrying our child. I was going to fight for her until the end. I was the reason she was here, and I wasn’t going to leave her to rot. I would do anything and everything I had to to get her out, even if it meant I could end up dead. As long as Liz was safe, it would all be worth it.

      I walked up to the house and took a deep breath; then I knocked loudly and boldly. I wasn’t sure what to expect, and my heart skipped a beat when a man opened the door. He looked at me like I was an idiot, but then I heard someone else call out from in the room.

      “It’s the rich guy. Rico!” he shouted.

      “What the fuck!” another voice answered, but we all knew it was time to make a move. I didn’t even have to signal to my companions. Together, they started breaking in the windows as I rushed the door. I jumped the guy who was standing in front of me and started throwing punches before he had the chance to swing back.

      I could hear the sound of the glass breaking, and there were shouts from the other men in the house. I didn’t know how many we would be up against, but I knew that I had to take out the guy that they called Rico. He was the man I’d spoken with on the phone. I recognized his voice as soon as he swore.

      I froze for just a moment as I looked into his eyes. I knew him. He had been one of the applicants for the brand manager job and I’d chosen Liz over him. So that’s what this whole thing was about? He was pissed that I’d given her the job over him. But he didn’t know what pissed was. I was going to fucking end the asshole.

      He was in the doorway, a gun in his hand, and I was on him in an instant. There was so much chaos taking place in the house; it was hard to keep track of just what was going on. But it didn’t matter to me. I was in such a rage that I was hitting Rico with all the power I had in my being.

      He was fighting back, but he clearly didn’t know that I could fight, too. He threw me against the wall, but I swung my head back, hitting him square in the face. He cried out, grabbing his nose. I could see the blood already pouring down onto his shirt, and I figured that I had broken his nose with the blow.

      But I wasn’t done with him yet. I was on him in another instant, knocking him to the ground. The gun flew out of his hand in the fall, and we both fought to get our hands on it first. I knew if he got it, we were all doomed. He was pissed, and he was clearly violent.

      The fact that he had a gun proved to me he was willing to do anything he had to in order to get his money, and that meant he really would make good on his threat to harm Liz. I was afraid he already had. Though there was a lot of shouting, and the punches that I’d taken to the face left my ears ringing, I didn’t hear Liz anywhere.

      I was scared he had seen us coming, and he had made good on this threat to harm her, and more rage filled my heart. I wasn’t going to stop until there was no breath left in this man. He had threatened to hurt the love of my life, and I wasn’t going to let him walk away.

      I wasn’t sure what happened at first, but I realized it was David who was pulling me off him.

      “You don’t want to end up in jail for killing this asshole!” he was shouting to me as he pulled. The sound of sirens was in the air, and I looked at him with questioning eyes.

      “Someone upstairs heard the fighting and called the cops,” he said. “They’re on their way now, so all we have to do is make sure these guys stay on the floor and let them take care of the rest.”

      “Where is she?” I snapped at Rico. His face was bloody from the fight, but I knew my nose was bleeding as well. I didn’t give a fuck about that or anything else in the room. I had to know where Liz was, and I would strangle the life out of him if he didn’t start talking.

      I could deal with the cops if they walked in to find a lifeless body, but I couldn’t deal with him refusing to talk and letting something happen to Liz. For all I knew, she wasn’t still in the apartment. Or he could have taken her and hidden her somewhere else until he got his money.

      And, unless he started talking, there was no way I’d ever be able to find her.

      “Where is she?” I screamed in his face. But he merely smiled at me, and if it hadn’t been for David holding me back, I would have hit him again. I wanted to knock all the teeth out of his smug face. I wanted to keep beating him until no one could even recognize who he was.

      I didn’t believe he only had a few minor charges against him, not one bit. This was a man who had no heart, and I wanted to make sure he never again hurt anyone again.

      The police came bursting into the room at the same time that one of my guards started shouting to me that he had found Liz. I didn’t stop to hear what the police were saying, and neither did David. We ran to the other room, bursting through the door my guard had broken down.

      Liz was tied to the bed, her body limp and her eyes closed. She wasn’t moving, and I immediately wondered if we were too late. She didn’t appear to have any visible marks on her, but she wasn’t conscious, either.

      “She’s been drugged,” David said as he put his hands around her neck, checking her pulse. “She’s been drugged, the fucker.”

      “I’m going to kill him,” I swore under my breath. I wanted to head back out into the other room and finish the job, but there were already police swarming our room as well. They took one look at Liz on the bed and went to work, barking orders at us to stay back and let them do their jobs.

      “That’s my sister!” David was shouting. “They kidnapped and drugged her! And she might be pregnant.”

      He was trying to be heard above the noise that was coming from the other room, but the police were too busy making sure Liz was alright to bother listening to him. Though we had found her, we knew we were going to have to wait until we had the chance to talk to someone before we knew what was going on.

      “She’s going to the hospital!” one of the deputies said to the other. “Get the car ready.”

      “We’re coming with you,” I announced. I didn’t care what they had to say about it, and neither did David. We were going to drive separately if we had to, but we were going to be there for her. I wasn’t going to leave her side again until I knew for a fact she was alright.

      “You’re going to have to give your statement before you leave,” one of the officers said. “This is a crime scene, and you are all part of it until you are cleared to go.”

      I sighed. Following him to the other room, I gave him the statement of what had happened. Other officers were talking to Greg and the guards, and David had to talk to someone, too. It was hard for me to concentrate without knowing what was going on with Liz, but I was doing my best.

      She was carried unconscious out of the bedroom, and I knew they were on their way to the hospital with her. But I still took the time to give my statement to the officer before I left, eager to get in the car and follow. David was right there with me, but my PI and the others said they were going to head home after they’d been cleared by the officers on the scene.

      They had done their work for the day, and they weren’t going to crowd us at the hospital. I thanked them, but I was in too big of a hurry to talk for long. David and I were on the road in an instant, following the cruiser to the hospital. The fact that they hadn’t waited for an ambulance to take her had me worried, but I tried not to let those thoughts permeate my brain. I had to concentrate on getting to Liz.

      The car was silent as we drove along. I had so many emotions at war within my brain and body that I could barely breathe, and I could tell by the set of David’s jaw, he was struggling as well.

      As we drove, I silently prayed to God that Liz was going to be fine. She had to be. I couldn’t live without her.
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      My eyes flew open, and I looked frantically around the room. My heart raced, and I had to talk myself out of the panic attack that was threatening to overwhelm me. I wasn’t home, but I was safe. I was in the hospital, and the doctors were there to take care of me. They were making sure I was okay, and that the baby was okay, too.

      I had been through a lot, and when I arrived at the hospital, I’d had some bleeding. At first, they were worried that it was a sign I had lost the baby, but it turned out to be nothing more than implantation bleeding. Unrelated to what I’d gone through, and totally normal.

      The baby was okay, and I was okay. But we still had to stay in the hospital overnight for monitoring. They weren’t sure about the effects the chloroform would have on me and felt it was a good idea for me to stick around.

      I had to speak with a therapist about the things that happened to me over the weekend, and though I just wanted to forget about all of it, he encouraged me to relay to him all that I could. The men who had kidnapped me had been taken to jail, and they were looking for all the evidence they could to get them locked up for a very long time.

      It was a relief to hear that they weren’t going to be on the streets any longer, but I still had to deal with the PTSD of what had happened. My therapist let me know that it was normal for someone to suffer from many symptoms after what I had been through, and to try not to bottle anything up. It would aid in my healing if I let it out.

      “The more you understand yourself and what you have been through, the more you can accept it as not being your fault and move on with your life, the better off you are going to be in the long term,” he told me. “You can expect to wake up feeling like you are back in that room, but you aren’t. You are safe now, and you just have to tell yourself that.”

      So, that was what I did. When I woke up in the hospital, the first feeling I had was that I was back in that room. Those men were going to come in and threaten me, and I wasn’t going to make it out alive.

      It took a few minutes for me to realize that I was, in fact, safe, and I was finally going to get to see Nick and David. The nurses told me that they had been there all night waiting to see me, making sure I was okay, and my heart swelled with thankfulness for the two of them.

      Now that it was all over, I didn’t blame Nick for any of it. I was the one who had agreed to the idea, and I was the one who stayed when I knew I was being stalked. It wasn’t his fault that I had left the security guard, either. I was the one who had done that, too.

      I blamed myself for making those choices, and I wanted him to know that I wasn’t angry at him any longer. I had been scared, but I had made it through all of it. David was safe, I was safe, he was safe, and most importantly, the baby was safe.

      I wasn’t sure how he was going to react, but I knew I was going to have to tell him. That was unless he already knew. The nurses ran blood tests on me, and they confirmed it as well with an ultrasound. I was pregnant. If they told him that I was, then he would come in with the knowledge already in his head.

      A nurse walked through the door and smiled at me. “How are you doing?”

      “I’m okay,” I said with a weak smile in return. “Trying to get through this.”

      “You poor thing, you’ve been through so much. I’m so glad to hear that they caught those animals,” she said with a shake of her head. “And nothing else happened to you while you were there.”

      “I’m just glad that my baby is okay,” I told her. “I was so freaked out when I learned I was pregnant, but when I was put in that situation and thought that something might happen, I knew without a doubt I was going to do everything I could to make sure they were safe.”

      “You aren’t far along at all. I’m guessing that you just found out?”

      “I did, right before I was kidnapped,” I said. “Talk about a lot to take in all at once.”

      “I would laugh, but I’m so sorry that you had to deal with that, I don’t think I have it in me,” she said with a compassionate shake of her head. “Do you need anything?”

      “I just want to see my visitors,” I told her. “Both of them.”

      “I’ll send them in,” she said with a smile. “But it’s going to have to be brief. I don’t want you to overdo it. You need your rest.”

      “I promise I’ll be good,” I told her.

      She walked out of the room, and I sighed. It was going to be hard to figure out what I was going to do next, but now that I was going to be a mother, I knew I was going to have to make some solid decisions. I couldn’t be so risky anymore. I had to make choices with the baby in mind, no matter how tough it was going to be.

      Within a few minutes, Nick appeared in the doorway. He looked nervous as he walked in, but he smiled at me with his flashy smile.

      “Oh God, I’m so sorry,” he said. He walked over and sat on the edge of the bed, but I shook my head.

      “This wasn’t your fault,” I told him. “No matter what choices we made, it was that awful man’s fault for taking me and putting us through this. Nothing we did made us deserve any of this.”

      “I was so scared you were going to wake up and hate me. Shit, I was scared you weren’t going to wake up at all. When I got that phone call,” he shook his head, and his voice drifted off, but I put my hand on his.

      “I was terrified, too. But I hear that they were all captured?” I asked.

      “They aren’t going to be getting out of there for a very long time, if at all,” he promised me. “I’m going to make damn sure of that, and I don’t care what it costs to do it. I might as well use the money he was going to charge me for ransom to make sure he gets locked up forever.”

      I smiled a weak smile. “Do it. That would be the best revenge I could think of.”

      There was silence in the room for a moment; then he looked at my belly.

      “When did you know you were pregnant?” he asked.

      “The second day I was sick and got better in the afternoon, I thought it might be possible, but I didn’t want to take a test to find out,” I admitted. “I didn’t know what I was going to do if it was positive.”

      He put his other hand over mind, sandwiching my hand between his. “You know I would never do anything to hurt you or this baby, right?”

      He spoke softly, but I still had tears form in my eyes. I shook my head and looked away. “I wasn’t sure what you were going to say when you found out. We were supposed to be fake, and now we’re going to have a baby together. How the hell was that going to work out?”

      “Liz, I would do anything for you,” Nick said. “Anything. I know that we’ve been through an awful lot the past few weeks, and I know that you are dealing with a lot right now, too, but I want you to know I’m going to support anything you choose to do with this baby, and if you want me to be in his or her life, I’m going to be there for you through it all.”

      “You have to be one hundred percent invested,” I told him. “You can’t get bored with this when you don’t want to have a real relationship anymore and abandon us.”

      “I would never do such a thing to you or our baby,” he promised me again. “I am going to be here for you no matter what.”

      He was about to continue when my brother came in. I could see by the look on his face that he was a mixture of relieved and pissed, and I knew I shouldn’t be surprised.

      “Are you alright?” he asked when he saw me. “I’ve never been so terrified in my entire life.”

      “I’m okay now,” I said with a nod. I waited, and sure enough, he brought up the news, too.

      “I seem to remember telling you two that I didn’t care what you were doing as long as it didn’t turn into something real. And I’m guessing by the fact that you’re pregnant, it turned into something real,” he said, looking back and forth between Nick and me.

      “It’s never really been fake,” I said softly.

      “What?” David asked. He looked at me hard, and I took a deep breath. I knew I had to come clean to him now. I had said too much, and he knew the truth about Nick and me anyway. With a sigh, I told him.

      “This wasn’t the first time we’ve been together David. It happened when I was a freshman in college too,” I nodded slightly to Nick, and he nodded, though I could see he was uncomfortable. This wasn’t something we were ever going to tell my brother, but we were too far in. He had to know now.

      “What the hell!” he said again, looking at us as though he was looking at two complete strangers. For years, I hadn’t wanted him to find out, but telling him now was a big relief.

      After all, if we were going to have a baby together, Nick and I had to stop lying about the fact that we were sleeping together. For all the rest of the world knew, he and I were planning a wedding, and, from what Nick had just told me, it seemed that we were going to be a real family after all.

      “I can’t do this right now,” David said. “I’m glad you’re okay, but this is a lot for me to process. I’ve got to have some time.”

      He didn’t wait for me to answer and instead headed out of the room. I looked at Nick with more tears in my eyes, but he just brushed it off.

      “I’m sure he’s dealing with a lot right now. He’s going to come around, just give it time,” he assured me. “Don’t worry about it, really. You need to worry about you and the baby, and we’ll figure out the rest later.”

      I nodded. I was still upset with the way David reacted, but I knew Nick was right. I had to focus on the baby and me and getting better. It had to be a shock to my brother, and I felt bad that we had both lied to him all these years. But David and I were close, and I knew he would come around eventually.

      After all, I had his niece or nephew growing inside me, and I knew he’d love to be in their life. It was just a matter of him coming around to what had happened and accepting it.

      Crazier things had happened in our lives so that we could get through this, too. As long as I had Nick with me, I knew I’d manage.

      And, quite frankly, I didn’t want to have it any other way.
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      It had been a few days since either of us had spoken to David, and I was beginning to worry. I wanted to give him the time and the space that he needed to cool down and think about things, but I also didn’t want to risk him walking out of our lives forever.

      I knew he was close to Liz, but that didn’t change the fact that he’d felt betrayed by the knowledge of Liz and my relationship. There was no telling for sure if David was going to come back. He wasn’t even showing up to work.

      Of course, Candice refused to tell me anything. When Liz told me that he wasn’t at their place, I knew that he had to be staying with her, but she wasn’t going to tell me one way or the other how things were going with him, or what he was thinking.

      So, I did the one thing I knew how to do. I would show up, and I would talk to him to his face. Much like the way we would go to each other over the problems we were dealing with in life, we would often confront each other when one of us was acting unreasonably.

      It was something that we’d done for years, and I didn’t want to stop doing it now. I knew it was a shock, but I wasn’t going to let him walk out on us without at least telling us to our faces he was doing so.

      But Liz was still emotional from everything that had happened, and though she was free to stay at her apartment now, she still had to take it easy. I didn’t want her even to know I was going to try to talk to her brother, so I didn’t tell her that I got the address to Candice’s house from work.

      Later that afternoon, I drove over there. I knew Candice wasn’t going to be thrilled, but I was her boss, and I had to talk to my best friend. I walked right up to her door and knocked and wasn’t at all surprised when she glared at me as she opened it up.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I need to talk to David,” I told her.

      “He doesn’t want to talk to you,” she replied tartly.

      “I’m sure if that’s the case, then he will tell me himself he doesn’t want to talk,” I told her with a smirk. I had a feeling she wasn’t going to be flirting with me at work any longer, and there was a part of me that was glad for it. I was still wondering what David saw in her, but I wasn’t going to judge him for liking her anymore.

      He was free to be in love with whoever he wanted, and if it happened to be Candice, then I would do what I could to support him in his happiness.

      Just as I hoped he would do the same for his sister and me.

      “Babe, who is it?” David’s voice filled the room.

      “The boss,” she said. “Do you want to talk to him?”

      “Is he alone?” David asked.

      She looked at me, and I made a gesture with my arms, making a point of her not having to ask. She rolled her eyes. “Yes, he’s alone.”

      There was another moment of hesitation; then he reluctantly agreed to talk to me. “Alright, but make it quick. We have plans.”

      “I’m not going to take a lot of your time,” I told him as I walked into the room. “But I do want to be able to talk to you alone for a moment.”

      I gave Candice a look as I spoke, and she sighed. She looked at David, who nodded. She threw plenty of attitude into her walk as she headed to the bedroom and closed the door, but I didn’t care. This was my best friend Liz’s brother. I didn’t give a flying fuck if Candice’s feelings were hurt.

      I had to make sure things were okay, and more than that, there was something I wanted to ask him. The only way to get to the bottom of this would be to talk it out.

      Though we both hated it when things were tense between us, I knew that he was willing to talk. At the very least, we had agreed that it was the one thing we would do.

      David sat down on the couch and looked at me with expectation in his eyes, and I sighed. “I wanted to talk to you about everything. Not just how things were going for the past few months, but how things have always been, really. I feel like you deserve to know the truth.”

      “I’m not sure how much I do know,” he said with a shake of his head. “I feel like the two of you have been lying to me for years.”

      “We didn’t want to upset you,” I told him. “I didn’t want to risk losing your friendship, and I had a feeling if you found out I was sleeping with your sister, especially living in the same house, that you would be pissed.”

      “Damn straight I would’ve been,” he said with a shake of his head. “That was fucked up.”

      “I’m not going to expect you to understand, but it was something that we both agreed on, and we really enjoyed spending time together, even back then. Even years after the fact, I thought about your sister in ways that I never thought about any other woman. She wasn’t just a fling for me. She wasn’t someone I was just passing the time with. She meant so much more,” I told him. “She always has, and she still does.”

      It was hard to talk about the past. We had kept it hidden for so long, and I didn’t want his parents to find out the truth. But he was my best friend, and if that was the risk that we had to take, then I was going to risk it.

      He was the person I had to talk to about this. Not anyone else. This was too important for anyone else.

      “So what now?” he asked at last. “Now that she’s pregnant, what’s your next move? We both know how you have felt about relationships and commitment in the past; what are you going to do now?”

      “I’m going to be there for your sister and the baby both,” I told him. “I’m not going to let either one of them have to do this on their own. I know what it was like to have a dad who wasn’t in the picture, and I would never do the same thing to my child.”

      “Co-parenting then?” he asked. “Are you going to work out a custody agreement with Liz get the kid every other weekend?”

      I knew he was trying to bait me into an argument, but I wasn’t going to bite. “I was thinking I was going to marry your sister, actually,” I said. I didn’t know how to put it delicately, so I just said it. I had thought about how to ask him for her hand in marriage, but I had to find out how he felt about us first. I knew that I should really be asking her father, but I felt that I needed to clear things with David before I could even get that far. If he wasn’t going to approve, I didn’t know how I could go through with it.

      But that was also my baby in her belly, and I strongly felt that I wanted to be married to the mother of my child, regardless of anything else. I didn’t want to risk losing a friend over it, but I had to do the right thing for my own family.

      “Do you love her?” David asked. He was speaking in a slow, low tone. I knew he was feeling a lot of emotion through what I was saying, and he was trying to pick his words carefully. He didn’t want there to be any more tension, either. I knew that about him.

      Growing up, he had been the one to reach out and make things right. He didn’t want to fight with his sister or me, and I knew that hadn’t changed about him now. He just wanted there to be peace for all of us, and he was willing to look past his own hurt if we could make that happen.

      “Dude, I’ve loved your sister for years. Much longer than I even realized. I know when we were younger, I had these feelings for her, too, but I was too wrapped up in my own shit to admit it to anyone. I was pissed off with my parents, and I had just lost my mother. I didn’t think I could be there for your sister in the way she deserved,” I admitted.

      “And you think that that’s changed now?” he asked. “There’s no way in hell I’m going to approve of this if you can’t promise me that you love her with all your heart. I know a kid isn’t going to make this relationship work, even if the two of you have managed to get along for the past few months.”

      I nodded. “I’m glad that you care so much that you can tell me this, and I can tell you from the bottom of my heart that I know your sister is the woman for me. I think she is part of the reason I haven’t gotten close to any other woman in my life. I didn’t want to do that knowing how I felt about her.”

      There was silence in the room for a few moments, and I wondered if I should continue. I wanted to convince David of the truth. I wanted him to see how much I really did need Liz in my life. This was about so much more than my company. I didn’t even care if the whole damn thing imploded around me.

      Right then, all I cared about was the fact that I wanted to marry the woman I was in love with, and I wanted her brother to give me his blessing to do it. At last, the suspense was more than I could take, and I drew in a deep breath before coming right out and asking it.

      “Can you give me your blessing to ask  Liz to marry me?” I asked.

      He sat silently for a few more moments, and I knew he was trying to figure out a way to answer. There was a part of me that worried he was going to say no, and I wasn’t sure how I was going to respond if he did.

      But then, he started to nod. Slowly at first, but then a little faster. He turned and finally looked me in the eye. “If you can take care of her, love her, and make sure she’s happy and safe, then I will give you my blessing.”

      A grin slowly spread over my own face, and I held out my hand. “Then with your blessing, I’m going to do it.”

      He smiled. “I guess we’ve been brothers our whole life anyway; it’s time to make it official. You’ve always been part of the family. Now you’re going to be part of the family on paper, too.”

      I grinned. He was right. We were brothers at heart from the beginning, so why not put it on paper now? I would get the love of my life, and I would cherish her from this day onward.

      I had a feeling she would say yes but now came the hard part.

      All I had to do was ask.
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      I put on my earrings and looked in the mirror with a smile. I was feeling a bit better after everything, though I was still pretty shaken over what had happened. I was happy today. For the first time since I was in the hospital, David had texted me.

      We didn’t talk for long, but he did let me know he wanted to be there for me, and he was going to be in the baby’s life if I let him. I texted him back right away and let him know that I wanted him in the baby’s life more than anything, as well as mine.

      We could be one big happy family, and he could accept it because we were very sorry for what we had done to him, and we both wanted to move on with our lives.

      He forgave me for not telling him the truth sooner, and I put an end to the conversation. I was sure it was going to take a while for him to come around to the idea that I was going to have Nick’s baby or even the idea that Nick and I were likely going to be a couple.

      I still wasn’t sure whether Nick could see himself ever fully settling down, but I didn’t need a ring on my finger to be with him. I knew that I loved him, and if he felt comfortable being with me despite the fact we weren’t married, I was okay with that.

      This entire situation was going to take some time for us to figure out, and I knew it was going to take some trial and error before we finally did. But I was determined to make it happen, and I knew Nick was there for me through the process. He had told me more than once he was going to be there for me and the baby both, and there wasn’t anything I would have to worry about.

      Of course, I was more than relieved, though I didn’t know what that was going to really mean in the future. I knew I wasn’t going to have to worry about putting a roof over our heads or food on the table. Nick had enough money in the bank that he could support both of us without us ever having to lift a finger to work.

      But I would still want to earn some of my own money as well. That was just the kind of person I was, and if I were having a daughter, I would raise her to be the same way. We could take care of ourselves, even if we didn’t have to. I wanted my baby to be strong, and I wanted them to know that they were capable of being anything.

      They’d already survived something incredibly traumatic, and while I didn’t know if I would ever tell them what happened to me that night, I was going to let them know that they were always much stronger than they even realized.

      And, with any luck, they might want to grow up and work with their father. Perhaps the company would be thriving even more by then, and they would be able to take it for their own one day. Though I was only a couple months along, I found it remarkable how much I was thinking about the baby’s future.

      I wanted them to have everything in the world. I wanted to do as good a job raising them as my mother did raising us. And I wanted them to know without a doubt they were loved.

      If it meant that I was going to have to make up for some of the love they missed out on with other relatives, I would make sure that I did that for them no matter what. This baby was going to know what it meant to be taken care of, and they weren’t ever going to lack for anything in their life.

      Not a single thing.

      I smiled at myself in the mirror before putting on my lipstick. I was looking forward to the evening, even more so now that I had heard from my brother.

      Nick had texted me earlier in the day, asking me if I felt well enough to go out with him that night. He didn’t want me to overdo or push myself too far, but he did want to take me to dinner to celebrate the baby and the fact that I had come home.

      Of course, I was more than happy to accept the invitation, and I was really excited by the fact that he wanted to celebrate the baby. It was going so different than I had feared, and I was eager to discuss how we were going to both parent our child with our situation.

      And, I would be sure to include the fact that I had spoken to David that afternoon, and I thought he was going to come around to the idea eventually. I wasn’t sure if Nick had any contact with my brother, but I wanted to give him hope that it was going to be okay if he did that.

      I knew that eventually everything was going to be okay. Some things just took a little time to straighten themselves out is all.

      There was a knock at the door, and I smiled once more, happily answering it for the first time in ages. Nick looked good. More dressed up than I thought he was going to be, but I was still happy for it. He looked me over from head to toe, approval clearly on his face, then he took me in his arms.

      “Are you ready?” he asked with a smile on his face, and I nodded.

      “I’m going to grab my purse, and we can get going,” I told him.

      “Great, the reservations are in like half an hour,” he said.

      “Good thing I’m ready then,” I threw him a flirty glance over my shoulder, and he laughed.

      “I’m sure they could have accommodated us if we were a few minutes late,” he told me.

      “Maybe, but the rest of the world who has to live on a budget isn’t able to do things like that,’ I told him, and he laughed again.

      “I live on a budget, it just happens to be a little fatter than most others,” he said with a grin. I shook my head, but I still had a smile on my face. It was hard not to smile, knowing that he and I were going to be parents, and knowing that he was going to be there for me through it all.

      Of course, it wasn’t always going to be easy, but then, nothing in life ever was. As long as we had each other, I knew we could make it through anything. I grabbed my purse and swung it over my shoulder, glad that the nausea had finally subsided.

      I didn't have nearly the morning sickness that I had dealt with at first, and I had much more of an appetite now. I was eager to get to the restaurant and eat.

      We didn’t say much in the car on the way. I could tell there was something on Nick’s mind, and I assumed it had something to do with my brother. I knew he was hurting, having not spoken to him that I knew of for weeks. But I wanted to tell him that there was hope, too.

      “I talked to David today,” I told him quietly.

      “Really?” he asked, looking at me with surprise on his face. “What did he have to say?”

      “Not much,” I told him. “He said that he wants to be in the baby’s life mostly. I ended the conversation pretty fast. I didn’t want him to feel awkward or anything, or for things to get tense again.”

      “That was a good idea,” he said. We got to the restaurant and were seated at our table, but I wished I could figure out what was going through Nick’s mind. He seemed to be rather jumpy, as though he was nervous about something. He ordered the most expensive glass of wine that he could, then apologized when it came, and I couldn’t have any.

      I laughed, rubbing my belly. “It’s okay. I think this is going to be worth it when it’s all said and done.”

      We talked for a while about how things were going for me the past few weeks, and when I was going to tell my parents about the baby. They still didn’t know a thing about the kidnapping, either, and I wasn’t sure how I was going to bring that up without my mother wanting me to move back to Arizona as soon as possible.

      “I’m just happy that I spoke to my brother,” I said at last. “I think he’s going to come around one of these days.”

      “I think so, too,” Nick replied. “I happened to talk to him a couple of days ago, and I think he’s just taking the time to process everything.”

      “You did?” I said in surprise. I thought he would have told me about that, but neither of them had mentioned it. Of course, he was free to talk to whoever he wanted, but it caught me off guard knowing that he had spoken to David but didn’t tell me.

      But then, he made it even more of a surprise when he continued.

      “I had something pressing on my mind that I wanted to talk to him about, so I went over to where he’s been staying to talk to him,” he said.

      “Oh?” I asked. I was watching him as he spoke, trying to guess what he might have wanted to talk to him about. Of course, we both knew the baby was a big issue for him, but I still didn’t think it was big enough for him to show up on the doorstep of Candice’s place.

      Nick smiled as he reached behind him, then he held up his finger for a moment. “I’ll tell you what we talked about in a second, but I had to ask you something first.”

      My hands flew to my mouth as he got on his knee right next to the table, presenting me with the ring. “Liz, you are the love of my life. I have known that forever. It was so hard being away from you all that time, and when I thought I was going to lose you, I knew without a doubt I had to do whatever it took to bring you home. Now that you are back, and you are safe and so is the baby, I want to ask you to be my wife. Will you marry me?”

      At first, I couldn’t speak. I was in shock that the man of my dreams was proposing to me on bended knee. I thought he wasn’t capable of loving anyone like that, but here he was, on his knee in front of me and asking me to be his wife.

      Finally, I nodded, and he slid the ring on my finger. I hadn’t even noticed that other people were watching, but as soon as I said yes, the cheers erupted around the room. It was hard for me to think straight, knowing that I was finally going to be married to Nick, after all the times I thought about it then told myself it wasn’t ever going to happen.

      “That’s what I wanted to talk to your brother about,” he said as he nodded to the ring. “I wanted him to give his blessing on the marriage.”

      “Did he?” I managed to ask after a minute.

      “After he found out how much I loved you, and how I couldn’t live without you, he agreed,” Nick nodded.

      “I love you so much,” I gasped. “I can’t wait until we get married and I get to be your wife. I’ve always loved you, too. I’ve known it for years, but I never wanted to tell you. I never told anyone.”

      He laughed. “It feels good to have that truth out in the open finally, doesn’t it?”

      “It’s about time you and I finally faced the facts that have been staring us in the face for years,” I agreed with a laugh of my own. “We kept telling everyone we were just friends, including each other, but now look at us.”

      “Yes, just look at us. We are engaged for real this time, and nothing is going to change that,” he said.

      I gasped, and he gave me a look. “Do you think we’re going to have to announce it all over again?”

      Now, it was his turn to laugh. “I guess we might, or we might not. The investors are going to be happy either way, and that’s all we really care about.”

      I smirked. I knew he didn’t care nearly as much about them anymore as he cared about us. He wanted a family, and he wanted me to be his wife. This wasn’t about the money anymore. It was about the fact that we were going to have a child, and we knew we loved each other.

      I was more than eager to be his wife, and I knew it was going to be for real. There was nothing to hide, nothing to pretend. We were in love, and we wanted to share our lives together for the rest of our days. We were going to be damn good parents, I knew that, and I couldn’t wait for that chapter of our world to begin.

      Our dinner was the best I could ever remember having, and we continued to laugh and chat about how funny it was we took so long to get together finally. I didn’t mind. It had been a journey, and I was glad that we were together now.

      We both knew it was for real, and I didn’t have a doubt in my mind about how he really felt. We were meant to be together, and fate truly had brought us back to each other after years apart.

      By the time dinner was done, I was thrilled to be heading back to his place. I wanted to show him just how much I truly did love him.

      But I was going to let my body do the talking for me.
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      I couldn’t believe how the past few days had turned my life around. There had been a time not long ago when I thought that my company was the most important thing in my life. But I now knew that wasn’t true. Liz was by far my number one, and the baby in her belly was a joy I never dared allow myself to feel before now.

      I was getting my relationship with my best friend back, and I knew the men that had taken Liz would never be able to hurt anyone again. It was just what I needed to win over the investors for good.

      But, more importantly than anything was the fact that I finally put a ring on Liz’s finger, and she was going to be my bride. We had been through so much over the past few months, and so much in our lives up until this point, I couldn’t wait for us to move forward.

      We would be a team, only from now on, we were going to be a real team who took care of each other. We didn’t have to hide anything any longer, and we would forever be able to have each other whenever we wanted.

      I didn’t care what anyone at work thought. This was my love, and I was going to show affection to her whenever I damn well pleased.

      And it was hard to keep my hands off her as we made our way back to my apartment. I knew she was going to want to come over after the dinner we had, and I was sure to make sure the bed was nice and fresh for her to lay on. It was hard even to make it to the bedroom, however, as we started making out as soon as the door was closed behind us.

      We walked through the apartment, our hands all over each other. I put my hands to her tits as I kissed her. I let all the dreams and the fantasies that I had about her come rushing back to me, and I let myself do whatever felt good at the moment.

      Neither one of us had to try very hard. We were too eager to get the other naked and in bed, we tore feverishly at each other’s clothes. I had her dress off her body and laying on the floor before she was able to roll my shirt from my shoulders, but she was still moving quickly. Her bra came off next, then my pants.

      We were both nearly on the bed, our underwear the only thing that was stopping us from being completely naked, and I couldn’t take it another second. I pulled her panties down before doing what I knew she loved best. I put my mouth to her pussy, kissing her and teasing her with my tongue. She moaned, closing her eyes and arching her back so I could get to her harder.

      She was wet, and I loved the taste of her juices in my mouth. It was far better than any of the desserts the restaurant had to offer, that was for damn sure.

      Liz clutched the bed with her hands as I pleasured her, closing her eyes and making one of my favorite faces. Her mouth was in the classic O shape, and she looked like she was on top of the world. I could do that to her all night, but she was so turned on from the evening, she was already breathing fast and shallow.

      I knew it wasn’t going to take long for her to come, and I was right. She let out a cry of pleasure, and I tasted as her juices flowed freely. She moaned on the bed, whispering my name as I continued to flick my tongue all around her clit.

      “Oh, Nick, baby, what do you do to me?” she breathed.

      “You’re about to find out what you do to me,” I said as I crawled up on the bed. I took off my boxers. My cock was rock hard, eager to be inside her. I grew hard at the thought of putting my mouth on her pussy, but when I did, there was no denying she made me harder than anything else ever did.

      I lowered my hips, pressing the head of my cock against her, teasing her with it before pushing it inside her. She was so wet, and I was so hard, there wasn’t any need for me to use my hands to get it inside.

      Liz cried out, spreading her legs wide to take me as deep as possible. I slid into her until my balls were right against her body, then I started thrusting into her. In and out, fast and hard. I had to fill her. I had to take her like the dream I’d had. I had to show her just how much I loved her.

      She cried out, arching her back on the bed, running her nails down my back and making me cry out. She dragged her nails deep, now that I was her own there was no need to hold back, and I didn’t want her to. But I was still going to be in control.

      I grabbed her hands and pinned them on the bed; then I moved them from the bed to her tits. I pulled my dick out of her pussy and pressed it between her tits, sliding back and forth, using the wetness from our love to fuck her cleavage. She closed her eyes, moaning and pressing her tits together so I could continue to fuck her.

      “Roll over,” I told her. She smiled and did as she was told, but she didn’t get on her hands and knees. I knew that I would bring her to climax if she stayed down on the bed, so that’s where I kept her as I fucked her from behind. She was moaning, clutching the bed for a moment until she started crying out my name once more.

      “I’m coming again!” she cried.

      It was then that I knew I was going to come soon, too. I lifted her hips and kept her tits on the bed, fucking her with a passion. She moaned as I slid easily in and out of her, getting closer and closer to my own orgasm. I wanted to come with her, however, so I made sure I was listening to the clues she was giving me.

      She was breathing fast and hard, and I was growing tense. I felt her pussy getting ready to tighten, and I knew she was about to climax. So, I thrust into her hard and fast a few more times, pushing her closer and closer until she finally let out the cry that let me know she was coming.

      It was then that I released my own orgasm, and my cock started pulsing inside her, filling with her my load. She cried out, and I pushed into her as far as I could, holding her hips in place so I could get as deep as possible. I wanted her to take all of me. I wanted her to feel my cock as it emptied inside her.

      I never wanted the moment to end, holding onto the feeling of us coming at the same time. I loved this woman more than I could express, and I was ready to start building our lives together.

      As the orgasms faded, I eventually pulled out, laying on the bed next to her and pulling her up to me.

      “I love you,” she breathed, and I grinned.

      “I love you more,” I told her. “And I’m ready for you and me to start planning our real wedding. I mean, so much shit went down the last time we were engaged, I don’t want to stretch out this engagement any more than we have to.”

      She laughed. “It doesn’t matter. I’m going to spend the rest of my life with you no matter what. We can get married tomorrow, or we can wait, we’ll see what happens.”

      “We’re going to do whatever it is that makes you the happiest,” I promised her. And I meant it. I didn’t care what she wanted as long as she got the wedding of her dreams, then I was going to be happy with it. If she wanted a lot of people, we’d have it, if not, then we’d get married in secret like a lot of famous people did.

      As long as I got to be married to her at the end of the day, then I was going to be the happiest man in the world. Shit, I already was. This was the love of my life, and she was in bed with me. Nothing else mattered. If she wanted to hire someone to plan the whole thing, that was fine, or if she wanted to do it herself, that was fine, too.

      She could be in charge of everything if she wanted, I just wanted to know that she and I were going to be together for the rest of our lives. Let the company do what it may, let the kids come as they did; at the end of the day, she was my teammate, and I was going to stand with her no matter what.

      The world could try to tear us apart like it had so many times in the past, but I wasn’t going to let a single thing come between us again. My life was finally coming together as it should have a long time ago, and I knew I had her to thank for it.

      I would do anything to make this woman happy, and I was thrilled with the life we were going to build together. I didn’t care how long it took or how hard we had to work to make it happen.

      As long as I had Liz right here with me at the end of the day, I could take on anything.

      And I knew she felt the exact same way.
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Liz - One Year Later

        

      

    

    
      I stood at the alter with my hands intertwined with Nick’s. I couldn’t believe that the day had finally come. It had been a long journey, but it was finally happening. I was getting married to my best friend, the love of my life.

      We had planned on getting married a lot sooner, but I decided I wanted to wait. I wanted us to come together as a family, and I wanted our son to be born before that happened. Little Nathan was a few months old now, and the ring-bearer, bringing the ring down the aisle in a little wagon drawn by my mother.

      My father and mother had come to New York for the wedding, and they were thrilled at the chance to meet their grandson. Though it had come as a surprise to them to hear all that had happened, I knew they were happy for me and the way that my life had turned out.

      They loved Nick like a son already, and we decided not to tell them that he and I had been together before. We didn’t want there to be anything that they might not approve of, and what they didn’t know didn’t hurt them anyway.

      My brother was there, engaged to Candice and planning a wedding of their own. I was happy for the two of them, and I was getting along a lot better with Candice than I had been before. She was one of the bridesmaids, and my brother was the Best Man.

      I was glad that he got to stand in the wedding, and that he had come around to the idea enough that he was willing to be there for both of us. He and Nick were back to being best friends, and my brother was playing a far more active role in the company than he had been before.

      Now that the family was going to be joined officially, Nick talked about all the different things my brother could take on. He would be promoted, of course, and with that promotion would come a healthy pay raise. I was sure it wasn’t going to be long before he had actual stakes in the company.

      We were doing so well, there wasn’t the need to have as many investors, and my husband was finally able to relax. Of course, his life was different now than it had been, and he wasn’t ever on the cover of tabloids. He had been given a great honor for his part in locking Rico up in jail, and we knew he wasn’t ever going to get out.

      The streets were far safer for everyone, and there was no need for the tabloids to come stalking any longer. Sure, there were still times when they would try to snap a picture of us out with our son, but Nick was fiercely protective of Nathan and threatened anyone who got too close with a camera with a lawsuit.

      He was a good man. He did a lot for charities. He did a lot for the city, and he was working on starting new foundations that were going to help countless people across the globe. He was the kind of man that people would look up to – he inspired people, and he more than inspired me.

      I was proud that today I was going to get to be his wife finally. It felt like it had taken forever, and it was time to make it happen finally. We weren’t going to have a long honeymoon. Not yet anyway. Since I was nursing, I didn’t want to be away from Nathan. And, I didn’t want to travel with him being so young, either.

      But we knew we were going to have a great day anyway, and we were going to celebrate when we had the chance when he was older.

      After all, my parents were already more than happy to volunteer to watch him for us if we wanted to get away for a while, and I assured my mother she would be the first to hear from me when he made it happen.

      Cassie stood proudly by my side as I told Nick my vows. She was, of course, my maid of honor. There was no one else on the planet I could see having that spot. She was my best friend, and she had been there for me through it all. It was because of her that I had the courage to move forward with Nick again, and I gave her credit for pushing me to live the life I now had.

      She had graduated from college, and she now ran her own clinic near our office. She was a therapist, working with people who struggled with PTSD from things they experienced in life. She was one of the best people I had to talk to after all the shit that I went through, and I believed it was because of her I hardly struggled with it at all these days.

      I had such a strong support system, I felt on top of the world. I broke down in tears as Nick told me his vows, and I knew that I had made the right choice. It had been long, and it had been hard, but in the end, it was all worth it.

      I would have gone through it all again in a heartbeat if it meant I was going to end up with the love of my life standing in front of me, telling me that I, too, was the love of his. I wanted to grow old with this man, and I didn’t want to put off another day without his last name as my own.

      He slid the ring on my finger, and I did the same to him, then we were allowed to kiss, husband and wife at last. Our friends cheered, showing their support for the fact that we were now officially man and wife. Nothing was going to take this from us.

      I had my own family, and it was with the person I loved the most in the world. I didn’t mind that we weren’t going to go on a honeymoon. All I wanted was to celebrate the day with him. I wanted to have fun with our friends, and I wanted to watch my family interact with my son.

      By the time we got to bed that night, we were both too tired to do anything. Of course, we laughed about it at first, but I couldn’t help but lay my head on his chest and look at him, thinking about how handsome he was and how lucky I was to be his wife.

      “New York’s most eligible bachelor,” I said with a shake of my head and a grin on my face.

      “Not anymore,” he said as he stretched his arm out and put it around me.

      “How did I get so lucky?” I asked as I laid against him. “I never thought I was going to get the chance to sleep with you again, let alone hear that you loved me. Then to marry you, I feel like this really is that fairytale we talked about.”

      “I never thought I was going to see you again,” Nick said. “That day I left for New York, I thought that was the last time you and I were ever going to see each other, and it broke my heart. I couldn’t ever bring myself to be close to anyone after that. It was you who was on my mind, not my parents.”

      I thought for a moment. I hadn’t had any serious boyfriends. And, I had a feeling he was the reason why. I didn’t want there to be anyone else in my life. I wanted to dream of him as the one and only. Sure, I never thought it was going to happen, but I didn’t want to give up on that dream.

      When I was with someone, I felt like something was missing in my life. I didn’t want to be just friends with Nick, but I didn’t want to date anyone else, either.

      “I guess fate just knew we were meant to be together,” I said with a smile. “And you can’t argue with that.”

      “Maybe it was destiny,” he said with a smile.

      “If we have a daughter, that’s what I want to name her,” I announced. He laughed.

      “Nathan isn’t even six months old yet, and you are already talking about another?” he teased. I gave him a light slap on the arm.

      “Nathan was a surprise; you never know when that’s going to happen again,” I told him.

      “My life has been full of surprises lately,” he said. “At least for the past couple years.”

      “So has mine,” I said with a grin. “But you know, I wouldn’t change any one of them, not for the world.”

      “Not if it meant that you and I were going to end up together, then I wouldn’t either,” Nick said with a smile. “I would go through all of it again if it meant you and I were going to end up here eventually.”

      “I thought the same thing earlier,” I told him. “You and Nathan are my entire world, and I can’t imagine life without either of you.”

      He kissed me on the forehead before rubbing his hand lightly up and down my arm. It was so romantic, so loving; I knew that this was the life I was supposed to live. It had turned out so different for me than I ever thought that it would, but it was true.

      I was with the love of my life, and our child was safe and sound nearby. We were now married, a true family meant to be together forever. I knew that there were still trials ahead, but I also knew that we had overcome so much already, we were going to overcome so much more in the future.

      Nothing was able to tear us apart. After what we had been through, the rest would be a piece of cake.

      I had Nick, the man of my dreams and the love of my life. I had my family to support me, and I had a career I loved. It had all come together for me in ways that I never imagined possible, and I knew it was truly fate that brought us together.

      And I couldn’t argue with fate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Book Three - Big Bad Doctor

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It was the perfect arrangement…

        Three hot days and steamy nights in the city of love.

        No strings attached. No phone numbers exchanged. No real names.

      

        

      
        After a breakup, he was the temporary playmate I desperately needed.

        Mr. Tall. Dark. And unbelievably SEXY.

        He wasn’t just happy to experience all of Paris…

        He was also happy to experience all of me.

      

        

      
        But then reality came crashing down...

        Cause one thing I didn’t plan on was running into the mystery man again.

      

        

      
        It turns out he's incredibly accomplished…

        The best in his field of medicine...

        And the doctor in charge of my delivery.

        Maybe now I should tell him about our twin babies.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      “Do you want me?” he growled, his breath warm against my face.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Tell me what you want,” he said. “I need to hear it.”

      The words caught in my throat as I looked deep into his eyes. I wasn’t used to asking for what I wanted, or being told what to do in the bedroom, so to have someone so bluntly ask me was both hot as hell and terrifying.

      “I don’t know,” I whispered.

      “You don’t know?” he cocked an eyebrow as he pinched my nipples, and I moaned, my eyes fluttering open and shut. “You don’t know if you want to fuck me or not?”

      “Oh yes,” I whimpered, my knees feeling like they might give out at any moment.

      “Say it,” he said.

      I looked away from him, but he took my face in his hands, forcing me to meet his gaze.

      “Say it, Hope,” he said. “Unless you don’t want to --”

      “I want to,” I said. Taking a deep breath, I blurted out exactly what he wanted to hear. “I want to fuck you. Please.”

      Before I could finish my plea, he scooped me into his arms, lifting me straight off my feet and letting them dangle above the floor. He lifted me up in those big, strong arms, and kissed me harder than he had before. His body pressed against mine and I felt him through his slacks. Just feeling his erection pressed hard against me send a shudder through my entire body.

      He felt enormous. Thick and long. I melted into his arms, rubbing my body against him. Yearning to be even closer.

      I needed him inside of me, and quickly. My body suddenly needed him every bit as much as it needed food when my sugar was dipping.

      He moved over to the bed, carrying me over with him like I weighed nothing at all. He put me back on my feet in front of the bed, his mouth moving to my neck. He growled into my ear.

      “Let’s get you undressed and give you want you want then.”

      It didn’t take long at all for him to remove my dress. He was practically ripping it off of me, his movements fast and fierce. It was as if he couldn’t wait a second longer. He tossed my dress to the floor and with his rough hands, turned me around so I was facing away from him. He removed my bra, letting it fall to the floor as well and wrapped his arms around me. His hands held onto my breasts, giving them a gentle squeeze as he pulled me against him. I ground myself into him, feeling his hardness pressed against my ass.

      I trembled in anticipation and a wave of nervousness. What if I didn’t measure up? What if we’d had all this buildup and sexual tension between us and it ended up being a bust?

      “Please --” I whimpered as he sucked on my neck.

      Roughly, he pulled my panties down, exposing my entire body to him at last. He was still clothed, however, and I needed to remedy that fast.

      “Lie down on the bed,” he demanded. “And if you’re a good girl, you’ll get your reward.”

      No one had ever been so stern with me before and hearing those words and tone of voice from him sent shivers down my spine, making the flames between my thighs burn even brighter.

      I didn’t even hesitate to do what he told me. I moved toward the bed, sitting upon it at first.

      “I said lie down,” he said, both firm and gentle at the same time.

      I laid back against the thick down comforter, resting my head on a pillow. His gaze moved over me, and he stood there at the foot of the bed, drinking me in. I’d never felt as beautiful as I did in that moment, from just the weight of his gaze on me and the desire I saw reflected in his eyes.

      He lifted up his polo shirt, slowly removing it, teasing me in the process. My mouth was watering, and my pussy was growing wetter every second he made me wait.

      He exposed his six pack abs, hard and toned as an underwear model’s. Jesus, I thought to myself. I knew he’d been ripped, but seeing him like that, in the flesh, made me realize he was in even better shape than I’d thought.

      As he pulled the shirt off over his head, my eyes moved up toward his chest where soft, dark hair ran from his bellybutton up to his chest. Not too much hair, but just enough soft fuzz to run my fingers through. I couldn’t wait to have my hands all over his body.

      I started to lean forward, to move toward him, but he shook his head.

      “Did I say you could move?” his voice was a low rumble.

      “No,” I said, my voice coming out weak. I laid back down.

      “Good girl,” he said with a smile that could make any woman weak in the knees. “Let me finish getting undressed, then you can touch me.”

      He smirked at me as I nodded, fearing my voice wouldn’t work properly if I tried to speak.

      He yanked at his belt, whipping it off and tossing it to the side with a snap. From there, he unzipped his pants, and slid them down his hips at a snail’s pace. He enjoyed doing it, I realized. He loved teasing me. Loved to see the pleading and desperation in my eyes.

      His pants fell to the ground, and he stood there in black boxer briefs that hugged his erection. The outline of it against the tight material caused me to gasp. He was just so big, I almost couldn’t believe it.

      His fingers traced along the top of his boxers, and he watched me, smiling mischievously.

      I wasn’t prepared for the moment that he pulled his boxers down, exposing himself to me for the first time. No, nothing could have prepared me for the monstrous cock inside of his pants. Not even feeling it beforehand had given me an accurate picture of what he was packing.

      My eyes were wide as saucers, and my jaw was on the floor. I stared, my insides twisting and turning, in both anticipation and fear -- would he be able to fit that inside of me? Would it hurt?

      He was longer than average, and thick

      Maybe a sane woman would have second thoughts, but not me. My body wanted him more than anything it had ever craved before.

      He moved toward the edge of the bed, crawling on his hands and knees toward me. He spread my legs apart, dotting kisses along my inner thighs that sent white hot sparks shooting through my entire body. My back arched upward as he got oh so close to my most sensitive parts.

      When his tongue pressed between my lower lips, flicking at my clit, I thought I might lose it. I cried out, trembling in pleasure and need as he continued kissing and teasing me, never getting too close, and keeping me right on the edge.

      I ran my hands through his hair, and unintentionally, pulled him against me. My pussy ached to be filled by him. As if he could read my mind, His tongue slipped inside of me. My toes curled up, and I cried out in pleasure from just that simple act. When he began fucking me with his tongue, things got even more intense and my moans grew even louder.

      I held onto the back of his head, my nails digging into his scalp. All the teasing and tormenting meant I was already close to orgasm. I felt my climax growing inside of me.

      “I’m close. OH God baby, I’m going to--”
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      Fuck my life.

      I’d been in Paris for a whole two hours and already, I was ready to hop on the next plane and head back home. My best friend was on the other end of the line, laughing hysterically at me.

      “Ugh, being here is so freaking depressing, Anna, you have no idea,” I said, flopping down on my hotel bed.

      I frowned as I sat up clenching my jaw, though I felt a little foolish considering she couldn’t see the ridiculous look on my face.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked, trying to keep the sharp edge out of my voice.

      “You are,” she said. “I’m stuck at work, sitting in a stale ass office, typing useless facts into my computer, listening to people tell shitty jokes, and drinking the most vomit worthy coffee all day. And you’re in the city Paris for God’s sake. You want to talk to me about depressing?”

      I sighed. “Yeah, I guess you have a point. I’m sorry. It’s just -- Jeremy and I were supposed to be on this trip together. A hot romantic getaway, he said. It was supposed to be just the two of us.”

      “And your thousands of fans on social media,” Anna added.

      “That’s hardly the point,” I said.

      “Listen Hope, I’m sorry if I sound like a bitch and don’t have much sympathy for you right now,” my best friend sighed on the other end of the line. “Work is crazy these days, and you know how long it’s been since I’ve had a vacation, so --”

      “This isn’t just a play vacation for me, it’s work, Anna. You know that,” I said, twirling a strand of my strawberry blonde hair around my finger. “And part of my job here is to write about Paris from a couples’ point-of-view. I’m supposed to work in all the romantic spots and stuff, which is kind of hard to do it without a partner. And my editor is going to be pissed if I don’t deliver. So yeah, sorry if I’m a bit stressed.”

      I hated snapping at Anna, and when she fell silent for a moment, no doubt reeling from that rebuke, I was flooded with guilt. My eyes filled with tears, and I was just about ready to apologize when Anna finally spoke up.

      “I’m sorry, Hope. Like I said, work has been killing me lately. I’m exhausted, grumpy, need to get laid and I need a break,” she said. “I shouldn’t have taken it out on you, especially since I know you’re hurting. Jeremy is a major limp dick by the way.”

      “Total limp dick,” I said, my voice cracking.

      “Well he must be now that his hot ex fiancé is no longer in the picture.”

      The humor in Anna’s joke didn’t go unnoticed, but somehow I couldn’t bring myself to laughing on a day like this one. My emotions were a total mess. The mention of his name made me recall finding out about him sleeping around the entire two years we were together. As much as that hurt, I was angrier that the whole time he was doing it, I’d been totally clueless and busy with work. I really thought he was a good guy. God, how could I have been so incredibly stupid?

      “I’m sorry for snapping, Anna,” I said. “My emotions are all over the place these days.”

      “I understand, sweetie. It’s a shame my boss didn’t let me take vacation time, or I would have been there with you. Happily,” she said. “I’d totally be your date and check out all the posh romantic spots with you.”

      I chuckled. “I’d probably have more fun with you anyway,” I said. “Jeremy wasn’t exactly Mr. Romance. His idea of a romantic date was running his fingers through my hair while I was giving him oral.”

      “Gross,” Anna shivered on the other end of the line. “I did not need that visual.”

      “Men suck,” I groaned. Rolling over onto my belly and burying my head into the pillow, I inhaled deeply, savoring the vanilla scent.

      “Hashtag not all men,” Anna teased.

      I groaned even louder at her terrible joke.

      At least I had a nice hotel room to hang out in. If only I didn’t have to go anywhere to do my job. I’d be glad to just hole myself up in my room and avoid any and all reminders of my failed romance. Being in one of the most romantic cities in the world -- alone -- only a couple months after a breakup was tough. Finding out that he’d been screwing other girls while we were together made it even worse. It was going to be really hard to trust anyone after that.

      “No, seriously, Hope. You’re still bitter, but it’s been what, two months now?” she chirped. “Why are you still pouting over Jeremy? Maybe it’s time you got yourself a new man. It’d be easy for a sexy thing like you.”

      “I’m not ready for a new man,” I said. “And the reason I’m still pouting is because Jeremy and I made plans for the future, Anna. Our future. Plans that included marriage in the next year, kids after that, and all of that is gone now. Poof. All gone. And I’m not getting any younger.”

      “You’re twenty-nine, Hope. Not eighty,” Anna laughed.

      “Yeah, but my child-bearing years are quickly coming to an end.”

      “Oh hush, you’ve got plenty of time,” she said. “Besides, you’re not even sure --”

      She stopped before she finished her sentence, but I silently filled in the blanks for her. I knew where she was going with that thought.

      “Hope, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything,” she said, quickly realizing her mistake.

      “No, it’s fine. I’m fine,” I lied. I sat up in the bed and looked at the clock.

      It was almost five in the evening there and since Los Angeles was nine hours behind Paris, it meant it was closing in on eight in the morning for her. And it was a Monday, which meant she had to head into work soon.

      I didn’t want to drag the drama out any more and risk her being late. Especially for a conversation we’d already had many times over. Her boss was a stickler, and she was already under a lot of stress. As her best friend, I didn’t want to add to it. Especially since there wasn’t anything she could do to help.

      “You need to get to work, don’t you?” I reminded her.

      “Soon, yeah,” she mumbled. “But I don’t want to leave you hangin.”

      “I’m okay, seriously. I’m just being whiney. You’re right, I’m in Paris. I should enjoy it and find a way to salvage this article one way or another.”

      “Like maybe going out and meeting someone?” she asked.

      “Meet someone? Are you nuts woman?”

      “Why not? You’re in a beautiful city with sexy, foreign men,” she said. “Maybe take that angle for your article? Paris isn’t just for lovers, but also for singles? Or something like that. I’m not the writer, so I’ll leave that up to you. But I think it could be a fun angle.”

      “I don’t know,” I said, nibbling my lower lip, though the thought rattled around in my head.

      “Think about it, okay? And promise me you won’t stay locked in your room,” she pleaded with me. “Enjoy the city and let me and the rest of the stiffs live vicariously through your Instagram, please?”

      “I’ll try, Anna, but seriously, you need to get to work,” I said, checking the time again. “I’m going to hang up now.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked.

      “Yes, I’m fine,” I said. “Now go.”

      I hung up the phone, and as soon as I did, I let out a long sigh. I’d told her I was fine, that everything was okay, but I didn’t feel fine. I felt about as far from fine as you could get. But I wasn’t going to send her off by telling her I felt that way. She had enough on her plate as it was.

      It was still early enough in the day that I should leave the hotel and go see some of the sights. I’d been to Paris once before, but it had been a while back and had only been a short visit to write an article on an art exhibit at the Louvre. That was pretty much all I’d gotten to see besides the traditional touristy spots. You couldn’t go to Paris without taking a selfie in front of the Eiffel Tower, now could you? I loved my job, not many people got to travel the world and write about the different locales, but sometimes, it was lonely.

      My stomach growled, reminding me that the last thing I’d eaten was some crappy airplane food; a stale and bland sandwich about three hours before we landed. I had all kinds of delightful little cafes around my hotel to choose from if I wanted to grab a bite. My editor had actually suggested the place because it was central to Paris, and in an area that was thriving.

      My editor, Kayla, had given me the same advice Anna had when I broke the news to her about Jeremy and me. She said to just meet someone while I was here, to write about dating in Paris as a single woman meeting exotic men. Easier said than done. It had been a couple months, sure, but after spending years together, I still feared I wasn’t ready.

      Mainly because I wasn’t ready to give my heart away again. If a two-year relationship could go sour so fast and easily, and be based completely around lies and betrayals, how could I ever trust that someone I’d just met wasn’t going to turn out to be a lying, cheating scumbag?

      The answer was, I couldn’t.

      Groaning, I pushed myself off the bed and decided to at least grab some dinner. One little baby step outside. And after a good night’s rest, I could decide on the approach to the article I was going to take.

      Maybe Kayla and Anna were right about it all. Maybe I just needed to find someone local -- or a few someones -- and just go with the flow. Maybe a romantic and passionate night in the City of Lights would be just the thing I needed -- both personally and professionally.

      I had to write something, and since it was an article about experiencing romance in Paris, I had to find a way to make it happen. I didn’t know if hooking up with a hot French guy was the way to go or not, but it was a solid idea. It was my only idea. And if I didn’t get the piece written, I wouldn’t get paid. And if I didn’t get paid, I’d have to shell out all the expenses for the trip myself. On my salary, that would hurt. A lot.

      I debated the merits of taking the time to shower or not before heading out. After a long trip, I was simply too tired to care. Flying often left me feeling gross, but I yearned for a nice, long, hot bath when I got back so I decided the shower could wait. The first order of business was putting some actual food in my belly. After that, I’d worry about my personal hygiene.

      I went into the bathroom and splashed some water on my face.  My strawberry blonde hair was a wavy mess. The unruly tangles falling around my shoulders and down my back. My eyes looked tired, but after a long trip, that was to be expected. Nothing a little makeup couldn’t take care of, or at least hide well enough. My blue-green eyes looked startled in my reflection, probably from the exhaustion of traveling. Or maybe that was my default look without makeup. God, I hoped not. My eyes appeared to be the biggest things on my face.

      I gave myself a mental shake. It wasn’t like I was trying to impress anyone. I’d have to pull myself together eventually, but I gave myself permission to relax that first night. I’d figure out my plan of action the next day, after a long hot bath and a good night’s rest.

      But first, food.
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      “Dr. Pierce!” a feminine voice called out to me as I was leaving the building.

      I stopped and turned toward the voice to see a curvy brunette in a gray skirt suit rushing over to me. Her smile was shaky, and her cheeks flushed as she pushed stray tendrils of her hair back behind her ear. She was young, early twenties from the looks of it if I had to guess. She had the fresh face of someone who hadn’t been working in the medical field for the last ten or twenty years. She didn’t look quite so tired and jaded as some of us.

      “I’m so glad I caught up with you,” she said, offering me her hand while balancing a briefcase and several file folders in her arms. “I’m Suzanne Rollins. Dr. Suzanne Rollins in a few months, if all goes well.”

      I shook her hand, surprised to find that she gave a firm shake along with solid eye contact. She was confident and strong. I liked that.

      “Nice to meet you Ms. Rollins,” I said. “I was just heading out though, it’s been a long day and --”

      “I’ll only take a minute of your time, Dr. Pierce,” she said.

      Her brown eyes twinkled with admiration, and I would know what it meant anywhere. She was interested in more than just a minute of my time.

      “I wanted to talk to you about your studies on gestational diabetes. I have some questions, but I know you’re a busy man, so I was hoping to give you my card,” she purred. “Maybe we could meet for coffee sometime?”

      She shot me a flirtatious smile. She was an attractive woman, the type I’d have taken back to my hotel in a heartbeat back in my younger days. But I was past that now. She was a young medical student looking for connections, surely wanting to use me for mine.

      Back in the day, I’d thought it was a fair enough trade. I used them for some fun and sexual release, they used me for references and connections in the medical community. Everybody got something and it seemed like a win-win to me. But the older I got, the more tired I became of the game. And after a few too many bad seeds getting positions they didn’t deserve, I had no choice but to put a stop to it. My career came first, and I wasn’t about to ruin my good name for a few hours of fun with a beautiful woman. Even though I was still tempted from time to time.

      Though it had been awhile since I’d had time to date anyone outside the medical field, I wasn’t about to fall into that trap once more. It would lead me back down a path I didn’t want to travel anymore.

      “Ms. Rollins,” I said dryly, rubbing my temples as I spoke, “I’m sorry, but I no longer meet individually with medical students. I simply don’t have the time. But if your school would like to schedule me for a lecture, by all means, have them reach out to me once I’m back in L.A. I’d be more than happy to give a talk on the subject.”

      I turned on my heels, but the young woman simply wasn’t having it. She grabbed my arm and swung herself around, blocking my exit. I tried to keep my temper in check and my face a blank mask, but it was hard when someone didn’t take “no” for an answer.

      “Just twenty minutes of your time, that’s all I ask,” she said.

      She nibbled her lower lip while giving me a seductive smile, clearly intent on playing the ingenue. A few years ago, she wouldn’t have had to ask twice. It seemed I was still paying for the reputation I’d built in some circles.

      “I don’t have twenty minutes to spare at the moment,” I said.

      That was a lie. I’d scheduled my speech at the international conference in Paris around some planned downtime. It had been years since I’d taken a vacation, and at my friend’s urging, I finally booked some time off. Given that I was giving a talk, it wasn’t strictly for pleasure, but it was close enough. It was certainly closer than I’d been to an actual vacation in a long, long time.

      But I wasn't going to let Ms. Rollins know that. Nor was I going to fill up my time meeting with medical students who were hoping for residency referrals. I wanted to be left alone. For the first time in years, I wanted no more meetings, no more talks, and no work. And the quicker I got out of the building, the quicker I’d be free of it all and could get started on my long overdue vacation.

      I moved to the right of Suzanne, and she seemed to consider blocking my way again. I shot her a look that said, “Don’t you dare” and she thought twice. She was after a reference from me and wanted me to put in a good word for her with the right people. Pissing me off wasn’t about to get her what she wanted, and she seemed to finally understand, backing off a bit and trying a different tack.

      “I’m happy to meet with you when you’re back in Los Angeles --”

      I didn’t hear the rest of what she said after I pushed open the double doors and stepped through. The next instant, I was out on the streets of Paris. I was free from the confines of all work obligations. It shamed me to admit that I wasn’t even sure how to relax or have fun anymore. My entire life had been spent either in school or working, but I was going to figure it out if it killed me.

      It had been hard to turn the beautiful young woman away, because I was still a warm-blooded man with needs. But unlike my younger self who tended to think with a different part of my anatomy that wasn’t as smart, my older self was smart enough to spot trouble when I saw it. Call it my hard-earned wisdom.

      She’d been a persistent young woman, the type that would never stop harassing me if I gave in. I needed a release, yes. God knew how badly I did. But not with someone who would stir up drama in my life. I seriously didn’t need any more of that garbage. Not after what happened with Whitney.

      The wounds were still there, and still a little raw. Just thinking her name caused my blood to boil as I waited for a cab outside the convention center. I needed something to forget my ex, and this trip was part of my so-called healing. Since I was free and unencumbered by anybody now, I gave myself permission to have a little fun.

      Fun. Such a foreign concept to someone like me, but there I was -- trying to learn a foreign concept in a foreign land. I wasn’t sure how to go about injecting a little fun into my world, but I was intent on making the best of it.

      My stomach growled, reminding me of the pitiful lunch that was served hours before. Europeans were known to eat much smaller portions of food than we Americans were used to, and the lunch I’d had served to me definitely proved that point -- the rumbling in my empty belly only reinforcing it.

      I ran down my mental checklist; go back to the hotel, shower, change, grab food. And then what? What came after? What kind of fun would I, a single man in Paris, be able to find?

      I wasn’t sure. But I was going to see what kind of fun this city had to offer a guy like me.

      Freshly showered, wearing clean clothes, and feeling slightly refreshed and recharged, I stepped out of my hotel out onto the busy Paris street. It was a cool evening, and the City of Lights was living up to its name. I’d been to Paris before, but never for pleasure. I’d never taken the time to stop and appreciate the landscape around me. I’d never stopped to soak in the sights or the aromas that saturated the air.

      One thing that I always noticed however, were the narrow sidewalks and even narrower streets. There was something claustrophobic about it. Coming from Los Angeles, I was used to walking around a concrete jungle, with massive cars speeding past you at all hours of the day and night.

      The concierge at my hotel had suggested a cafe only a few blocks down from the hotel called Belle Vie -- Beautiful Life in English. It sounded cliché as hell, but at the same time, it also seemed somehow fitting.

      I strolled down the Parisian street, stopping to glance in the windows of the art galleries and bakeries I passed by. The air was crisp and cool, even for Spring. Or maybe I just wasn’t used to weather that wasn’t sunny and warm, like back home. It was nice, though. Cool enough for jeans, which I hardly ever wore due to the nature of my job and speaking engagements. If I wasn't wearing scrubs in the OR, I was wearing a suit and tie. But that night, I’d put on a pair of dark jeans and a dark blue polo shirt. It was nice to be in something more casual and relaxed. I’d grabbed a sport coat on the way out the door, just in case there was a dress code at Belle Vie.

      I stopped and stood looking in the window of a jewelry store, catching sight of my own reflection. My hair was almost as dark as the night around us, crisp and cut short to my head. I’d shaved before coming out, so my face was smooth as a baby’s butt. A bad pun considering what I did for a living.

      My eyes fell on the diamonds sitting not too far from the window, and my heart sank. Not all that long ago, I’d been picking out rings for Whitney. I thought perhaps marriage and spending a life content with her was in the cards for me. It was something I’d been looking forward to and excited about. But boy, had I been wrong about how that was going to turn out.

      I turned away quickly without looking, and damn those narrow sidewalks, I crashed into someone as they were walking by. I realized she was there at the last minute, but by then it had been far too late.

      “Hey!” she shouted, tumbling.

      All I saw was a mess of red hair, but I reached out anyway to help her keep her balance. I grabbed ahold of something, and prayed it was an arm and not something more delicate. I helped catch her before she hit the ground and the woman righted herself, yanking her hand free from mine while glaring at me.

      “Watch where you’re going,” she growled.

      She ran a hand through her hair, straightening the wild mop of curls out as best she could. I just stood there feeling like an idiot not only for nearly knocking her over, but for standing there gaping at her like a moron.

      “What are you staring at?” she snapped.

      I didn’t say a word. I wasn’t sure why I was staring, not really. I’d seen my share of beautiful women in my life -- hell I’d rejected one only hours before. But for some reason, I couldn’t take my eyes off the one in front of me as she straightened out her hair and glared at me with the largest blue-green eyes I’d ever seen in my life.

      “Ah, I’m guessing you don’t speak English,” she muttered. “Parlez-vous Anglais?”

      “Yes,” I said, chuckling and feeling a tad bit foolish. “Yes, I’m American.”

      “That explains it then,” she growled, shaking her head as she turned on her heel to leave. “Next time, watch where you’re going.”

      I hurried behind her without even thinking, my eyes never leaving her curves. She had an amazing body, with just enough hips and ass to sink your teeth into. I felt a familiar stirring in my groin -- something I hadn’t felt with Dr.-Something-or-Other back at conference.

      “What do you mean by that?” I asked.

      “What do I mean by what?” she said, side-eyeing me, her tone edging toward hostile.

      “When you said, ‘that explains it’?” I said. “What did you mean by that?”

      “Ah, well, just the general lack of awareness for anyone else,” she said, smirking at me. “That tends to be an American trait.”

      “Judging by your accent,” I said. “I’d say you’re American too.”

      “Good job, Sherlock. Your powers of deduction are astounding,” she said, rolling her eyes and laughing.

      She stopped suddenly, her eyes taking everything in around her. Finally, they landed on a sign that said Belle Vie and she looked pleased with herself.

      “What a coincidence,” I said, pulling the door open. “I’m going here for a quick bite myself.”

      “Oh, lucky me,” she said.

      There was less hostility in her voice now, but she was still teasing me. She gave me a once over before stepping through the door I held open for her.

      “And the least I can do for nearly knocking you down is offer to make it up to you,” I said. “Maybe buy you a drink? You know, show you I actually am aware of others around me.”

      “A drink, huh?” she said, turning toward me as soon as I stepped into the cafe behind her. “Promise not to spill it all over me?”

      “Scout’s honor,” I said, holding my hands up in a fake pledge. “I swear I’m not usually that clumsy.”

      “Uh huh. I guess we’ll see,” she said, clicking her tongue as she weighed over the option.

      “So, is that a yes to letting me buy you a drink?

      She rolled her eyes theatrically, trying to pretend that she wasn’t checking me out, but judging by the flush in her cheeks, it was clear she liked what she saw. Her gaze washed over me as she drank me in, and I relished that feeling. I never grew tired of being admired by women. Especially women as beautiful as she was.

      “Fine. I guess I could use a drink,” she said, doing her best to sound put out. “But just one, got it? And only because it’s nice to run into another American here and I think you owe me at least that for nearly murdering me.”

      I hid my smirk as we walked toward a corner booth. I had a feeling she was into me more than she let on, but I figured we’d get there in time. The place was pretty lively, but casual. The air was saturated with a delicious aroma coming from the kitchen, and the chatter around us was mostly in French. I took that to be a good sign the Belle Vie wasn’t just a tourist trap, but somewhere locals actually frequented as well.

      She slipped into the booth, taking up one entire side just to discourage me from getting any funny ideas like trying to slip in next to her. I was more than happy to sit across from her in the booth. It made it easier to enjoy the view of that gorgeous face and shapely body of hers.

      Her aqua hued eyes darted around the place, taking it all in. Her gaze moved about quickly but I got the feeling she wasn’t missing a thing. I could see her absorbing every last facet of the cafe from the other patrons to the art on the walls, and everything in between.

      The way she drank in her surroundings was fascinating to me, like she was trying to memorize her surroundings, not wanting to miss one single sensory detail. It was as if she was a painter or an artist, etching everything into her mind so she could recreate it in a work of art.

      I extended my hand to her across the table. “I’m Colin, by the way.”

      “Hope,” she said, taking my hand in hers and giving it a nice, firm shake.

      “And what brings you to Paris, Hope?” I asked.

      She looked me up and down, much like she had done the room, as if I were now a subject for her next canvas. Except rather than simple interest in the sensory input, there was a hunger in her eyes which was something I found more than a little intriguing.

      She nibbled her lower lip, as if debating something with herself in her head. She was probably trying to decide how much to tell me about herself given that I was a complete stranger. I took her to be something of a naturally guarded person who didn’t open up very easily anyway.

      “I’m a travel writer,” she finally said. “I’m writing about Paris.”

      “Ah, you’d think that would be a topic that’s been done to death by now,” I stated.

      She cocked an eyebrow at me. “What do you know about travel writing?”

      “Not much, honestly,” I said, shrugging. “It’s just -- well, Paris is one of the top tourist destinations in the world and hundreds, if not thousands of people have already written about it. What’s left to write about? You’d think people would want to read about more obscure places like, I don’t know, Kazakhstan or Djibouti.”

      She sighed and rolled her eyes, but there was a hint of a smile on her lips. I was so close to getting her to like me -- at least a little bit. I knew I could get here there, moving Hope from the ambivalent at best about me column, to somebody who genuinely liked me.

      “And how many people actually talk about visiting either of those places?” she asked.

      I shrugged again. “That’s why you should write about them. Get people interested in seeing them. Think about the new horizons you could explore.”

      She sat back in the booth, a bemused smile on her face. Definitely close to getting her to like me. I was just thankful we moved well past hostility already. I’d take that as a win.

      “What if I told you that my last few articles were about the jungles of Central America?” she posed. “Is that exciting enough for you? Would that count as exploring a new horizon?”

      “Oh, now that sounds like an adventure,” I said. “But please tell me you got all your vaccinations.”

      I meant for it to be a joke, but cringed, knowing how off-putting I could sound when I slipped into my doctor and lecturer voice.  It was something that had been pointed out to me more times than I could count. I didn’t mean to do it, but I I’d been in the profession so long, it just came out naturally at times.

      Thankfully, she took it as I’d intended it to be. When she laughed -- a high pitched, melodic sound that was pleasing to me -- it was like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders and I felt myself relax a bit. Some of the tightness eased from my muscles and I sat back in the booth a little more casually.

      It had been so long since I’d been on an actual date with someone new that I’d forgotten proper etiquettes and behaviors. While I wasn’t sure it qualified as a date, I was considering it as practice for one. But I was finding it was like a muscle that had atrophied with disuse for a long time. It was going to take time and effort to get it working right again.

      Hopefully, one day in the not too distant future, I’d start dating again. And when that day came, I needed all the help and practice I could get to avoid making a total fool of myself.

      “Alright Dr. Colin,” she said, grinning. “Turnabout being fair play and all, tell me what you do so I can give you my thoughts on how to do your job properly.”

      “Well actually, I am a doctor,” I said matter-of-factly.

      “No, seriously,” she said. “What do you do?”

      “Seriously, I really am a doctor,” I insisted. “You actually were right on with the Dr. Colin bit. Which was an incredibly good guess by the way.”

      I winked at her as the server came over to our table. He took one look at us, and somehow knew to speak English. His accent was thick, almost too think to understand at times, but we were able to order our drinks. I took note of her choice in beverage -- a glass of white wine. I stored the bit of information away for later use. Because I was really hoping there would be a reason to pull it out again.

      I ordered red wine, because when in France, you should try the local flavors. The waiter nodded and walked away to fetch our drinks, leaving us alone with each other again.

      “So, you’re really a doctor?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said. “I’m here for a medical conference. Need me to prove it to you by showing you my badge? Medical card?”

      “No, I believe you,” she said.

      “Good, because I left my badge in my hotel room,” I teased.

      “Ah, already trying to get me back to your room, I see,” she said, flipping her long red hair over her shoulder as she leaned back in the booth. “Very clever, but I’m onto you, Dr. Colin.”

      She picked up the menu and seemed to look it over, but she kept sneaking glances back up at me as if waiting for an answer to the unasked question that hung in the air between us. Was I trying to get her back to my room? I figured she was trying to ferret out my real motivations. A single woman in Paris -- or any city really -- needed to be careful.

      “Oh I don’t know,” I said, leaning back and relaxing. “We’ll just have to see where the evening takes us. I may be cheap, but I’m not easy.”

      “Yeah well, don’t get your hopes up,” she shot me down immediately. “I only want to get something to eat. After that, I plan on heading back to my room to get multiple uninterrupted hours of sleep. I just got into Paris a couple hours ago.”

      “I see. So, shall we order some food then?” I asked. “Because believe it or not, I was coming here to eat, not to pick anyone up.”

      She studied my face for a long time, a grin forming on her lips.

      “So, we’re on the same page then? Just some food and conversation?” she asked.

      “Of course,” I said with a grin. “Besides, I’ve been in conferences all day. I’m much too tired for whatever you had in mind anyway.”

      That was a lie, and I’d managed it with a teasing, light-hearted tone and a wink. I was tired, but not nearly tired enough to turn down a roll in the hay with a woman like Hope if she’d been willing. She said she wasn’t, though I got the sense it wasn’t necessarily from a lack of interest. But I wasn’t going to push the matter. I knew women well enough to know you never got anywhere by being a pushy, arrogant jerk.

      She shook her head and laughed under her breath, turning her attention back to the menu in front of her. I also looked at the menu, finding most of it in French. Another good sign that the place was decent -- they obviously didn’t cater to non-French speakers. But I’d studied Latin and Spanish -- not French -- meaning I was pretty screwed in getting what I wanted food-wise. I settled on something with chicken in the name and left it at that. As long as I wasn’t getting any mystery meat, I’d be happy to stuff pretty much anything in my face at that point.

      “Do you speak French?” I asked my dining companion.

      “Eh, not really,” she said.

      “You’re a travel writer, and you don’t speak the local language?” I teased. “That seems rather blasphemous.”

      “If I learned the language of every place I visited,” she said dryly, “I’d never have time to write. Or travel for that matter.”

      “Good point,” I said.

      “But I know enough to get by, and to not accidentally order something horrendous,” she said. “Like escargot.”

      She crinkled her nose up at the word, and it was so damn cute, I couldn’t help but chuckle. She had a sweet face; one that would probably always look youthful due to the round shape and the freckles that dotted her nose and cheeks. I always did have a thing for pale redheads with freckles. They’d long been my own personal Kryptonite. She might not be what Hollywood considered gorgeous, but to me, she was utter perfection.

      “I take it you’re not a fan of snails?” I asked.

      “No, too slimy. I’ve tried them before. Once,” she said. “I try to keep an open mind when I’m visiting a new place and try some of the local fare, but they weren’t for me.”

      “So you’re adventurous? Like living life a bit on the edge, do you?”

      “Don’t I have to be in this line of work?” she asked as her eyes darted over to the waiter who brought our drinks to the table. “Excuse me, do you have a bathroom I could use?”

      He pointed toward the back of the restaurant and then set our drinks on the table. She thanked him -- in French, impressively enough -- and hurriedly placed her order before excusing herself, grabbing her purse and hurrying off toward the ladies’ room.

      I couldn’t stop smiling as I watched her go. It had been a long time since I’d met someone who kept me on my toes the way she did. And best of all, she wasn’t in medical school or a fellow doctor. I didn’t have to worry about her using me to get ahead in her career. Hell, she didn’t seem to know who I was or the first thing about me, which was a nice change of pace.

      Most people in the social circles I tended to travel in had at least heard of me. I didn’t like to brag but being one of the best doctors in the entire country in your specialty meant that you got a lot of publicity and attention. I’d been on talk shows, podcasts, interviewed for major publications, you name it. As a result, most people in the world of medicine had at least heard my name. But Hope had no clue that I actually was kind of a big deal, and that was nice. I didn’t have to worry about her having ulterior motives or being inauthentic with me.

      Not that I expected to go too far with her. With any luck, we’d have some much needed fun, then I’d go back to Los Angeles and resume my life and she’d go back to wherever she was from. There was no way we could work out long term. Not that either of us were even looking for that. But a doctor and a travel writer? One tied to his job, the other freely traveling the world on a whim and living vicariously through the people in other countries? Nah, I saw no long-term future with her, but it didn’t matter.

      But if things went right, as the old saying went, at least we’d have Paris.
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      My skin felt clammy and my hands were shaking as I dug through my bag for my test strips and shots. I wasn’t nervous about the needles. Having to receive shots every day from the time you were in first grade, would quickly desensitize you to them.

      I thought maybe my blood sugar was too low and that’s why I felt a bit shaky back at the table. But it hadn’t been. I mean, my sugar was low but still within normal limits for someone who hadn’t eaten yet. Which meant that obviously, I was nervous about the man waiting for me back at the table.

      I hurried up and tested my sugar for the second time just in case. And as expected, it came in a bit low, which was a good thing since I was having a little wine with my meal. I couldn’t drink much, not safely, but that was fine. Just another aspect of my life that had become normal to me long ago.

      I was always very careful with alcohol though. Even if I managed to give myself the correct dosage of insulin to account for the alcohol beforehand, I didn’t like being out of control. I always needed to remain in control of myself. I always made sure I didn’t eat something I shouldn’t have or forget a shot at some point through the day. I kept everything rigidly monitored and scheduled.

      People didn’t realize that living with type-1 diabetes meant you were in a constant state of fluctuation, and you had to monitor it all very carefully. I was a pro by now, of course, and sooner or later, I’d get a pump once my insurance decided I deserved one. But for now, I had to rely on the insulin shots to keep me alive.

      As I stood in the bathroom though, my stupid hands would not stop shaking, my nerves taking over and making it harder to give myself the shot.

      Breathe, Hope, I told myself. He’s just a man. Sure, he was one of the most handsome and borderline charming men I’d ever met in my life. But at the end of the day, he was still just a man. And I wasn’t not ready for anything serious. I wasn’t even close to being ready. Not to mention that even if I were looking for something long term, he could be from anywhere, and a long-distance relationship was simply not in the cards for me. They never worked out and I didn’t want to put myself through that. I’d been through enough.

      It didn’t mean I couldn’t have a little fun, my overly eager, lust-driven brain spoke up. Apparently Anna’s words had gotten through to me, and it -- err -- she was right. I could have some fun while I was in Paris. Given my current relationship status, there was no reason I had to behave. I was young, single and in one of the most romantic cities in the world. Why not throw caution to the wind and actually enjoy myself?

      I managed to stop the shaking long enough that I was finally able to give myself the injection, and then I tucked everything back into its case and breathed a sigh of relief With one last look in the mirror, I gave myself a little pep talk before heading back out into the restaurant.

      Had I known I’d be running into a gorgeous doctor when I left my hotel room, I might have put a little more effort into my hair and makeup. But that had been the furthest thing from my mind at the time. I’d simply planned to grab a bite to eat then come back to my room to relax. And McDreamy had to literally run into me, messing up all my plans for the night and made me feel completely off kilter.

      McDreamy was a pretty fitting nickname, considering the fact he was as tall, dark and handsome as Patrick Dempsey. With his short cropped dark hair styled impeccably and his nice, tight jeans, Colin was a sight for sore eyes and a delicious treat for other parts of my anatomy. And apparently, he also had eyes for me. I could see it in his face and hear it in his every word.

      Have fun, I told myself as I left the bathroom. It’s just one night. I was allowed to enjoy myself I’d had a shit couple of months, and I deserved to let loose and have a little fun.

      Insulin coursing through my veins and a few deep breaths to steady myself, my nerves were much calmer as I exited the bathroom and headed back toward our table. Colin was looking out the window, his strong jawline and piercing gaze making for a striking profile. I was interested to see that he simply sat there, not distracted by his smartphone or another electronic gadget., but rather, enjoying the sights outside the window. I had to appreciate that in a man.

      As I approached the table, he turned his gaze toward me. It was then that I truly saw his eyes for the first time. I’d assumed they were brown since his hair was so dark, but no, I’d been wrong. Instead of brown as I’d assumed, they were actually a light grey, the color of the ocean swell. My heart skipped a beat, and I felt like I might drown in that gaze. It was so intense and probing, it felt like he could see straight through me.

      “Welcome back,” Colin said, his tone playful.

      “Thank you,” I said, scooting into the booth with a smile. I dropped my bag beside me and took a deep breath. “Did I miss anything while I was gone?”

      “Just a couple of Americans making out in front of the restaurant,” he laughed.

      “And how do you know they were American?” I asked.

      “Oh, you just know. You can always tell an American when you see one in the wild,” he teased.

      He swirled his wine around in his glass before taking a long swallow. He was obviously waiting for me to ask him for more information or the simple follow up question.

      “I mean, can’t you?” he pressed

      “Of course you can. Or at least I can,” I said, leaning back in my booth, relaxing into my seat. “I’m just surprised you can. I’m paid to take in the sights and make observations. I’m paid to notice things others don’t. But not many people pick up on the little details that give things like that away.”

      He chuckled, his smile going all the way to his eyes, crinkling them up at the corner. I knew Colin was slightly older than me, that much was obvious. How much older he was though, remained a mystery. There was just a hint of grey at his temples, but some men went grey earlier than others. His face was chiseled and perfect, with only the smallest of smile lines and creases at his eyes when he laughed.

      Yet at the same time, there was a youthfulness about him. The charming kid in him came out in the way he teased, the way he laughed a lot and smiled at me. And also, in that cockiness that you typically found in older, successful men that allowed them to sometimes behave like children.

      I glanced out the window behind him, noting a couple walking down the street hand-in-hand. They were snuggled close, the smiles on their faces and dreamy look in their eyes saying they were obviously very much in love and oblivious to those around them. With a smirk, I pointed them out, while leaning forward and whispering to him.

      “So tell me -- Americans or not?”

      He glanced out the window and furrowed his brow. He focused on them, holding his gaze steady on the couple as they walked past our window.

      “Yes,” he said. “Obviously tourists, probably on their honeymoon.”

      “Oh?” I asked, raising my eyebrows. “Why do you say that? You don’t think average couples are that affectionate?”

      His gaze flicked back to me, his brow was now set in a thin, straight line, and his eyes burning with intensity. He looked shockingly serious all of a sudden.

      “Not just that,” he said. “The rings on their fingers were a clear indication they were married.”

      “Maybe they’ve been married for a while now,” I said, smirking.

      “No way,” he said, shaking his head. “Too young, for one. Neither one was older than their mid-twenties.”

      “Maybe they got married young,” I said, enjoying contradicting him every chance I could get.

      For some reason, it was fun to question him. Maybe because he was a successful doctor, I felt compelled to prove my intelligence to him. I couldn’t help but notice though, that he seemed to be enjoying the game as well.

      “Sure, it’s possible they got married when they were teenagers, but there was one thing that gave it all away,” he said.

      Colin leaned closer to me, pitching his voice low as if he were speaking conspiratorially. He was smiling again, though it was just a hint of one. His gaze was still intense, and his eyes bore into me, stealing my breath away for a second, his posture rigid and precise.

      “Oh yeah? What’s that?” I asked when I finally managed to regain my voice.

      “Their shirts -- the couple came from my hotel,” he said.

      I cocked my eyebrow at him and grinned. “And?”

      “And I saw several couples wearing those same exact shirts,” he said. “So I asked someone about it, and apparently the writing on the shirts say Newlywed in French. It’s a gift for the tourists coming here on their honeymoon.”

      My jaw dropped. I hadn’t really paid attention to the inscription was on their shirts. Hell, to be honest, I didn’t even notice they were matching shirts at all. For a second, I wanted to call him out, tell him that there was no way he could have known that, but before I got a chance, he burst into laughter.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked.

      “Your face,” he said, wiping the tears from his eyes from laughing so hard. “You believed me, didn’t you?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “I made all that up. I have no clue if they were American or not, let alone whether they’re newlyweds or not,” he cackled. “So far as I know, there are no shirts at my hotel for honeymooners.”

      I reached across the table and smacked his arm, mumbling, “Asshole.”

      Still, his laughter was contagious, and before long, I found myself joining in. He’d won that round. He’d beaten me at my own little game. But paybacks were a bitch.

      “You know, if this doctor thing doesn’t work out,” I teased. “Maybe you should become a comedian.”

      He shrugged. “I dunno. I’m pretty good at being a doctor,” he replied. “Besides, I hear the pay sucks for comedians. How about writers?”

      I had a good gig going for me. I got to travel mostly for free and enjoyed a few other perks. But truthfully, I barely made ends meet. I worked on a freelance basis, was paid by the piece, and if my editor decided to go another direction or that I was no longer performing to her standards, well, I’d be out of a job and likely homeless before long.

      I didn’t make enough to throw into the bank and build up a nest egg or anything and was always living on the edge. I made just enough to get by and maybe had a little extra in the bank to splurge on a nice meal now and then.

      “Can’t you tell by my haute couture?” I asked, sweeping my hands over my simple Gap capris and slouchy boyfriend t-shirt.

      He grinned in response and it hit me right in the gut. I really liked making him smile.

      “Alright,” I said, throwing my hands up. “You got me there. But still, I get paid to travel around the world, and I get to write about it. It’s an experience few get to enjoy, and I wouldn’t trade that for anything -- not even for a job that paid six figures.”

      “Fair enough,” he said, finishing the last of his wine as the waiter brought us our food.

      My stomach was growling, and I was ready to dig into my crepe, when I noticed Colin looking at his plate with a look on his face that was cycling between confusion and disgust.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I have no clue what I ordered, and just trying to figure it all out,” he said with a chuckle.

      I laughed, which made his cheeks flare with color as he tried to ignore me. Finally, he shrugged, picked up his fork and dug in, and I followed right along with him. The inside of my mouth exploded with flavor as soon as the first bit of the crepe hit my tongue and I moaned with pleasure -- no doubt sounding entirely inappropriate for a public setting. Colin laughed and took another bite of his food.

      “How long are you in Paris for, Hope?” he asked after a few minutes of awkward silence.

      “Originally, I was scheduled to be here an entire week, but that might change,” I said.

      “Thinking of extending the trip for a bit?”

      “No, I might have to cut it short,” I said, piling a bite of goat cheese and honey into my mouth.

      My food choice probably not the best choice for a diabetic, especially since I was drinking wine too, but it had sounded too good to pass up. And it really was worth it. I’d probably pay for it later, but I was going to enjoy the hell out of it now.

      “Oh? Why’s that?” he asked, raising an eyebrow as he peered intently at me from across the table.

      Shrugging, I tried to play it off as no big deal. Inside though, I was freaking out and still in a rage about it all. How could I not be? The whole trip was just another bad reminder of that asshole and everything he did.

      “Well, one of the original reasons for my trip here was to write about spending a romantic week here with my boyfriend,” I said. “All the romantic sights from a couple of young lovers. Sounds nice, right?”

      At the mention of my boyfriend, a strange look passed over Colin’s face that wasn’t all that difficult to interpret. Dare I say, he looked more than a little disappointed. I knew the question that was going to follow so I quickly continued before he could ask me about it.

      “But we broke up about two months back,” I said. “I never got around to telling my editor that the focus of the piece wasn’t going to be what we thought it was. I think on some level, I assumed we’d get back together before the trip, but I wouldn’t take him back if we were the last two people on the planet and were tasked by the Lord himself to repopulate the earth.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said.

      I wasn’t sure he was actually all that sorry about my break up, but at least he tried to pretend to be.

      “Nah, it’s all good. I found out what a jackass he really was, and to be honest, I’m better off,” I said. “I just need to find a way to salvage this mess and not lose my job in the process.”

      “Any ideas?” he asked.

      I bit my lip and looked up at him. I remembered Anna’s idea about dating around while I was there. About finding other men to enjoy the romance of the city with. I didn’t want to put Colin in a weird situation, and honestly, I wasn’t even sure it was a good idea to begin with. But the idea kept bouncing around in my head regardless.

      “I don’t know,” I muttered, looking down at my hands to avoid looking him in the eye.

      “Ah, but you do have an idea. I can see that plain as day,” he said. “You’re just not sure about it.”

      “How did you --” I glanced back up at him. “I mean, why would you say that?”

      “Well, I didn’t know for sure when I said it. But you’ve confirmed it now,” he said, his tone light and playful.

      “I didn’t confirm or deny anything,” I said.

      He took a forkful of food and chowed down on it, never taking his eyes off me. He studied me like I was some anatomical diagram he needed to memorize for a test. His gaze was direct and penetrating, but I could tell that despite his best efforts, he couldn’t exactly figure me out.

      He just smirked at me, letting the silence fall over us. The ball was in my court, and he was apparently going to wait me out and not say a word until I bounced it back. I thought about it for a moment and thought that there was no harm in running the idea past someone else. Maybe an outsider would have some insight that I currently didn’t have or could offer some other angle to take.

      I told myself it didn’t mean anything. It didn’t mean he would want to spend time with me, and even if he did, I didn’t have to agree to it.

      “Fine,” I said, dropping my fork and leaning back in the booth, my eyes fixed on his. “My best friend thinks I should take a different angle with the article by dating around the city. She suggested I go out, find myself a local Parisian man and experience the fleeting ecstasy of a short-term romance, while still seeing the sights and giving me plenty of material to write about.”

      “Does this man have to be a local?” he asked without missing a beat, his eyes sparkling mischievously.

      Inwardly, my heart raced at his question and a jolt of heat went straight to my naughty bits. The idea of seeing more of the gorgeous man was tempting. But outwardly, I cringed at the idea. We hardly knew each other, and to spend an entire week with a stranger didn’t exactly sound appealing to me. It sounded a bit scary to be honest.

      Even if that stranger was handsome and charming, and so far, not the least bit creepy.

      “Well, no, there are no rules really,” I admitted. “I’m pretty much just making them up as I go.”

      “Perfect,” he said. “What do we need to do first?”

      “We?” I asked, staring at him like he’d just suggested we run off to Vegas and elope.

      “Yeah, why not?” he shrugged. “We’re both alone in Paris with nothing but time on our hands. Why not spend some of that time taking in the city together?”

      Questions swirled in my head faster than I could keep up. What exactly was he proposing?

      “I mentioned that the article was meant to be romantic in nature, right?” I threw out there.

      “You said it was about dating in one of the most romantic cities in the world, so I assumed there was a romantic theme to it,” he replied. “I mean, we could see the sights together, and see what happens. Anything beyond that, well, I can’t make any promises.”

      “What do you mean -- beyond that?” I asked, feeling my chest tighten up at the thought of being romanced by someone like him.

      My ex had been a decent looking guy, but he wasn’t even on the same level as Colin. He was a waiter in Los Angeles, trying to make it as a movie star. He was fairly attractive, or so I'd thought at the time. But next to a man like Colin, Jeremy didn’t even hold a candle.

      “I just mean that I’m not looking for anything serious,” he said, giving me a crooked grin. “Whatever happens in Paris, however, I’m open to seeing where it goes.”

      “You’re not married, are you?” I asked, the words flying from my mouth before I had a second to think about them. “Because if you’re just trying to find some naive woman to cheat on your wife with, you’re -- ”

      He laughed so loudly that the other patrons nearby stared at us. An older couple nearby glared at us, their expression that of Parisians tired of dealing with the stereotypical loud and obnoxious Americans. Colin was so focused on me though, he didn’t even seem to notice.

      “Married? Oh hell no,” he said, his laughter fading. His smile was also gone, replaced by a more serious expression. He cleared his throat, and then added, “I just got out of a long-term relationship. We’d been together for almost a decade, and --”

      “Jesus,” I said. “I thought I’d wasted a long time on Jeremy. What happened?”

      He flinched. “I’d rather not talk about it, if that’s okay?”

      “Oh, yeah, sure. I mean, it’s not like we’re dating or anything,” I said, sounding more sarcastic than I’d intended, so I added. “I mean, not officially or anything. And I still need to think about this. Dinner is one thing, what you’re talking about is something else entirely. I’m not sure I’m ready to just spend a week with a complete stranger, you know?”

      Colin nodded. “I get it. You don’t know me. I could be a creep. I promise you, I’m not. But, if you don’t trust me, I understand and wish you the best with your article, Hope.”

      He stood, and we both reached for the bill at the same time. Our hands touched briefly, before I pulled away. I couldn’t help but feel the electrical charge between us. The skin on my hand still felt warm from where his had been.

      “It’s on me,” he said with a wink.

      “No, seriously, I can’t let you do that.”

      “I wasn’t asking permission, Hope,” he said. He pulled out a credit card and slipped it into the little pocket of the check book, passing it to the waiter as he walked by. “But I am asking you to consider my offer. It would be to both of our benefit after all.”

      “How would it benefit you?” I asked meekly, almost afraid of his answer.

      Was he thinking it would be an easy way to get me into bed? Because if so and I was even going to consider his suggestion, I had to make it clear I wasn’t going to give it up so easily. I’d only been with one person, and I wasn’t about to hop into bed with the first handsome stranger I met on a whim.

      No matter how insanely hot he was or how tempting it might be. He sighed, and without skipping a beat, answered my question.

      “Because, without someone forcing me to have fun, there’s a good chance I’ll spend my time holed up in my hotel room, on my laptop, working when I’m supposed to be relaxing,” he said, sounding exasperated with himself. “And that wouldn’t be good for my mental health, trust me.”

      Before I could respond, he pressed something into my hand. I looked down and saw that it was a card. Not his business card like i might have expected, but one for a hotel.

      My hotel, to be exact.

      I didn’t mention that little fact, however. I took the card and waited for an explanation I knew was coming.

      “If you decide to take me up on the offer,” he said. “Call me there. Room 209. Or stop by, if you feel daring.”

      I stared down at the card for a long time, without saying anything. He was presenting me with a chance to get my article written, to explore the city with a gorgeous man, and maybe even have a little bit of fun. He seemed to be a decent guy and I wasn’t getting a creepy vibe from him. I didn’t feel unsafe in his presence, which I took to be a good thing. Though, I obviously wasn’t always the best judge of character, given how everything played out with my ex.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said, tucking the card away into my purse.

      The waiter came back and dropped off the check book. Colin slipped his card back into his wallet and then signed the check in silence. When he was done, he looked up at me, his eyes no less intense, but with a look of absolute desire in them.

      “Good,” he said, as soon as he was finished paying. “Either way, it was nice running into you, Hope.”

      He smirked, and I couldn’t help but grin at his terrible joke.

      “Thank you for dinner, Colin,” I said.

      With a nod, he turned and left. I watched him go, completely frozen in place. I wanted to call out to him. I wanted to say something. But all I did was watch him as he exited the restaurant, his ass looking so delicious in those tight jeans he was wearing. Everything about him just screamed that he was too good to be true, which set off warning bells in my head. I was definitely jaded from my last experience.

      Still, it was one week, I told myself. What harm could come from it? We both knew what to expect; we knew to not get attached. What was I so afraid of?

      As I left the restaurant, I made sure to take my time walking back to my hotel. Just in case I decided to not go through with it, I didn’t want Colin to realize we were staying at the same place. No need to make the rest of my stay awkward.

      But I knew if I didn’t take him up on his offer, my stay, and possibly my career, would be cut short. If I came back empty handed, my editor wasn’t going to be pleased with me. So, the fear of awkwardness and running into him was moot anyway. It about survival at that point.
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        * * *

      

      “I hope you’re fucking kidding me right now, Hope,” Anna scolded me on the other end of the line. “You mean to tell me, he offered himself up to you, to be used for your article -- or just plain used -- and you turned him down? And why would you do something that exceedingly stupid, exactly?”

      “I haven’t turned him down yet,” I said.

      “Good. Because you’re going to tell him it’s on,” she said.

      I rolled over on my bed, laying on my tummy, groaning as I buried my head into a pillow.

      “It’s not that easy, Anna,” I said.

      “And why isn’t it that easy? You’re both adults, you’re open about what you want, I see nothing wrong with this arrangement. And it also saves your job,” she said. “From where I’m standing, it should be very easy.”

      “But he’s freaking gorgeous. And he’s a doctor,” I said.

      “Those sound like more reasons to call him up if you ask me,” she said. “Hell, if you don’t, I just might. I wouldn’t mind dating a hot doctor.”

      “But what would we even talk about?” I asked, rolling over again to stare at the ceiling.

      “Who said anything about talking?” she teased.

      When I didn’t laugh, she cleared her throat and tried to put on her serious tone again.

      “Seriously, Hope. You’ll find something to talk about. You’ve got the gift of gab,” she said. “And if you don’t? It’s only a week and you’ll never have to see him again.”

      She had a point. It wasn’t like we were going to be together. It was a very temporary arrangement. There was no need for me to impress him or to worry about what he thought about me. I was pretty confident, most of the time, but the idea of living up to the expectations of someone like Colin intimidated me a bit. But Anna was right. It was a week and because it was such a temporary thing, I shouldn’t care so much.

      “Yeah, yeah. I know you’re right. I’ll give him a call, tomorrow,” I said. “It’s getting late.”

      “It’s not that late there yet,” she said.

      “Late enough. I’m still jet lagged, and he said he was exhausted from a conference, so it’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”

      “Fine,” Anna said. “But the sooner you get going on this, the more material you’ll have.”

      “Hey now, I don’t tell you how to do your job, do I?”

      “That’s because no one wants to do my job,” she joked.

      “Good point,” I teased her right back.

      “But seriously, promise me you’ll call him first thing in the morning?” she pressed. “Or better yet, stop by his room.”

      “I’m not going to stop by his room,” I muttered. “What kind of message would that send? What kind of ideas would that give him?”

      “Uh, the right ones?” Anna said. “You do know that it’s okay to have casual sex, right?”

      “I’m hanging up now,” I said.

      “You always were a bit of a prude,” she said, chuckling.

      “Goodnight,” I said, trying my hardest not to let my own giggling be heard over the phone. The last thing I needed was to encourage her. “And for the record, I’m not a prude.”

      “Pfft. Prove it then,” she said.

      “Fine, maybe I will,” I said. “But for now, I’m going to bed. Alone. So goodnight for real this time.”

      Leave it to Anna to always push me outside of my comfort zone. Not that it was a bad thing. Most of the time I ended up thanking her for it. She got me to do things I’d never considered before. Anna encouraged me to live, to really enjoy life and to never hold myself back from doing anything that made me happy.

      I found it mildly ironic, given that I’d done what made me happy and was the one with the more exciting job while she played it safe. But hey, she at least knew how to have fun outside of work. That was something I still needed to learn how to do.

      I laid in bed and stared at the ceiling, my mind spinning in a thousand different directions. I’d taken my nice, warm bath and was all dressed for bed. After all the traveling, I should have been exhausted, but my body was still on American time, and trying hard to fight sleep. I’d never been one to struggle with falling asleep before, and jet lag always managed to surprise me -- and screw up my sleep schedule. But there I was, lying in bed, tired but unable to actually do anything about it.

      There was one way, that without fail, I could fall asleep, I knew. I rolled over to the edge of the bed and dug around in my luggage until I found my faithful toy. The one thing that kept me sane after the breakup with Jeremy. The one thing that guaranteed sleep.

      It was shaped much like an average penis -- not too big, not too thick, not too crazy. It was just normal sized.

      But damn, I was craving the real thing.

      I turned the toy on the lowest setting, rubbing it against myself. I started slowly, teasing my opening and my clit with the gentle vibrations. Closing my eyes, I let my mind wander. In the past, I thought of Jeremy, but after I’d discovered that he’d been cheating on me, it was hard to imagine him without feeling shitty about myself. Then, for a while, I’d pick a random celebrity. A flavor of the week, I guess.

      That time, my mind went straight for Colin without even consciously thinking of him. At first, I tried to fight it, but it was just too easy. I could still hear his deep, thundering laugh and see those eyes and the way he looked at me. I could even smell him if I tried hard enough.

      I let it go, letting myself get wrapped up in the fantasy. His lips were so luscious and thick, and I pictured them kissing me, then moving lower, to my neck. I trailed my fingernails down from my face to my neck, drawing a line of where I wanted his mouth to go, where I wanted to feel his lips and tongue. I went lower, stopping at my breasts, circling my nipple as I continued teasing myself with my toy.

      Shuddering, I gasped as my body arched upward. My insides cried out, needing to be filled. It felt like something inside of me expanded to make room for Colin’s cock.

      “Please,” I muttered to myself, biting my lip as my fantasy became more and more realistic. “Please, Colin, I need you inside me.”

      My fantasy shifted, as they often did, to both of us completely naked. He hovered above me, staring into my eyes. I thrust my body upward, and moaned, the need inside me growing more and more demanding by the moment.

      I upped the speed on the toy, rubbing it around my clit with a little more fervor. Pleasure coursed through my body, but it wasn’t enough. I needed more. I needed to be filled completely.

      I teased the opening with the tip of my toy, imagining it was the head of Colin’s cock instead.

      “Please,” I muttered again in my fantasy.

      Before I could even finish my train of thought though, I shoved the vibrator inside of me. I let out a loud moan, my body quivering with absolute pleasure as I finally filled the void.

      Picturing Colin’s lovely face above me, his grey eyes boring into mine, his lips exploring every inch of my neck and chest, brought me to the edge almost immediately. My hand moved quickly, moving the toy in and out of me, my pace sending me racing to the brink. I yearned to wrap myself around Colin’s tight body as my orgasm approached.

      “Come inside me,” I muttered.

      I knew in reality, there was no way he’d be able to come inside of me. No way I’d let him. Even if we did have sex -- and there was no guarantee of that -- that was pure fantasy. But the image of him exploding inside of me, filling me with his seed, took me well over the edge. I came hard, my body trembling with pleasure as I cried out, calling Colin’s name into the empty hotel room, thankful that he wasn’t directly next door to me because I didn’t hold back.

      My pussy spasmed as I came down from the high. I laid there, breathing heavily, and gently pulled the toy out of me. It was drenched and would require a thorough cleaning the next morning, but my little session had accomplished exactly what I had hoped for.

      I was tired enough to sleep last.

      I dropped the vibrator beside me on the bed and pulled the blanket over me. I tried not to think about how empty my bed was, so instead, I imagined being curled up against Colin’s hard, tight body. And before long, I fell into a peaceful sleep.
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      “Whatever you do, don’t check your e-mail or do any work,” my mother told me over the phone.

      She’d called early that morning, which worried me at first since she rarely every called and she knew I was in Paris. Of course, I should have known it was to nag me about getting out, having some fun, and meeting a nice girl.

      “This is supposed to be a vacation,” she went on. “You not only deserve it, you need it, Colin.”

      “I know,” I said, sighing as I scrolled through my e-mail on the laptop in front of me.

      My gaze fell on one from Whitney, and my heart stopped for a moment. My chest lurching as hard as my stomach just seeing her name in my inbox.

      “Why are you so quiet? You’re not on your dang laptop already, are you?” she asked me.

      I closed the laptop and walked over to the bed, sitting down upon it. I rubbed my temples and squinted, a nasty headache was already hitting me pretty hard. My shoulders were tense and I could feel my blood pressure rising. I needed to relax, my mom was right. She was only looking out for me, even though I was a grown man who could take care of myself.

      Being her only child sometimes meant my mom would always hover and I would always be treated like her baby. Even though I was thirty-five years old and had a career of my own, I was all that my mom had. She’d wanted a lot of children when she was younger, but it didn’t work out for her. She’d had to have a hysterectomy at a young age thanks to cancer, and I knew it broke her heart.

      It was one reason she was in such a hurry for me to give her grandchildren. I couldn’t break it to her that it might never happen. That it probably wouldn’t. I was, after all, in my mid-thirties and nowhere near ready to start dating again after the nasty breakup with Whitney.

      “Colin?” Mom said.

      “Yes sorry, I have a headache,” I said. “It’s been a long few days.”

      “Which is why it’s imperative that you relax now before you give yourself a stroke or something,” she said. “It’s just a shame Whitney couldn’t --”

      “Mom, stop,” I said. “Please don’t bring her into this.”

      Despite my best effort to shut it out, I could see her face in my mind the moment my mom uttered her name, I didn’t have to actually be there to witness the disappointment in her eyes. I knew the way it looked well enough. She didn’t know all the details about the breakup, or what caused it, and I intended to keep it that way. I didn’t like involving others in my personal affairs, especially not my parents. I was a grown-ass man, I didn’t need to tell them every little detail of my life.

      Mom sighed. “I’m sorry. I just don’t understand what happened between you two. You were always so good together.”

      My jaw clenched tight, and a searing pain shot through my head. It was all I could do to not lash out. Talking about Whitney was only making me more stressed -- the exact opposite of what I needed to be doing at that moment.

      I’d agree that to outsiders, Whitney and I looked like the perfect couple. She was also a doctor -- a heart surgeon to be specific. We both had busy schedules and sometimes found it hard to spend time together, but we understood each other. Or so I thought. We’d had our entire lives mapped out -- a life I was looking forward to. I was going to propose while we were on the trip together actually. But that was before everything had gone to to hell between us.

      “You know I don’t want to talk about it,” I said. “She’s happier without me anyway.”

      “Oh come on, Colin,” my mom pressed. “We both know that woman was madly in love with you, and can you blame her?”

      Madly in love with me, or merely using me to appear to make it look like she had the perfect life, when in reality, she was miserable as hell? It was hard to know, but the Whitney my mother spoke of, and the one I knew, weren’t the same woman. They weren’t even distant cousins. Whitney was a chameleon, and she knew how to work people. She knew how to get what she wanted. She was too busy listening to what everyone else told her she needed, and apparently, her parents and mine, told her she needed to be with me. And so, it came to be.

      It didn’t help that our parents were best friends. They were country club pals and had been for a long time. Whitney and I had known each other since high school and they’d been pushing for us to be together, to be that perfect All-American couple for as long as I could remember. Her parents more than mine. In fact, her parents pushed her to do everything they wanted her to do rather than asking her what she might want -- including pushing her to go to medical school to be a surgeon like her father and her grandfather before her.

      Sometimes being an only child felt like too much pressure for any one person to bear. I understood that feeling all too well, but even still, my parents had never pushed me to do those things they wanted, rather than taking what I wanted into account. They didn’t push me into being a doctor. I’d chosen my own path and was happier because of it.

      I couldn’t say the same for Whitney. She was a mess, but she was good at hiding it. She was a master of deflection and camouflage and I wasn’t about to let her little secret slip out. We might have broken up, but her personal problems were hers and hers alone, and they weren’t anyone else’s business. Besides, of course, those trying to help her. But I was done with that.

      Mom was still rattling on and on about Whitney, and how I was a catch that any woman would be thankful to snag. Typical mom stuff. I wasn’t even listening to her though. My thoughts wandered over to the time I spent with Hope and I felt a rush of emotion flow through me.

      Hope was so different from the women I’d been involved with before, even the flings I’d had since breaking things off with Whitney. Those women all wanted something from me, be it a career boost or a financially cushy life. Everyone always wanted something from me.

      But not Hope. She didn’t even grill me about my career or my net worth, like most women did. She didn’t know who I was. To her, I was just Colin. Dr. Colin, as she’d called me. There was something nice about being unknown, of being around someone who didn’t make me question whether they were with me because they liked me or because of what was in my bank account. There was something nice about being around somebody who accepted me as a simple, normal, everyday sort of guy.

      “Colin?”

      “Yeah, sorry,” I said, closing my eyes to try and relax. “What were you saying?”

      “Are you feeling okay?” she asked me, genuine concern in her voice.

      “Just tired,” I said. “And trying not to think about Whitney too much. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t keep bringing her up.”

      I realized too late that my tone was probably a bit harsh for my sensitive mother. I heard her gasp, then she fell totally silent for a few seconds. Normally, not wanting to hurt her feelings, I’d jump right in and apologize. I’d do whatever it took to soothe her feelings. But I was tired of having to listen to her defend Whitney -- implicitly chastising me for letting her get away -- when she had no idea who Whitney really was.

      “Fine,” she said curtly. “I’m sorry if I just want what’s best for you.”

      I rolled my eyes. There it was. My mom was jumping up on that cross pretty quickly. I loved my mom but sometimes, she tried to work that guilt angle a little too hard.

      “Maybe you don’t know what’s best for me in this case, mom,” I said.

      Again, it was probably a little too snappy, but I needed to be firm. It wasn’t something I was just going to roll over on. It was something she needed to let go. She needed to be reminded, yet again, that Whitney and I were the past, not the present, and definitely not the future.

      “I feel like there’s something you’re not telling me, Colin,” Mom said.

      There’s a lot I’m not telling you, I thought to myself but kept my mouth shut. Once she got a whiff of potential gossip, it would be all over. She could be like a pit bull with a bone when she got her teeth into something. She’d dig up the truth, whether I told her or not. Right now, she had no idea that my ex was addicted to a dangerous lifestyle that, if I’d stayed with Whitney, could have taken me down with her. But it was a private matter and it needed to stay that way, for Whitney’s sake. I owed her at least that much.

      “I’m going to get some sleep,” I muttered, rubbing my eyes.

      “Please tell me you have some plans tomorrow,” Mom said.

      I sighed. “Nothing set in stone, no, but I promise to have some fun,” I told her. “I have it written down on my calendar already.”

      “Good,” Mom said. “After the last few months, I think you need it. In fact, I know you do.”

      Yeah, yeah, trust me, I know, I thought. She was the reason I took the trip in the first place when all I’d wanted to do was cancel it after my split with Whitney. My mom reminded me that I wasn’t getting any younger, and that if I kept it up, I was going to die young like my dad -- just another workaholic who paid the price. My dad’s heart gave out on him after too much caffeine and too many uppers combined with a terrible diet, and maybe a little bad luck in the genetic lottery. I was making difference choices than my dad and took care of myself better than he did. It was why I made sure to eat healthy and work out often. I couldn’t control all aspects of my health -- my genes dictated some part of my longevity -- but I did what I could to stay healthy. Including taking a much-needed vacation now and then. Though I’d admit to having to be practically badgered into it.

      I hung up with my mom and debated looking at the e-mail from Whitney. We still kept in touch somewhat. Probably more than we should have, all things considered. She was still my friend, for better or worse – it was hard to drop an entire lifetime of friendship -- and I wanted to help her. Problem was, I wasn’t sure she wanted to help herself.

      I decided to just leave it be for the night. I was supposed to be stepping away from my life in L.A and all things connected to it. I was taking a vacation from work mostly, but also from other things like Whitney. Because she relied on me more than she should have considering we’d broken up months before, I needed to stop being present for her. I needed her to stand on her own two feet and learn to live without me. And I needed to stop being so damn codependent. She was a big girl. Time for her to start acting like it.

      My mind, once again, drifted back to Hope.

      In my mind’s eye, I saw her light red hair. Her beautiful smile. Her girl-next-door features. There was a sweetness to her that had caught my eye from the start. There was a kindness that I was attracted to instantly. She was vibrant and from the sounds of it, living her life to the fullest. Not many people got paid to travel the world and write about it.

      That night, as I went to sleep, I forgot all about my ex and everything back in Los Angeles that was still waiting for me. That night, when I closed my eyes, I saw Hope’s sweet smile and heard her laughter ringing in my ears.

      I should have gotten her info, I thought to myself. I was so used to women throwing themselves at me, I assumed she’d call me no matter what. But as I laid in bed and thought of her, I knew she was different. I knew she wasn’t the type to throw herself at a man, no matter how much she wanted him. She was strong-willed, independent, and from the sounds of it, not really looking for anything. Not even a hookup.

      I wasn’t looking for anything either, of course, but hooking up wasn’t off the table. I could use some fun in my life, and I suspected that Hope was just the type of woman who would give me a run for my money.

      And for the first time since I set off for the trip, I was actually sort of excited about what might happen. There were possibilities that opened up I never expected. As long as she called, of course. Otherwise, Paris might prove to be incredibly boring.
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        * * *

      

      The e-mail from Whitney was still waiting for me when I woke up the next morning. I groaned, realizing it hadn’t only been a bad dream. I had always been an early riser, and the first thing I did upon waking up is check my e-mail. Even on vacation, that’s what I did. It was my routine, and my routines were important to me. I scrolled through my e-mails on my phone, still reclining in bed. After I’d gone through the rest of my new messages, I sighed as I came to her name again. I considered not opening it. I even thought about deleting it unread. But in the end, I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t just turn my back on her completely -- and mentally kicked my own ass for it.

      I clicked on it and scanned it, hoping to get the gist of what she had to say without getting too deep into it. However, that plan quickly went to shit when I opted for the spoilers and read the line at the end.

      I love you, Colin. Can we please try to make it work?

      What the hell?

      I sat up and rubbed my eyes, hoping that maybe I’d dreamt the entire thing and it was no more real than Santa Claus. But no, I was clearly awake, and her email was real. I read her words again. She was asking to get back together with me.

      It piqued my curiosity though and it made me read the rest of her message, to try and understand where her change of heart had come from all of a sudden.

      Colin,

      I know this is crazy…

      “Yeah, you can say that again,” I muttered to myself.

      I’ve been doing a lot of thinking since I moved out of our home, and I miss you. I miss you more than you realize. I know I messed up. I threw our life away, and all for what? A few hours of empty fun?

      “More like a few weeks, maybe even months, but okay,” I said to myself.

      My blood began to boil, and I couldn’t read much more. She was acting like I didn’t remember what had happened or how it had all come crashing down at the end. She was pretending like I didn’t really know who she was. I’d been there for her, as she’d struggled to get clean, and I knew that she would never be the woman I fell in love with.

      She never really was that woman. I realized that I’d deluded myself for a long time. I’d simply been hoping for the best and that it would all work out. But it had all been a charade. So why now? Why was she coming back to me after all these months, asking me to take her back after she’d made it clear that I had been nothing but a status symbol for her?

      From Whitney’s perspective, being with me made it appear that she had the life her parents had always envisioned for he. And as long as she had the perfect, All-American life, they ignored her misdeeds.

      Now that the curtain was pulled back though, I saw her for who she really was and there was no going back. I wasn’t a shrink, but I knew a narcissist when I saw one.

      I closed out of her e-mail, not intending to respond. There was nothing to say to her. We were done. Over. I no longer had feelings for her. Because of our history I wanted to make sure she was well.

      But beyond that, I didn’t even like her that much as a person anymore. And I knew she didn’t love me. She didn’t love anyone but herself. Everything she did was calculated. For a reason. And it was all for her own benefit, of course. She used people. Whitney drained people dry and left them hanging when something newer and shinier caught her eye. That’s just who she was.

      It made me wonder what prompted her to send the e-mail. Something else in her life must have been falling apart, or her parents were pressuring her again, so she came running back to something comfortable and familiar thinking she could draw me back in. It didn’t matter though. We were done and nothing she said could change how I felt about her.

      Nothing.
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      I was dragging my feet the next morning. I wanted to reach out to Colin, I really did, but every time I thought about calling him, I found a reason not to. Reasons that seemed perfectly reasonable to me. First, it was too early, and he might be sleeping. Then, well, I should probably shower and get cleaned up first in case he wanted to meet up right away after I called him. After that, I was feeling a little jet lagged and decided to lay down a bit and relax.

      I was a master at rationalization, justification, and procrastination. If those were Olympic events, I’d be a gold medalist in all three.

      I had dragged my feet so effectively, that before I realized it, the morning was gone, and it was afternoon and I still hadn’t eaten breakfast or left my stupid hotel room. My stomach growled, reminding me that not only had I missed breakfast, it was now lunch time and I should give serious consideration to leaving the room and finding something to eat. My blood sugar was low, so I drank some juice to keep it from plummeting any more. But if I wanted to prevent it from going much lower, I needed to eat something quickly.

      There was a cute little coffee shop on the first floor of the hotel. I told myself I’d pop down there, grab a croissant and a coffee, then head back upstairs and call Colin. It sounded like a good plan to me. I needed to do something, and I was running out of time to get what I needed for my article.

      Colin was on the second floor, I was on the third. Our hotel wasn’t all that large, so that was part of the reason I stayed cooped up. I didn’t want to take the chance of bumping into him in the hallway. It was stupid, considering the fact that I was going to call him anyway, but I never credited myself with an abundance of logic when it came to handling gorgeous men.

      I slipped into the elevator and pressed the button for the main level. I held my breath as it went past the second floor, thinking it would be just my luck to have the elevator to stop and pick up Colin. But I was lucky, and it passed right by his floor, not stopping until we reached ground floor.

      The moment the doors slid open, I rushed out and hurried toward the little cafe. There was a short line outside of it already as apparently others had the same idea as me.

      The display case was filled with delicious looking treats; pastries, croissants, macaroons. I was practically drooling as I tried to make out the names of the different pastries in English. Something-something raspberry. Ooh, hazelnuts and dark chocolate. I had intended to just pick up a simple croissant to take the edge off, but as I waited in line, that almost sounded blasphemous.

      “Well hello there,” a familiar voice spoke up from behind me. “Fancy seeing you around here.”

      My heart jumped into my throat and I froze. My eyes grew wide and I was afraid to look. Not that I needed to look to know I was busted. I knew without turning around who was standing behind me in an instant.

      I did my best to calm my nerves, steady my pulse, and put a smile on my face. Even still, I hadn’t been prepared to come face-to-face with him again. Not when I hadn’t readied for myself for it.  As soon as I turned and our eyes locked, my heart raced again, and I forgot how to speak. Those gorgeous eyes were staring deeply into mine, and I was reminded of my fantasy the night before, which brought a rush of heat to my face.

      My cheeks burned bright red as I remembered how hard I’d come thinking about him.

      “Uh, hi Colin,” I said after an awkward silence. “I guess we’re staying at the same hotel. What a coincidence, huh?”

      “Looks like it,” he said, his lips pulling back into a confident grin. “Either that or you were stalking me. Have you given my offer any thought?”

      “Yeah, well, about that,” I said, biting my lip. I looked down at the floor and tried to find the words to tell him I would take him up on his offer to spend some time in the city with me. Before I could open my mouth and get it out though, it was my turn to order.

      The woman behind the counter scowled as the line stacked up behind me in the time it took me to realize it was finally my turn. I hadn’t heard her speaking to me -- I’d blocked all of it out when I realized Colin was behind me. As the woman’s scowl deepened, I hurriedly ordered a plain croissant after all and an espresso. I was so flustered, I fumbled with my wallet and struggled to pull out my card. Colin stopped me by placing his hand on my arm.

      “I got this,” he said.

      “Thank you, but no. I can pay for myself, Colin,” I said.

      He winked at me, passing his card to the cashier before I could get mine out.

      “I know you can, but I want to anyway,” he said.

      He ordered himself a coffee, adding it to the order and paying for it all. I slipped my purse back over my shoulder. I wasn’t sure how I felt about him buying me brunch, but at least it wasn’t too expensive, so my guilt was minimized. We stepped to the side, and another long, awkward silence descended over us. The air between us was charged with an electricity of expectation and anticipation.

      Having been struck temporarily dumb by his presence, I decided to just blurt out what I’d wanted to say.

      “So, about your offer,” I started. “I’ve been thinking about it and I decided to accept. With a few conditions, of course.”

      His eyes sparkled, and he looked almost amused by me.

      “Of course,” he chuckled. “Go on then. Lay it on me. Let’s hear your conditions.”

      “Well, the first one is you won’t be paying for me everywhere we go. I can pay for myself,” I began. “I might not make as much as you do, seeing that I’m not a fancy pants doctor, but I can take care of myself.”

      “Of course. I never meant to imply that you couldn’t,” he said. “I apologize if it came across that way.

      “Good. I’m glad we’re on the same page about,” I said, feeling more confident now that the ball was in my court. “Second, I don’t want you to expect that anything is going to happen here. We both just got out of relationships not that long ago and neither of us is looking for anything serious. But that doesn’t mean that I’m just looking for a booty call either. Got it?”

      “Sure,” he said, chuckling to himself, though his eyes said a whole lot. “No booty call. Got it.”

      “Then we have a deal,” I said. “We’ll spend the week together, exploring the city, eating amazing food, and that’s it.”

      The woman behind the counter handed over our goodies, and my stomach growled loudly letting me know that it was tired of me wasting time. I scanned the little cafe, and it was packed. There was no seating to be had inside. There was however, one table just outside on the street and Colin led us outside to. He pulled my seat out for me like a true gentleman, and it was so unexpected, I stood there and stared at him for a long time before sitting down.

      “What, are you, from the 1950’s or something?” I laughed.

      “What do you mean?” he asked, blinking and seeming to have no idea what I was talking about.

      It had been a natural move, instinctive. Someone along the lines had taught him some real, honest to goodness manners. It was both unnerving and refreshing. And definitely not something I was used to.

      “Never mind,” I said, chuckling to myself.

      I took the offered seat, and Colin sat across from me. He had just his coffee, no food, so I felt a bit awkward eating in front of him. He seemed to sense my hesitance and motioned with his hand for me to go ahead.

      “Thanks,” I said. “I haven’t had breakfast yet and I’m starving.”

      “I haven’t either, come to think of it,” he said.,

      I stared at him like he’d suddenly grown a second head. “And yet, you’re not getting something to eat?”

      “Coffee will hold me over for a bit longer,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “I’d rather get a real lunch, not just some pastries.”

      “Ah, you’re probably on some keto diet or some shit like that, huh?” I said, chowing down on my croissant.

      The sounds coming out of my mouth as I devoured the pastry probably sounded better suited to a porn than a sidewalk cafe, but I couldn’t help it. I’d never tasted anything so good in my life. So buttery and flaky, soft and light. I pinched off a corner and stuffed it into my mouth, feeling better as soon as I had a few bites in me.

      He shrugged again. “Not really. I try to watch what I eat, but I’m a doctor and less likely to fall prey to fad diets.”

      “Good,” I said, taking another bite.

      He smiled over at me, and I could tell he was trying not to laugh.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Without saying anything, Colin reached over the table and wiped a crumb from the corner of my mouth. The tip of his finger grazed my lips so softly, I almost didn’t feel it. Almost.

      My mouth tingled from his touch, a jolt of electricity surging through me, lighting me up from the inside out.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, oblivious to the affect his touch had upon me.

      “Nothing,” I muttered, shaking off the feeling. I took another big bite, wiping my own mouth clean afterward to avoid that awkwardness. “You just surprised me, that’s all.”

      “Sorry, I should have asked before touching you. Force of habit, I guess.”

      “You mean because you’re a doctor? Don’t you have to get a patient’s permission too?” I asked.

      He sighed as a strange expression crossed his face, and there was silence between us, which I assume he felt the need to fill with something, because he continued to explain it to me.

      “Of course, but no, that’s not it. I just got out of a long-term relationship, as I told you last night. I guess I’m used to having to take care of her. She had some problems, and I guess I was more of a caretaker figure than a partner for her,” he explained. “I forget that isn’t normal for everyone. We’d been together for so long, it just became second nature to me.”

      Ahh. Now it all made sense. I understood why he felt the need to pay for my meals, to always offer me a helping hand.

      “I’ll try to be better about respecting your boundaries,” he said softly.

      “Thank you.”

      Though to be honest, I didn’t dislike what he’d done -- it was kind of nice, in a way. It was caring. Sweet. It just felt weird. Because unlike him, I’d left a relationship where it wasn’t normal to take care of one another. Jeremy and I had both been pretty independent. In many ways, we were less like a couple and more like two friends who sometimes had sex and who claimed to love each other.

      “So how are we going to do this?” he asked, rubbing his chin and not meeting my gaze. “When are we going to start? Where are we going to visit first?”

      “I have no clue,” I said.

      “Well, what were your plans before?” he asked.

      “Before -- you mean, with Jeremy?” I asked.

      He nodded, then seemed to re-think what he’d just said.

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have --”

      “It’s fine,” I said, holding my hand up to stop him. “And honestly, I had no plans with Jeremy. We were just going to go with the flow, discover the city for ourselves and experience it like two stupid kids in love.”

      My voice had a bitterness to it. A hard, jaded edge. I heard it, and I knew Colin had as well. But he didn’t say anything, and I was immensely appreciative.

      “I’m usually one to plan everything out,” he said.

      “Surprise, surprise,” I said, laughing as I teased him. “I mean, who would have thought a successful doctor who works too much would ever feel the need to plan out every minute of his day?”

      “Hey now,” he said, but he was laughing too. “Be nice. I’m doing you a favor, after all.”

      “From the sounds of it, I’m doing you a favor too,” I said, raising my eyebrows.

      I finished the last of my croissant and wiped my hands on my pants without even thinking. Colin cringed as he watched me do it, obviously used to a much different set of table manners. We were two totally different people, so it was going to be an interesting experiment to say the least. He’d have to learn how to go with the flow a bit more if he wanted to hang out with me.

      “Yes, you are, Hope,” he finally said. “And I appreciate you letting me tag along on this great adventure.”

      “Wow, now I’m truly surprised,” I said,

      “You’re being mean again,” he chuckled, taking a long sip from his coffee.

      “No, I meant it this time,” I said. “My experience with guys has not included grace and appreciation.”

      “Don’t get used to it,” he said, his eyes sparkling.

      But I had a feeling that it was something I could continue to count on from him. “I have a feeling this will be a week with many surprises for both of us,” I said.

      Colin lifted up his coffee cup in a toast of sorts.

      “Hear, hear,” he said.

      I picked up my espresso and playfully clinked our paper cups together. Colin laughed, leaning back in his chair. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. God, he was gorgeous, and I was going to be spending an entire week trying not to imagine him naked. It would be a miracle if I didn’t do something stupid and reckless like sleep with him.

      I knew Anna would be so proud of me if that happened though. Hell, I’d be proud of me too. Not only for finally getting over Jeremy, but because I’d somehow managed to catch the eye of a sexy, successful doctor.

      I pinched my arm. I wasn’t dreaming. It was really happening.

      And our adventure was only just beginning.
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      The sky was a slate gray and the air carried a hint of a chill as we walked along the edge of the Seine. We stopped to watch a small boat chugging upstream, carrying a load of tourists, none of them under the age of fifty-five by the looks of it. The boat was filled with white hair, thick glasses, and walkers. I turned and looked at Hope, her beauty once again nearly stealing my breath away.

      The red hair, alabaster skin and eyes that sparkled like polished jade were more beautiful than anything hanging in the Louvre, in my opinion. Her eyes shone with an inner light, a passion for life that made her absolutely radiant. And the smile on her face as she watched the tourists go by, waving back at the older folks as she giggled, made her that much more beautiful to me.

      I knew I shouldn’t be having thoughts like those. She’d made it more than clear that nothing was going to happen sexually, much to my chagrin. As I watched her, I felt a stirring in my loins – a desire I hadn’t felt in a very long time. I longed to feel her mouth on mine, her soft, feminine body pressed to me, and so much more.

      It had been so long since I’d desired a woman in a way that seized my entire body like that, I almost felt the need to excuse myself to handle my own business.

      “What is that look on your face about?”

      Her melodic voice pulled me out of my fantasy and back to her. I gave my head a little shake and cleared my throat, doing my best to make it look like I hadn’t actually just been picturing her naked.

      “Sorry, I guess I just spaced out for a minute,” I explained. “Just taking in all of the beautiful things around here and was decompressing at the same time. I honestly haven’t felt this relaxed in quite a while.”

      Hope chewed on her bottom lip in a way I found incredibly sexy and had a mischievous sparkle in her eye, obviously not missing the “beautiful things” comment. I’d only realized after the fact how that might have sounded. But hell, she didn’t seem to be too off put by it, so I was just going to let it ride.

      “You had a strange look on your own face when you were waving to those older people on the tour boat,” I noted, desperate to divert the conversation down another path. “What were you thinking?”

      “I was just thinking that when I get to be that age, I hope I’m still out having adventures,” she mused. “Don’t you think it would be amazing to be older but still out sucking all the marrow from life?”

      “A Thoreau fan?”

      “He’s okay. I just happen to like that quote.”

      “Fair enough,” I replied with a chuckle “Truth be told though, I wouldn’t know how to have adventures, amazing or otherwise.”

      Hope turned to me, her full, luscious lips turned down to a frown, the pouty look really working for her.

      “That’s really sad,” she commented. “That makes me sad for you.”

      I shrugged. “It is what it is,” I said. “I spent so much of my time and energy working on my career, focused on my patients, and until recently, caring for somebody else that I didn’t have much time to think about myself or what I might want.”

      “Oh Colin,” she said and rolled her eyes. “I think we need to teach you how to have fun and to really live. To have adventure.”

      “Good luck with that,” I grinned.

      “If you could go anywhere in the world right now, where would it be?”

      I shrugged. “I have no idea.”

      She hooked her arm through mine, just her touch sending bolts of lightning shooting through my every nerve ending. The only adventure I wanted in that minute was to pull her to me and kiss her with all of the pent-up passion in me. Knowing it wouldn’t be well received though, I managed to rein myself in. Just barely.

      “Well, it’s a good thing you met me then,” she beamed. “I’m the one who’s going to show you how to live and have an adventure again.”

      We continued our little walking tour along the river, stopping by a group of people sitting on small stools, large canvases in front of them, painting away happily.

      “Is it me? Or does the art just look more beautiful here?” she asked.

      “I think it’s like food; we appreciate it more and think it’s the best thing ever when it’s in someplace new and not out of our refrigerator,” I flashed her a grin.

      “Yeah, maybe so,” she replied.

      Most of the paintings they were doing were quite nice though. I focused in one that was a bit darker and broodier. It was a grittier look at the street before us. The artist obviously saw it in ways the others I glanced at didn’t. Whereas the others used bright and vivid eye-catching colors, this man used dark and more muted tones, which sort of seemed to fit my mood those days almost perfectly.

      “Which one is your favorite?” she asked.

      I pointed to the canvas that caught my attention. “That one.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, that kind of fits you.”

      I turned and looked at her, a grin on my face. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      Hope shrugged. “It just suits your dark, broody nature.”

      “I’m not that dark and broody,” I objected.

      “Please,” she scoffed. “You make Batman look like a My Little Pony.”

      I couldn’t stop the burst of laughter that erupted from my throat. I howled with it, drawing the baleful glares of everybody sitting there painting. Hope took my arm and quickly ushered me away, lest I get us murdered by a bunch of angry painters. When we were a safe distance away, she stopped and turned to me, a smile on her face.

      “I like making you laugh,” she smiled.

      She did a lot more to me than just make me laugh. But I couldn’t tell her that. That would only make things awkward as hell between us. And even though she’d already said no to anything other than friendship, I got the feeling that she was still of trying to convince herself that friendship was the only thing she wanted from me.

      Every now and then, I’d catch her stealing a glance at me and I got to see what was really behind that mask of cool indifference she seemed to wear most often.

      We stopped at a cart selling coffee and I ordered a couple of espressos for us. Taking our drinks, I led us over to a table and we sat down. I found myself stealing glances at her as we sipped our espressos in silence for a couple of moments. And a couple of times, I caught her stealing glances of her own.

      The sexual tension and chemistry between us was thick. It was palpable. And both of us were doing our best to suppress or just outright ignore it. Which made things a little bit strained and awkward.

      As we sat there, a mime appeared as if out of nowhere and much of the tension disappeared almost instantly. Hope’s face lit up with a smile like a kid on Christmas as he went through his routine to her wild delight. She clapped enthusiastically and then tipped him when he finished. I just sat there and rolled my eyes. After he’d gone, Hope turned to me, a smile on her face.

      “You’re afraid of mimes, huh?” she prodded.

      “I’m not afraid of them. I just don’t like them.”

      “You looked ready to wet yourself there for a minute.”

      “Hardly,” I scoffed. “They just serve no purpose other than to be creepy. Like clowns.”

      “So you’re afraid of clowns too, huh?”

      “I’m not afraid of them,” I explained. “I just happen to think the world would be a better place without them.”

      “Uh huh,” she mocked. “Totally scared of them.

      I laughed, enjoying seeing that mischievous sparkle in her eyes. Hope was filled with an energy I found utterly intoxicating and compelling in ways I hadn’t felt in so long. She was night and day from Whitney, and I was genuinely enjoying my time with her, the tension that existed between us a moment ago thankfully gone like it had never been.

      “Anyway, I assume we need to do something fun, adventurous, and faux romantic for your article, yes?” I ask. “Since all we’ve done so far is walk along the river, wave at old people, and mock my disgust for people with painted faces, I’m thinking we need a plan.”

      “Of course you do,” she said. “You always need a plan, don’t you?”

      “It helps to be organized.”

      Her smile was beautiful and threatened to stop my heart. “Sometimes, you just need to learn to let go,” she said. “You don’t need to schedule every last minute of every single day.”

      “In my field, you kind of do,” I said.

      “True. But when you’re not on the clock, you really need to learn to loosen up, Colin,” she pressed. “Otherwise, you’ll wind up dead by forty.”

      Her comment brought my father to mind and the fact that he died so early again. It reminded me once again just how much I wanted to not be like him. I’d done things differently in my life aimed at living longer than he did. But Hope was right – I needed to learn to loosen up and have some fun. To go with the flow. Life was often messy, and no amount of scheduling or organization could always contain it.

      I needed to learn that trying to control the uncontrollable was not only an exercise in futility but a ticket to an early grave.

      “You sound like my mother,” I chuckled.

      “Comparing me to your mother already,” she grinned. “Ouch.”

      “Oh shut up,” I returned her grin. “Only in that she’s worried I’m going to keel over if I don’t get out and have some fun.”

      “Well then, your mother sounds like a very wise woman.”

      “She likes to think so.”

      “Be nice to your mother or I’ll call the mime back,” she teased.

      “You are an evil girl.”

      “When I have to be,” she quipped. “Okay fine, you’re probably right. Having a plan of attack might not be a terrible idea. What do you have in mind?”

      “Well, it just so happens, I picked up some material back at the hotel,” I said.

      I reached into the inside pocket of my jacket and pulled out some brochures that had been near the concierge stand. They showed different attractions and tour packages we could take. I picked one up and showed it to her.

      “How about a tour of the Bastille?” I offered.

      “Yes, because nothing says romance quite like a place where countless people were killed,” she laughed.

      “Actually, historians tend to agree that not nearly as many people died at the Bastille as you might think,” I told her. “It’s generally believed that prisoners there were kept in relatively good conditions and –”

      She rolled her eyes at me. “Really?”

      “What? History is a hobby of mine.”

      Hope took the brochure out of my hand and tore it in half without a word, dropping it onto the table between us. Obviously, a trip to the Bastille was out. I plucked another brochure out of the pile and showed it to her.

      “Okay, here’s one,” I read. “We can take a boat along the Seine, tour the Eiffel Tower, then the Louvre.”

      “Too touristy,” she said offhandedly as she rummaged through the other brochures.

      I picked up another one. “Okay, how about this one? A tour of the Eiffel Tower, the Arc de Triomphe, and a show at the Moulin Rouge?”

      “Too commercialized.”

      I blew out a long breath and laughed. “Then you come up with something, woman.”

      “Why don’t we start at Notre Dame?”

      “Uh, I didn’t realize Catholic churches were a hot bed of romance.”

      Her laughter was like the high tinkling of windchimes in a soft breeze. I could seriously listen to it all day long.

      “You are awful.”

      “I can be,” I admitted.

      “I just meant because it’s absolutely gorgeous,” she said. “The stained glass is exquisite and the architecture –”

      “Wait, you’re ragging on me for being interested in history,” I started. “And yet, you’re going to sit there and talk to me about architecture?”

      She cocked her head, looking at me for a moment, the nodded. “Yup. Sure am,” she smiled. “This is my world, you’re just living in it.”

      The “for now” I heard at the end of the sentence was only implied, but loud and clear all the same. Whatever was happening between us had a shelf life on it. I knew it and understood it going in but for some reason, I was starting to think it kind of sucked.

      “It’s only about a mile from here or so,” she noted.

      “Well then, let’s go.”

      We stood up and headed off to see Notre Dame. We spent several hours touring the place, looking at everything there was to be seen. She was right, it really was beautiful. There was a hushed atmosphere inside that was reverent and filled me with awe. I even had to tell her she was right about the architecture of the place; it was stunning. Knowing that the structure was built by man with the most rudimentary tools imaginable, nearly a thousand years ago now, was nothing short of awe inspiring.

      After leaving the cathedral, we walked back toward the Eiffel Tower and had dinner at a small café with a clear view of it. The conversation the entire day was light and fun. I didn’t think I’d laughed as much or as hard as I did with Hope in so long, I couldn’t even remember when exactly. Which, to borrow her words, was kind of sad. It made me sad for myself.

      Time flew and it was late by the time we got back to our hotel. We stood at the elevator, looking into one another’s eyes. Though the atmosphere of lighthearted fun was still there between us, it was joined by the feeling of a pulling and undeniable attraction once more. It was even thicker and stronger than it was before knowing we both had hotel rooms we could go to if we so decided. And there was a part of me really hoping she’d ask me to her room.

      We stood off to the side, neither one of us apparently ready to pack it in quite yet. Other guests of the hotel passed us by and there was a loud buzz of conversation in the lobby, even at that hour.

      “So how was day one of injecting some fun and adventure into your life, Colin?”

      “Well, I survived it,” I said. “And I have to say it wasn’t completely horrible.”

      Hope laughed and shook her head. “I just knew you were going to say that.”

      “Am I that predictable?”

      “Sometimes,” she fired back and flashed that dazzling smile at me before subconsciously running her tongue over her bottom lip.

      What I wouldn’t have given at that moment, to feel that tongue in my mouth. Or on other parts of my anatomy. But I had to be honest, it wasn’t just all about sex with Hope. There was something deeper at work inside of my head.

      She was unique; so vastly different than anybody I’d ever dated before. In addition to being drop dead gorgeous, she was smart, funny, strong, and witty. And best of all, she didn’t need me to take care of her. She was her own independent woman and she stood tall on her own two feet. I respected that about her a lot.

      I certainly didn’t expect to feel the way I was feeling about her so quickly. And most definitely not so strongly.  Yet I couldn’t deny that I did. There was just something about Hope that triggered something inside of me that was completely unexpected, but entirely amazing all the same time.

      As we looked into each other’s eyes, I knew she was feeling something. Maybe not exactly what I was feeling, but there was definitely something there. But like me, I could tell she was resisting the temptation to act upon it. It seemed like she was working hard to resist the urge to give in to her baser instincts and keep her vow of this being a “no booty call” sort of a deal.

      Although I was tempted to push the issue, try to persuade her to spend the night with me, there was some small part of me that worried she would just turn tail and run. I didn’t want to scare her off and never see her again. But I wanted her. Badly. And judging by the look in her eyes, she was feeling the same way. It seemed like some small part of her was hoping I’d take the lead and walk her down that path. The conflict on her face was as evident as the longing in her eyes.

      Pushing the issue though, probably wouldn’t have the effect either of us wanted. Although the chemistry between us was real, it would probably make things tense and awkward. If something was going to happen between us, I thought it best to let it happen organically, when we were both ready for it.

      I wanted her but I could wait.

      Reaching out, I pushed the call button for the elevator, and she opened her mouth as if to say something. But then she closed it again and gave me a gentle smile.

      “Well, thank you for today,” I said, clearing my throat. “I actually had a lot of fun.”

      That moment of anticipation and expectation between us passed and I could see a slight shimmer of disappointment in her eyes. Though I saw something else too; respect. I could tell she was glad I didn’t force the issue between us and in that moment, I knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that she would have given in. Which might have very well ruined everything.

      “So, same time tomorrow?” she squeaked.

      I took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
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      “Knock, knock,” a voice called from outside my hotel room door. “I come bearing coffee.”

      I had already been awake for several hours, wondering when I might hear from Hope. Of course, she had meant it when she said the same time as the day before. We were already coming up on noon, and part of me had feared she’d had a change of heart.

      Hearing her voice, however, brought a smile to my face. I pulled myself away from my laptop, closing it without a second look and hurried to the door.

      When it opened, she stood before me looking even more beautiful than before. Her hair fell in soft curls around her shoulders, and she had on makeup today, I noticed. Not a lot, but just enough to enhance her already gorgeous features. Her eyes popped even more than usual thanks to long, thick lashes and a soft, pink shimmer on her eyelids.

      Her lips, already luscious, were red and supple. She smiled as our eyes met.

      “You sure opened the door fast,” she said, stepping into my room as if she’d owned the place. She hadn’t been lying about the coffee either; she had two cups and handed me one as she passed me by. Our hands touched, briefly, and there was that electric shock again.

      When she walked by me, I couldn’t help but stare at her body. Her ass looked amazing in a pair of tight jeans. She was wearing a shirt that was practically a crop top, so it gave me an ample view of her ass, as well as her flat stomach when she turned back around to face me.

      “So what’s the plan for today?” I asked, sipping my espresso.

      Rolling her eyes playfully, she laughed. “There you go with that planning talk again.”

      “I thought we’d already decided that some planning was necessary,” I said, cocking an eyebrow.

      “Yeah, yeah,” she said, brushing off the comment with her hand. “I’ve already looked into where we’re going to go next. Nothing too structured, just walking around Montmarte, perhaps walk the stairs to the Sacre-Coeur.”

      “Ah, so you are a fan of Moulin Rouge after all,” I said with a wink.

      She didn’t look amused. “Honestly, I haven’t seen it.”

      “You haven’t?” I asked. Every woman I’d ever known had loved that film, and I’d watched it countless times. It wasn’t bad, I actually kind of liked it. But to find a woman who hadn’t seen it, well, that was a surprise of a lifetime for me.

      “Nope. I’m not much of a movie person,” she said. “I prefer doing things over watching things play out on screen.”

      “But you’re a writer,” I stated.

      “Yeah, so? I write about the things I do, to try to encourage others to get out there and live life,” she said. “And yes, I like books too, don’t get me wrong, but I typically prefer books that can teach me something.”

      “And you call me uptight,” I teased.

      She shrugged. “I don’t judge others for what they like. I just have trouble sitting still for too long,” she said. “And honestly, I’m just happy to be alive, so I cherish every moment of every day. Is that so bad?”

      “Sounds like someone who’s come close to death before,” I said, my smile fading. Suddenly, this conversation had taken a very serious turn.

      “Not really,” she said, averting her gaze. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been ready all morning,” I said. I didn’t believe her answer to my question but decided to let it drop. After all, we weren’t supposed to be very serious. It was none of my business.

      “Ah, a morning person. I should have known.”

      She walked toward me, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She got close enough that I could count the freckles on her nose and cheeks. It took me by surprise, and part of me was hopeful for a kiss. Instead, she poked me playfully in the chest.

      “I hope you’re in as good as shape as you look,” she said. “Because we’re going to be walking a bunch.”

      I chuckled. “I think I can handle it.”

      She cocked her eyebrow and gave me a once over as if to appraise my fitness levels. She smiled then, obviously liking what she saw. “Yeah, I think so too. Come on then,” she said. “Let’s stop wasting daylight and get out of here.”

      I wanted to say something about how she was the reason we were getting a late start, but I decided to drop it.

      Besides, I found myself distracted by her ass as she led me out the door, her hips swishing as if she was intentionally trying to taunt me. If she was hoping to turn me on, it was working. There was a tightness in my jeans already, and we were only just beginning.

      It was going to be a long day.
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      “I thought you wanted to avoid tourists,” Colin said as we started on the trek toward the Sacre-Couer.

      “Avoiding tourists in Paris would be an impossible feat,” I said. “I just don’t like to do anything too touristy. I’m more of an off-the-beaten-path type of girl, but there are exceptions to this, of course.”

      “And apparently scaling thousands of stairs is the exception, got it.”

      “Trust me, this trek is worth it,” she said. There was a sparkle in her eye. “Besides, it’s listed as one of the best places to kiss in Paris, and since I’m writing about romance, I figured I’d test that theory.”

      He raised his eyebrows but didn’t say a word. I was flirting with him, yes, even though I knew I shouldn’t be. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested in feeling what his lips would be like again mine.

      The more time I spent with Colin, the harder it was to resist him. Not that he’d made any moves on me to begin with. He was such a gentleman, something that only made me want him more. Had he thrown himself at me from the beginning, I probably would have run for the hills. But no, he was respecting my wishes; something I hadn’t experience with too many guys up to that point.

      He was right about the tourists being a bit annoying. There were so many of them, all making the same trek. Most of them not prepared to take the hundreds of steps to the top, and stopping along the way, forcing us to stop often too.

      Colin, as expected, had no problems with the stairs. He wasn’t even breaking a sweat. I considered myself to be in pretty good shape, but even I was breathing heavier than normal and had to keep wiping the sweat from my brow.

      “You make this look easy,” I said.

      “What?” he asked, further proving my point that this was easy for him. So easy, he had no idea what I was talking about.

      “This,” I said, motioning toward the steps.

      “Oh, you mean the steps?” he said. He shrugged. “What can I say? I do my best to stay in shape. Fitness is important to me.”

      “I can see that,” I said. Of course, I didn’t mean just his ability to walk up the massive number of steps, but also his body. It was obvious from his strong, thick arms and tight ass that he spent a lot of time at the gym. For a busy doctor, I wasn’t sure how he found the time, but he obviously did.

      It made me feel a little weak in comparison. Then again, most of my workouts weren’t at the gym. I preferred walking outside and exploring over running on a treadmill. I had to take care of myself, of course. Being diabetic meant that I needed to watch what I ate and to not gain too much weight. I also had to be very mindful about the amount of sugar and carbs I ingested as they would make my sugar sky-rocket. I indulged every now and then but couldn’t afford to make a habit of it.

      We ascended the first set of stairs, then the next. We were inching closer and closer to the top. At one point, we were in a square filled with more artists and little shops and cafes; one of my favorite parts of Paris. It was everything you imagined when you thought of the city. Some parts of the city felt like any other, but then you’d find a little enclave like that, and you knew there was nowhere else in the world that felt exactly like that.

      It felt so romantic, and I yearned to take Colin’s hand. It just felt like the type of place where lovers would hold hands and walk around together. Had I been with a boyfriend, I most certainly would have enjoyed that. But I was afraid to touch Colin because I knew what effect it would have on me. I’d had a crazy-hot sex dream about him the night before and I didn’t need the warmth of his hand in mine to bring back any memories. I was getting hot all over just thinking about it.

      Finally, all of our hard work paid off, and we reached the top. Not only was the cathedral sitting up top, waiting for us, but the best view of Paris was before us as well. We could see everything the city had to offer from standing up there. It truly felt like we were at the top of world.

      Both Colin and I stopped and just stared out at the beautiful, historic city. The cool air felt nice against my skin. After walking for so long, it was a relief to finally be at the top, to have the view before us. Colin’s gaze drank everything in, and there was a hint of a smile on his face. I could tell he was enjoying it as much as I was. It was hard to look out at the city when such a gorgeous man was standing beside me, so I split my time between admiring the view of Paris and admiring the man beside me.

      “So, this is one of the best places to kiss in Paris?” he asked. “Not surprising at all.”

      “Yeah,” I said, choking up just a bit. It had been my dream, when I was dating Jeremy, to climb to the top and enjoy a kiss with the man I loved. I was a little surprised to find that there was still a romantic inside of me after everything had gone to shit so spectacularly. I’d pitched this article because it had always been a dream of mine to bring someone I loved to Paris and to experience all the romance the city had to offer. I’d wanted to sneak kisses at the top of the city, hold hands as we walked around the beautiful streets, and admire the architecture.

      Colin must have sensed that something was wrong. In that moment, something changed between us. He took my hand in his, causing my breath to catch in my throat. His large, strong hand perfectly encapsulated mine. He turned to me, and before I knew what was happening, he pulled me toward him, his mouth pressing against mine.

      My insides turned to mush, and I was so surprised, I just stood there, savoring the feeling of his lips against mine. It took me a second to realize what was happening, and that I wanted it. I’d wanted it more than anything.

      With my free hand, I grabbed ahold of Colin’s head, pulling him into me even more. My fingers stroked the back of his neck, playing with his hair as I opened my mouth to him. His tongue gently entered my mouth, twisting and twirling with mine. My heart was beating so hard and fast, and my head was spinning, but I didn’t want it to end. I knew it was probably a bad idea to be doing it, but I didn’t care.

      We were in Paris, in one of the most romantic cities in the world, and I wanted to enjoy a perfect moment. I wanted him. I’d deal with all the heartbreak of leaving him behind when the time came.

      He seemed to feel the same way as I did. He released my hand so he could hold my face, stroking my cheek as we continued to make out like two horny teenagers.

      When he pulled away, I leaned closer, kissing him again, relaxing into his arms. Even after our lips were apart, he held me like that for a few minutes. The two of us were now overlooking Paris, his arms wrapped around me. It was everything I could have ever dreamt of and more.

      “What was that about?” I asked, once my voice came back to me.

      “I’m just trying to make sure you get a good romantic experience for your article,” he said, his eyes sparkling, telling me there was more to it than that. “And to test out if this is really one of the best places to kiss in Paris. It’s for science, you see.”

      Playfully, I tapped his chest as I removed myself from his arms. That was the hardest thing I’d ever had to do, or at least it felt that way. I wanted nothing more than to stay there forever.

      “So what else is on your list of best places to kiss?” he asked, smirking.

      “Why? Are you wanting to visit them all?”

      “Maybe. Could make for a good article, don’t you think?”

      He had a point, but was he saying he wanted to actually kiss me in all of those places? My cheeks flushed pink, and I had a momentary shyness. It didn’t happen often, but I wasn’t used to being the object of someone’s affection and desires, especially someone I hardly knew. Jeremy and I were so casual, we hardly even flirted. But Colin seemed to relish in the flirting and teasing. I loved it, but it left me a little awkward and unsure of how to respond at times.

      As much as I wanted to continue on the path, to see where it went, I knew better. Plus, my stomach was growling, and I knew my blood sugar would start to drop if I wasn’t careful. I needed to eat, and soon, if I didn’t want to get all weird. Low blood sugar often made me appear drunk. I’d act strange, sometimes make no sense when speaking, and I’d black out, forgetting everything I’d done. I’d walk around like a zombie if I didn’t slip into a coma.

      All the walking and exercising meant it was even more imperative to eat soon. I didn’t want to be weird around Colin, nor did I want to talk about my illness. To me, it was just another part of my life, something I was used to. But outsiders often saw it as a reason to pity me, and I didn’t want that from him.

      So instead, I made it all about continuing our faux romance.

      “Hey, so remember those cute little cafes on our way up here?” I asked. “Maybe we should grab a late lunch/early dinner at one of them. I think that would be a nice experience to write about.”

      “Sure,” he said. “I could eat.”

      And just like that, our romantic moment on top of Paris was over. We headed back toward the way we came, and I had the urge to take his hand again. I glanced over at him and smiled, and just decided to go for it. I reached out, took his hand in mine and waited for him to pull away.

      He didn’t. He gave me a sideways glance and a small, crooked smile, but he kept his hand firmly in mine, lacing our fingers together.

      “I figured if we’re going to be doing the faux romance thing,” I said, nibbling my lip, “We might as well go all out.”

      He was, after all, the one who kissed me, using that same excuse. His smile grew wider.

      “I agree. If we’re going to do this, we need to do it right.”

      He gave my hand a firm squeeze, and together, we walked back down to the cafes surrounded by artists. The entire experience was strange, I hardly knew Colin, but it was nice. Almost perfect, in fact.

      Much nicer than if I’d been there with Jeremy, I admitted to myself as we picked out a place to eat.
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      Sparks were flying throughout our meal. The kiss was still lingering on my lips, and even though we were on opposite sides of the table, I kept leaning forward, hoping he might kiss me again. But there was just too much space between us, and once our food came, it became too awkward to lean closer to him.

      He did, however, hold onto my hand from across the table for a while, which made my insides flutter like crazy.

      I found myself wanting to know more and more about him, but every time I asked him a question, he gave me a fairly vague answer. He was polite, always kind, but he wasn’t an open book. I wasn’t sure if that was because of the casual nature of our relationship or just how he was.

      I tried not to take it personally.

      He seemed interested in me, however, and I tried not to give too much of myself away either. I didn’t want to take things too far, to get too attached. We never talked about where we lived, or what we had going on back home. Or at least he didn’t. So I tried to follow suit, and to live in the moment; to focus on what we had going on in Paris.

      We talked about our favorite things; books, movies, television shows, and the like. But nothing too deep, nothing too personal. But the more I learned about Colin, the more I wanted to know. And the more I tried to get to know him, the more he seemed to pull back from me. So I tried to keep things fairly relaxed, hoping he might open up to me in time.

      Not like we had much time. A few more days, at most, I thought to myself. The realization that all of it would come to an end hit me hard as we finished our meal.

      I wanted to spend as much time with this amazing man as possible.

      “So what should we do now?” Colin asked me as the waiter took our plates.

      My body was tired from a long day of walking and exploring. I wanted to rest, to shower and get cleaned up, but I didn’t want our date to end either.

      “Maybe we should go back to the hotel for a bit?” I said. “Just relax for awhile, then maybe meet back up for dinner and drinks?”

      “That sounds nice,” he said.

      When the bill came, we shared a look. Colin reached for it, of course, but I pulled out my card as well. I handed it to him. He started to protest, but I held my hand up to stop him.

      “Remember our agreement,” I said. “Let me pay for myself sometime.”

      It seemed to pain him to nod and take my card from me, but he did it. He also slipped is in. “But I’m paying for myself.”

      “Fine by me,” I said with a smile. “For now.”

      We left the cafe, and from the moment we stepped outside onto the street, he was holding my hand again. I was on cloud nine, and the entire trip back to the hotel was a blur, filled with lots of smiling back and forth and yearning for more kisses.

      When we got back to the hotel lobby, we were once against standing outside the elevator. It didn’t take a mind reader to know what he was thinking. The outline of an erection in his jeans told me all I needed to know, and after the kiss earlier, it was tempting to make a move.

      Colin hadn’t pressed the button for his floor yet. Neither had I.

      He rubbed his chin, seemed to be thinking about something, but not saying it out loud. I was both hopeful and afraid he’d make a move. Hopeful because I wanted him, yes, but afraid because I wanted him so badly that it scared the ever-living shit out of me.

      “So, dinner and drinks later?” he asked.

      “Yes, if you’re up for it?”

      “Of course I am,” he said.

      Colin and I reached for the elevator buttons at the same time, our hands touching. Even though we’d been holding hands most of the evening already, it still sent an electric shock through me to feel his skin against mine.

      And we were also close. So very close. Too close.

      Without thinking, I stood on my tip-toes and went in for a kiss. Our lips were about to touch when the elevator doors opened up and an older woman stepped out, nearly running into us and giving us a scathing look.

      “Get a room,” she muttered.

      Colin and I started to laugh at the same time. Oh, the irony. We had a room alright; two of them in fact. That was the problem.

      I stepped inside the elevator first, and Colin followed me. Neither of us said much until the doors opened on the second floor, his stop.

      “Well, I’ll see you later then,” he said.

      “Yes, just a few hours from now.”

      He stepped from the elevator, then turned to me with a smile.

      “Good,” he said as the doors closed. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      Ah, yes, me too, I thought to myself.

      Me too.
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      I’d needed a cooling off period before dinner with Colin. Things were going so well, and I was falling so fast, my head was spinning out of control. I took a cold shower, and even that didn’t quench the warmth inside of me.

      My phone rang just as I got out of the shower. Anna, of course. I hesitated to answer, only because I knew she’d tell me to go for it. Easy for her to say, it wasn’t her heart at risk here. It was mine.

      I would never ignore my best friend however, so I answered right before it went to voicemail.

      “Sorry, just getting out of the shower,” I said.

      I hadn’t had time to put on clothes, so I strolled out of the bathroom naked.

      “Oh, I was hoping you were still with Doctor Hottiepants,” Anna said.

      I rolled my eyes. “No, we parted ways about an hour ago,” I said. Biting my lip, I added, “But we’re meeting back up again soon for dinner and drinks.”

      I spoke the last half of the sentence in a softer, muted tone, almost like I hoped Anna wouldn’t hear me. But she had. She squealed in excitement and started singing, “Hope is gonna get some tonight!”

      “Stop it,” I said, my cheeks red. Still, I couldn’t help but giggle along with her. “It’s not like that.”

      “It’s not?” she asked, sounding disappointed.

      “No, I told you. Neither one of us wants anything serious,” I said.

      “Who said anything about it being serious?”

      “You’re the worst,” I teased.

      “So is there anything new to report? Or did you just tour dull museums all day?”

      “The museums aren’t dull,” I said, falling backward onto the bed. I pulled the hair tie from my hair and let it fall free around me. “But we didn’t go to the museums anyway. We visited Montmarte and walked the stairs to the Sacre Couer.”

      “Oh, that sounds nice,” she said. “And what else?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Come on, you’re being way too vague. Something happened, didn’t it?”

      Sighing, I spat it out, speaking the words quickly. Again, I was hoping maybe she’d not hear them clearly. “Well, he kissed me--”

      But again, she squealed, this time even louder than before. Then she started laughing. “I scared the cat that time,” she said.

      “I bet you did. I bet your neighbors aren’t too happy with you either,” I laughed.

      “He kissed you! As in, kissed you for real or just on the cheek?”

      “No, it was a real kiss,” I said. “Tongue and all.”

      “Wow, Hope. This is even better than I imagined for you.”

      “What?” I said, rolling over. “We haven’t slept together yet, so why--”

      “Yet,” she said, a teasing tone to her voice. “See, even you know it’s inevitable.”

      She was right. I had said yet. Why did I put it that way? Did I think it was inevitable that I’d end up in Colin’s bed before our time was up? Or maybe it was wishful thinking.

      00000000

      

      “The hotel concierge couldn’t say enough about this place,” Colin said, as we settled in a corner booth at what appeared to be a very high-end restaurant.

      I kept my mouth shut but couldn’t stop looking around. Everyone was dressed in formal attire. Men wore suits, as did Colin, with ties and jackets. The women were in designer gowns with diamonds the size of my head. Everything was so sparkly it made me a little self-conscious. Even the decor had a bit of glimmer to it, from the soft lighting to the water feature that greeted us as soon as we stepped inside.

      I’d been speechless since then and found it hard to think of something to say. Colin shot me an odd look.

      “You okay? You haven’t said a word since we got in here,” he said. He looked around, as if trying to figure out what was wrong with me. He didn’t get it. For someone like him, it was probably a normal restaurant. But for me, well, it was probably the most expensive place I’d ever been in.

      And I was depressingly underdressed. I was wearing a cute dress, but it was nothing compared to the designer gowns on display around me. I felt like I stuck out like a clown at a wedding. My makeup was light and tasteful, and I had thought that I looked pretty damn good.  I had second thoughts though when I saw all the other women around me who looked like supermodels with personal stylist.

      “Hope?” Colin said, pulling me back into the moment.

      I shook my head and focused on the man sitting across from me. He fit in so well in his designer suit and his gorgeous good looks. No one would question why someone like him would be there. If he noticed how unfit I was for the venue, it didn’t show on his face. I appreciated that more than words could ever convey.

      I cleared my throat and managed to speak at last. “Yeah, sorry. This place is just more upscale than I thought. I’m not really dressed properly, I’m afraid.”

      I’d picked out a black halter-style dress, one that hugged my curves and showed off my legs and cleavage. It was a cottony-material and fairly casual. It had a pink bow around the waist, cinching it in and giving me the perfect hourglass figure. I thought I’d looked hot upon leaving the room. Hell, I still looked hot, I just didn’t fit into such a fancy place.

      Colin looked at me, confusion in his eyes. “You look amazing, Hope.”

      His gaze moved from my eyes down to my cleavage, but only for a second. He caught himself and fixed his gaze back to my face.

      “Thank you,” I said, my cheeks turning bright pink, almost the same color as my bow,. “I just feel a little out of place. Not that I haven’t visited high-end restaurants, but this is a whole other level.”

      Before Colin could respond, our server stopped by the table. He was an older man with what appeared to be a permanent scowl on his face. He took one look at me, and in a very thick French accent, said, “You are from America, yes?”

      He handed us the menus without another word. Colin, however, stopped him before he turned and walked away.

      “Excuse me? What’s that supposed mean?” he asked. His voice was firm, but polite.

      The server, who’s name tag identified him as Philip, smirked. “We have certain standards at this establishment. A dress code, if you will.”

      “And do we not meet these standards?” Colin asked.

      Philip took one look at me and cringed. “Technically, yes.”

      “Then there’s no reason for you to be an ass toward my friend here,” Colin said. His jaw was clenched tight, and his fists were now balled up on the table.

      “Colin, it’s fine,” I said.

      “No, it’s not fine,” Colin said. He removed his napkin from his lap and stood up. “I’d like to speak with a manager.”

      “I am the manager,” Philip said snidely.

      “Then I’d like to speak with your boss, whoever that might be.”

      Philip sighed dramatically, muttering something under his breath in French. Colin sat back down, shaking his head. “Unbelievable.”

      “We’re not in America, Colin,” I said softly.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.

      “Well, just that French customer service is known to be lacking, especially when it comes to wait staff. It’s a well-known fact.”

      “He didn’t have to talk to you like that,” Colin said.

      No, he didn’t, I thought to myself. But the fact that he did wasn’t really a surprise to me considering the type of place we were in. In an American restaurant, yes, talking to a manager or boss might get you somewhere. I was doubtful we’d have much like there.

      People were already staring at us, and considering what I did for a living, the last thing I wanted was to create a scene. If it got out that we’d had an altercation in a restaurant, and it was attached to my name, it would make it for me to seem objective in my story.

      “Can we just go somewhere else?” I asked.

      Colin sighed and looked annoyed, but not at me. He shot a dirty look across the restaurant, toward Philip, who was not talking to his boss. He was helping another table, and would you believe it, he had a smile on his snooty little face.

      “Of course, anything you like, Hope. I just wanted you to have a nice time,” he said.

      Reaching across the table, I took his hands in mine, giving them a firm squeeze.

      “I am having a nice time, Colin,” I said. “I don’t need fancy, overpriced food and drinks to have fun. Let’s find someplace a little more relaxed.”

      He glanced over at Philip who gave us the stink eye from across the room before turning and walking to a table nearby. He cheerfully greeted the other couple, who were impeccably dressed, mind you, all the while ignoring us.

      “Sounds like a plan,” Colin said, tossing his napkin down on the table.

      We hadn’t even had a chance to order drinks or get any bread, so we simply walked out of the restaurant. People stared, some whispered underneath their breath, but I didn’t pay them any attention. We’d escape and find somewhere less pretentious.

      Once we were outside on the street once more, I couldn’t contain the laugher. I giggled, shaking my head as Colin stared at me like I’d gone mad.

      “What was so funny?”

      “That entire experience was so stereotypically French, I don’t think I can even write about it. People wouldn’t believe me,” I said. “It’s a straight-up cliché, and it happened to us.”

      “Apparently some stereotypes hold a little bit of truth.”

      His face was more relaxed now, and he no longer looked ready to burst a blood vessel. He chuckled along with me, seemingly just as amused I was about the entire ordeal after the fact.

      “So where should we go now? It’s getting pretty late,” I said.

      We hadn’t gone far from the hotel. The cafe inside it was closed, so we really couldn’t just go back. At the end of the street, there was an English-style pub, but that was it as far as I could tell.

      Colin gave me a mysterious look, and his smile grew. His eyes were filled with something I couldn’t make out, but it was hot as well.

      “I have an idea. I mean, if you want to follow, that is,” he said.

      “Sure,” I said. “I’m pretty much up for anything.”

      “Anything?” he said, cocking his eyebrows.

      “Pretty much anything, yes,” I said.

      “Good, come with me.”

      Colin grabbed my hand and whisked me back into the hotel. And there we were, standing in front of the elevators once more. This time, he didn’t hesitate to push the button for the second floor.

      “What are we--”

      “Room service,” he said. “That way we don’t have to worry about jackass waiters ruining our fun.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but the words never came out. I didn’t want to protest. But going back to his room? Was I ready for that, I wondered?

      I didn’t have much time to decide, though. The elevator doors opened, we stepped inside, and before I knew it, were stepping out onto the second floor and into his room.
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      His room looked much like mine did except for the decidedly male scent of his cologne and his clothes being neatly hung in the closet while mine were spilling out of the suitcase on the floor. The room had a small table and chairs, –and we looked over the menus for room service.

      “I’m not sure why we hadn’t thought of this sooner,” I said, feeling like I might starve to death if I didn’t eat something soon. “Everything sounds delicious.”

      And expensive. Possibly more expensive than the fancy place we’d just left, but we really didn’t have much of a choice if we wanted to eat.

      Colin put in the order, then asked, “Do you mind if I change into something more comfortable?”

      “Go for it,” I said. My words sounded confident, but on the inside, I was a mess. The very idea of him getting comfortable and what that might mean, sent my nerves into a tailspin.

      He slipped into the bathroom to change, much to my chagrin, and by the time he came back out, there was a knock at the door.

      “Is the food here already?” I asked.

      “Doubt it,” Colin said. “Probably just the champagne and strawberries.”

      He went to the door dressed in a fitted t-shirt and jeans, and sure enough, there was a tray with a bottle of champagne, two flutes, and a heaping bowl of berries. With a side of melted chocolate.

      My mouth was already watering. My sugar had started to drop down and I could feel myself feeling a little woozy. So upon seeing the pile of fruit, I was incredibly thankful.

      “Figured if we’re in Paris, we need to sample the local champagne,” he said. “And the berries just sounded good.”

      “A man after my own heart,” I said.

      Colin picked up a plump, red strawberry and tore of the green ends. I thought it was for himself, but instead, he held it out to me, rubbing it against my lips. I bit into it, closing my eyes as the juices filled my mouth.

      “Oh my God, that’s amazing,” I said.

      Everything tasted a million times better when my sugar was low, but it had to be more than that. It had to be the most delicious strawberry I’d ever tasted.

      I finished it off, and Colin seemed pleased with himself.

      “Would you like a glass of champagne?” he asked.

      “Uh, yes, please,” I said. “If I ever turn down champagne, please, check my vitals.”

      He chuckled and poured us each a glass. He handed me mine, and I took a sip, savoring the bubbles on my tongue. It was sweet, but not overly so. He’d chosen well. I sat back and enjoyed the flavors that played on my taste buds, wondering just where the night was going to take us.

      “Ah, I almost forgot,” he said, walking over to the windows and pulling back the drapes.

      The City of Lights really came alive at night, and the view from his room was beautiful and picturesque. In the distance, I caught a glimpse of the Eiffel Tower.

      “Figured we should bring a little Paris into our date.”

      Our date. I knew that’s what we were doing but it sounded so formal when he put it that way. Almost like it was a real date, not just two people getting together out of necessity.

      He came back to the table and we sipped champagne while enjoying the view of the city. He surprised me by asking me more personal questions this time. It wasn’t just the superficial, “what’s your favorite color” sort of questions. I wasn’t sure what prompted the shift, but he wasn’t backing away from truly getting to know me.

      “Have you always loved traveling?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Ever since I was a little girl, I’d wanted to see the world,” I said. “My parents didn’t really do vacations, they couldn’t really afford it with all my medical bills and stuff.”

      That caused him to perk up. “Medical bills? Were you sick as a child?”

      I wasn’t why I decided to be so open in answering his questions -- maybe it was the champagne giving me a little fortitude -- but I was feeling safe there with him.

      “I have Type-1 diabetes,” I said softly, taking a sip from my flute. “I was diagnosed as a little girl.”

      Many people, upon hearing the diagnosis, jumped straight for to apology. Then, in the next breath, they’d usually ask me if I should be eating or drinking whatever it was I was currently consuming. Others were surprised and tell me they had no idea, because I looked too healthy to be diabetic. Most people assumed all diabetics were overweight and that it was brought upon by their diet. It was true in some cases, but not entirely true in all cases. Most people though, really didn’t understand diabetes and made all kinds of wrong assumptions about it right off the bat.

      But not Colin.

      “I see. That must have been tough growing up,” he said.

      I shrugged, averting my gaze. “Honestly, it’s just who I am. I’m so used to it, I don’t even think twice about it most days. Other people seem to worry more than I do.”

      “So you have your blood sugar under control, I assume?”

      I nodded. “Oh yes. For the most part, I’m doing really well. Haven’t had any issues in a while.”

      “That’s good to hear,” he said.

      Usually people asked me all kinds of personal questions; how I got the disease, if there’s a cure, if it could kill me one day. It was their morbid curiosity, I was sure. But again, Colin didn’t ask inane questions like that.

      He treated it like just another part of me, which I appreciated. We moved on fairly quickly, talking about some of my past trips. He talked a little about medical school and why he’d chosen his career in medicine. I was surprised to learn that it was because his mother battled with health issues, and watching her struggle made him want to do something about it. That answer, above all else, made my heart swell.

      “Many go into it for the money, but that never really phased me,” he said finishing off his first glass of champagne. “It was more about finding ways to improve people’s lives, to hopefully find cures -- or at least treatments -- for issues affecting women.”

      “Women? You don’t treat men?” I asked.

      Before he could answer, there was another knock at the door. He smiled widely, avoiding my question and tipping me a wink as he stood up.

      “Food’s here,” he said with a grin.

      “Saved by the bell,” I replied. “For now.”

      I dropped it though. Mainly because I knew that getting to know each other on an intimately personal level was dangerous. I had no reason to know his deepest, darkest secrets, or even about his personal life. We had only a few more days together, and then, that would be that. We’d likely never see each other again.

      It was tempting to ask him where he was from, hopeful that maybe we’d be able to meet up once we were both back in the United States, but I didn’t have the best feeling about that conversation. Maybe it was better than he remained a mystery. After all, once the curtains were drawn back, Colin would become a real man -- one with faults, someone who might not be as perfect as he seemed to be in the moment -- and this week was all about romance and fantasies. So why tempt fate and ruin it?

      The waiter left the cart in the middle of the room and after tipping him, Colin brought over the tray of food. It smelled amazing and my stomach growled loudly. I was ready to dig in.  He’d ordered a steak, not surprisingly, with bacon wrapped asparagus and some fancy-looking potatoes. A typical American dish if I’d ever seen one.

      Not wanting the usual, I’d gone for the coq au vin because when in Rome, or in my case, Paris, and all that. Part of the charm of traveling was trying the local fare. I might not have liked everything I’d tried, but I knew I couldn’t go wrong with chicken in red wine.

      “Looks delicious,” he said.

      “Yes, it does. Probably better than anything we’d get at that fancy-pants place down the street,” I said.

      He chuckled. “You’re probably right, but even so, I like this much better.”

      “Me too,” I admitted.  “It’s much more relaxed and intimate.”

      “Will it help you with your article though? I mean, we’re still in Paris, but we’re in the hotel room, does that count?”

      I take a bite of the delicious chicken, closing my eyes as I let the flavors wash over my tongue. Lardons, or as Americans call it, bacon, and mushrooms and garlic. I really, really couldn’t go wrong with coq au vin in my opinion.

      “I think my readers will appreciate that there’s still romance to be had even without leaving the hotel room,” I said. I widened my eyes for dramatic effect, trying to be silly. “I mean, think about all the romantic possibilities in a hotel room, am I right?”

      Colin didn’t laugh. Instead, he stared at me from across the table with a hunger in his eyes. A hunger that couldn’t be sated with food.

      “Yes, so many possibilities,” he said, a smile spreading across his face.

      My insides grew warm, and my panties were getting wetter by the second. Every time he looked at me, I thought they might melt against me. My cheeks and chest flushed red, and not from embarrassment, but from the fire growing inside of me.

      “I’m going to be frank with you, Colin,” I said, taking another delicious bite. “It’s been months since I’ve been with a man, and prior to that, I’d only ever been with my ex. Meaning, it doesn’t take much to make me blush, I’m afraid.”

      “That’s alright. I think it’s cute when you blush,” he said, tipping his champagne flute at me as he took a long swallow. “One reason I’m a fan of redheads with pale skin. You can often see how they feel about you just by the color of their cheeks.”

      “And what do my cheeks tell you right now,” I said.

      “That you’re thinking the same things I’m thinking but are too afraid to make a move and that you’d be terrified if I did.”

      “So are you a psychiatrist or just a psychic?” I teased.

      I was trying to be playful, but it was hard to control the growing need in me. For days now, I’d pretended like I didn’t want the man, but there we were, in his hotel room, and the more time I spent with him, the harder it was to maintain control of myself.

      And part of me wasn’t even sure I wanted to control myself.

      “Neither,” he said, leaning back in his chair as if to get a better look at me. “I’m just a man who’s good at what I do.”

      “And what do you do?” I asked. “Besides being a doctor, of course.”

      “Well, let’s just say I’m known for my skills with women.”

      “Oh? Are you now? Doesn’t that sound a bit too cocky, even for you?” I chuckled.

      He shrugged. “Cocky? Maybe. But it’s the truth.”

      “Uh huh,” I laughed. I leaned back against my chair and looked at him, really looked at him. He was gorgeous beyond belief, everything a woman would want in a man, and there he was bragging about his skills in the sack. Curiosity was beginning to get the best of me. I honestly wasn’t sure my vibrator would be able to quench the desire burning in my belly.

      “What? You don’t believe me?” he asked, giving me a seductive stare. “You know, you could find out for yourself if you wanted to.”

      I let out a deep breath, relaxing my shoulders as I came to decision.

      “Alright then,” I tell him. “What do I have to do to see for myself if you’re really as great with women as you say you are.”

      “Oh, I think you know, Hope,” he said, standing up.

      I stood along with him without even realizing it and we closed the distance between us in the blink of an eye. I had nothing left to say to him, only things I wanted to do. I gave myself permission to do everything I wanted, consequences be damned. I’d deal with the emotional fallout later.

      His hands stroked my face as our lips met, and this time, our kissing was full of fire and passion. His tongue pushed past my lips, and for a second, I couldn’t even breathe. It was like he’d sucked the air right out of me. A tingling ran from my lips down lower, running all the way down to my most sensitive regions. His hands seemed to follow that feeling, gently moving lower and lower. His fingers grazed my nipples, causing me to whimper against his mouth. Sensing that I liked it, he circled my nipples gently through the sheer material of my dress, teasing me.

      “Do you want me?” he growled, his breath warm against my face.

      “Yes, Colin,” I said.

      “Tell me what you want,” he said. “I need to hear it.”

      The words caught in my throat as I looked deep into his eyes. I wasn’t used to asking for what I wanted, or being told what to do in the bedroom, so to have someone so bluntly ask me was both hot as hell and terrifying.

      “I don’t know,” I whispered.

      “You don’t know?” he cocked an eyebrow as he pinched my nipples, and I moaned, my eyes fluttering open and shut. “You don’t know if you want to fuck me or not?”

      “Oh yes,” I whimpered, my knees feeling like they might give out at any moment.

      “Say it,” he said.

      I looked away from him, but he took my face in his hands, forcing me to meet his gaze.

      “Say it, Hope,” he said. “Unless you don’t want to --”

      “I want to,” I said. Taking a deep breath, I blurted out exactly what he wanted to hear. “I want to fuck you, Colin. Please.”

      Before I could finish my plea, Colin scooped me into his arms, lifting me straight off my feet and letting them dangle above the floor. He lifted me up in those big, strong arms, and kissed me harder than he had before. His body pressed against mine and I felt him through his slacks. Just feeling his erection pressed hard against me send a shudder through my entire body.

      He felt enormous. Thick and long. I melted into his arms, rubbing my body against him. Yearning to be even closer.

      I needed him inside of me, and quickly. My body suddenly needed him every bit as much as it needed food when my sugar was dipping.

      Colin moved over to the bed, carrying me over with him like I weighed nothing at all. He put me back on my feet in front of the bed, his mouth moving to my neck. He growled into my ear.

      “Let’s get you undressed and give you want you want then.”

      It didn’t take long at all for him to remove my dress. He was practically ripping it off of me, his movements fast and fierce. It was as if he couldn’t wait a second longer. He tossed my dress to the floor and with his rough hands, turned me around so I was facing away from him. He removed my bra, letting it fall to the floor as well and wrapped his arms around me. His hands held onto my breasts, giving them a gentle squeeze as he pulled me against him. I ground myself into him, feeling his hardness pressed against my ass.

      I trembled in anticipation and a wave of nervousness. What if I didn’t measure up? What if we’d had all this buildup and sexual tension between us and it ended up being a bust?

      “Please --” I whimpered as he sucked on my neck.

      Roughly, he pulled my panties down, exposing my entire body to him at last. He was still clothed, however, and I needed to remedy that fast.

      “Lie down on the bed,” he demanded. “And if you’re a good girl, you’ll get your reward.”

      No one had ever been so stern with me before and hearing those words and tone of voice from him sent shivers down my spine, making the flames between my thighs burn even brighter.

      I didn’t even hesitate to do what he told me. I moved toward the bed, sitting upon it at first.

      “I said lie down,” he said, both firm and gentle at the same time.

      I laid back against the thick down comforter, resting my head on a pillow. Colin’s gaze moved over me, and he stood there at the foot of the bed, drinking me in. I’d never felt as beautiful as I did in that moment, from just the weight of his gaze on me and the desire I saw reflected in his eyes.

      Colin lifted up his polo shirt, slowly removing it, teasing me in the process. My mouth was watering, and my pussy was growing wetter every second he made me wait.

      He exposed his six pack abs, hard and toned as an underwear model’s. Jesus, I thought to myself. I knew he’d been ripped, but seeing him like that, in the flesh, made me realize he was in even better shape than I’d thought.

      As he pulled the shirt off over his head, my eyes moved up toward his chest where soft, dark hair ran from his bellybutton up to his chest. Not too much hair, but just enough soft fuzz to run my fingers through. I couldn’t wait to have my hands all over his body.

      I started to lean forward, to move toward him, but he shook his head.

      “Did I say you could move?” his voice was a low rumble.

      “No,” I said, my voice coming out weak. I laid back down.

      “Good girl,” he said with a smile that could make any woman weak in the knees. “Let me finish getting undressed, then you can touch me.”

      He smirked at me as I nodded, fearing my voice wouldn’t work properly if I tried to speak.

      Colin yanked at his belt, whipping it off and tossing it to the side with a snap. From there, he unzipped his pants, and slid them down his hips at a snail’s pace. He enjoyed doing it, I realized. He loved teasing me. Loved to see the pleading and desperation in my eyes.

      His pants fell to the ground, and he stood there in black boxer briefs that hugged his erection. The outline of it against the tight material caused me to gasp. He was just so big, I almost couldn’t believe it.

      His fingers traced along the top of his boxers, and he watched me, smiling mischievously.

      I wasn’t prepared for the moment that he pulled his boxers down, exposing himself to me for the first time. No, nothing could have prepared me for the monstrous cock inside of his pants. Not even feeling it beforehand had given me an accurate picture of what he was packing.

      My eyes were wide as saucers, and my jaw was on the floor. I stared, my insides twisting and turning, in both anticipation and fear -- would he be able to fit that inside of me? Would it hurt?

      He was longer than average, and thick

      Maybe a sane woman would have second thoughts, but not me. My body wanted him more than anything it had ever craved before.

      Colin moved toward the edge of the bed, crawling on his hands and knees toward me. He spread my legs apart, dotting kisses along my inner thighs that sent white hot sparks shooting through my entire body. My back arched upward as he got oh so close to my most sensitive parts.

      When his tongue pressed between my lower lips, flicking at my clit, I thought I might lose it. I cried out, trembling in pleasure and need as he continued kissing and teasing me, never getting too close, and keeping me right on the edge.

      I ran my hands through his hair, and unintentionally, pulled him against me. My pussy ached to be filled by him. As if he could read my mind, Colin’s tongue slipped inside of me. My toes curled up, and I cried out in pleasure from just that simple act. When he began fucking me with his tongue, things got even more intense and my moans grew even louder.

      I held onto the back of his head, my nails digging into his scalp. All the teasing and tormenting meant I was already close to orgasm. I felt my climax growing inside of me.

      “I’m close. OH God, Colin, I’m going to--”

      Before I could finish that thought however, my body began convulsing. I cried out his name as wave after wave of pleasure washed over me. Colin grabbed onto my hips, holding me in place as he continued licking my pussy as I came. Finally, when the last wave of ecstasy passed over me, I relaxed into the bed, removing my hands from his head. He lifted himself from between my legs, his face and lips soaking wet from my juices. He licked his lips, smiling up at me with a pleased look on his face.

      My legs were shaking from the aftershocks of the orgasm, and I couldn’t believe how fucking amazing he was with his tongue. It was unreal how hard I came from the simplest of actions.

      And to think, we were only getting started.
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      God, she’d tasted amazing. I always loved pleasing a woman with my mouth. I reveled in being able to make her come all over my face with my tongue deep inside of her, but Hope’s orgasm was on a whole different level. She was so wet, so sweet. And her moans were like music to my ears.

      I needed to hear more of them, and fast.

      My cock was dripping pre-cum already, and while I wanted nothing more than to bury myself deep inside of her. I also knew that I had to be careful. As a doctor, I could never shut that part of my brain off unfortunately. My knowledge was always with me and I knew the risks involved with unsafe sex. Not just the possibility of diseases, but pregnancy as well. Sure, most women took birth control pills or used other forms of contraception, but I was more comfortable being in control of matters myself.

      Thankfully, I always came prepared with condoms. I had a few in my wallet, which was on my nightstand. I wasn’t in any hurry, however. I wanted to enjoy it, to make sure Hope was ready to come for me again.

      I loved making my women come over and over again. To me, that was the best part of sex; knowing that I was making them feel good. Hope’s sounds and the way her body trembled was so sexy though, it was hard not to rush straight into Act Two.

      But no, I was nothing if not patient. Besides, the anticipation was good for me too. Made my own orgasm that much more intense the longer I waited and tormented myself.

      I moved up Hope’s body, kissing and taking time to savor each of her nipples, making sure that I gave them equal attention. Her nipples were highly sensitive, only the lightest touch of my tongue and she was writhing underneath me, pressing herself upward against me as if desperate for my cock.

      “Please, Colin,” she whimpered, “I need you inside me.”

      And I needed to be inside of her, to feel her body wrapped around mine as I penetrated her, stretching her tight little hole with my thick cock. I wasn’t sure I’d ever wanted anything more than I wanted her in that moment. I moved up, kissing her deeply, letting my tongue explore her mouth as she wrapped her arms around me.

      I reached over to the nightstand, fumbling for my wallet. Hope watched, curiously, but didn’t say anything. When I pulled out the condom, her eyes lit up as if finally, she knew she was going to get what she wanted.

      I ripped open the condom wrapper and with one hand, reached down and slid it over my member.

      Hovering above Hope, I locked eyes on hers. I loved seeing a woman’s face as I buried myself inside of her. I knew I was endowed, thicker than average. It required me to be gentle, to make sure the woman was ready for me. Hope had been thoroughly soaked with her own juices, and my saliva, but still, I was cautious.

      I teased her opening with just the tip of my cock, and she was the one who helped close the distance. She thrust her body upward, taking more of me inside of her. Her eyes grew wide as she gasped, her cheeks flushed as she sucked in a sharp breath and held it for a second.

      “I’ll be gentle,” I told her, stroking her cheek as I fought the urge to thrust into her all at once.

      

      Hope bit her lip and said, “Please, don’t be.”

      I chuckled, allowing myself to go in even further. Her body shuddered underneath mine and she cried out.

      “More! Please, Colin. I need you.”

      She seemed ready and wanted it, so I finally decided to go for it. I thrust into her, penetrating her tight pussy as deeply as I could. She screamed out, her face contorted into a look of pain mixed with bliss as she stared up at me. There was an expression of awe and surprise stretched across her face.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” she whimpered. “God, yes. I’m more than okay. It’s fucking amazing.”

      “Good,” I said, slowly rocking my hips.

      Her lips gripped my cock tightly, almost too tightly. With all the buildup, I wasn’t sure I would last. She grabbed hold of my hair, pulling me down to her, kissing me as I tried to keep myself from blowing my load right away.

      Her hands moved from my head down to my back, her nails raking into my flesh as our bodies began to move to their own rhythm. The bed was creaking as my movements became more and more intense. Hope’s whimpers and moans were too much for me, and I felt my balls tighten against my body.

      No, Colin, hold it together, I told myself. I slowed my pace and went for shallower strokes, but Hope wasn’t having it. She gripped my ass, pressing her fingers hard into my flesh and thrust herself upward, taking me deep inside of her.

      “Hope, I’m gonna --”

      I could hardly speak through my clenched teeth. I was fighting so hard not to come. Not just yet. I needed her to get off at least once more. I couldn’t lose control, I needed to keep it together for her.

      “Me too,” she said, breathless, her voice higher pitched than normal. “Oh God, Colin, I’m --”

      She screamed loud enough that I was sure the other guests in the hotel heard her, but God, it was music to my ears. And feeling her body beneath me, quivering in pleasure, her pussy spasming around my cock, it was all too much for me.

      I held out for as long as I could, and another orgasm seemed to hit Hope, hard. Her pussy was once again convulsing around my dick, milking me for my seed. And I couldn’t hold out another minute.

      With her legs wrapped around me, holding me against her, I buried myself balls deep inside of her and exploded into the condom. I imagined that there was no rubber, and that as my dick throbbed and pulsed, my seed was filling her up. In my moment of pleasure, I imagined one of my biggest fantasies -- my seed filling her up instead of the rubber and finding one of her eggs. No, I knew that wasn’t practical or a good idea, but I wanted it so fucking badly. It was a primal need to put my baby inside of her.

      And it felt so fucking good. Our bodies came together, our moans blending into each other until every last ounce of my cum was inside of the condom. Hope was once again relaxed and sunk down into the bed as I slipped out of her.

      As much as I enjoyed the fantasy of getting her pregnant, I knew to be careful. We hardly knew each other and while I wanted children one day, I didn’t want to burden someone with my kids. They needed to want them too, and I wanted us to be a family. Not just strangers hooking up in a foreign country.

      Once I tossed the condom into a nearby trash can, I collapsed beside her, pulling her into my arms. Her legs were twitching, and I couldn’t help but smile. She was still shaking from the orgasms I’d given her.

      Pushing her hair from her face, I stared deep into her eyes. She looked back at me, sleepily and I smiled. Most of the time when I hooked up with somebody, I might be inclined to keep things from getting too intimate -- mostly by ending the evening with false platitudes and promises to call them later. I didn’t have the heart though -- or the desire -- to ask her to leave.

      Kissing her forehead, then her nose, and finally her lips, I said, “Please stay with me tonight.”

      “I don’t think I could walk back to my hotel room even if I wanted to,” she said, giggling softly. “My legs are still shaking.”

      “That good, huh?” I asked.

      “Uh yes. You weren’t being cocky earlier,” she said, her voice drifting out toward the end.

      “I told you,” I chuckled.

      “Mmm,” was all she said in return, and even that sounded more like a satisfied purr than anything else. Her breathing became even, and she drifted off to sleep in my arms.

      Normally I passed out right away after sex too, but I fought it for a while. I watched her sleep, peacefully, admiring her beauty and wishing that things could be different. I wished I’d met her in Los Angeles, and during another time in my life. At that moment, I wasn’t ready for anything serious, and chances were good that we were long distance, so I didn’t want to get attached. It just wouldn’t be good for my own mental health.

      But she was truly a dream come true. Any man who’d end up with her one day would be lucky as hell. Since my time with her was limited, I wanted to cherish every last second of it.

      Soon, I drifted off as well, curled up against one of the most beautiful women I’d ever met, and dreaming of a future that seemed all but impossible.
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      When I woke up the next morning, the first thing I thought was that Hope had left. I was alone in the bed, and a pang of sadness washed over me. Normally, I’d have been relieved to avoid the awkwardness, but with Hope, it was different. I enjoyed spending time with her and being near her.

      The toilet flushed, and immediately, I felt a wave of relief wash over me. She hadn’t snuck out in the middle of the night after all. When she stepped out of the bathroom, her hair was an unruly mess. She took bedhead to new heights; her tangled, curly waves sticking up in every direction. Her eyes were still heavy with sleep, and when she saw I was awake, I think she was disappointed that she wouldn’t be crawling back into bed to sleep for a few more hours.

      She’d grabbed the silk robe from the bathroom, but she didn’t close it all the way. It left a tantalizing view of her ample cleavage, as well as her legs, and before I knew what was happening, blood rushed down to my cock and lifted up the sheet covering me.

      She chuckled, softly. “Well looks like someone is awake,” she said, her gaze falling to my erection as she arched an eyebrow at it.

      “Yeah, what can I say? Waking up to a sight like that?” I motioned toward her. “No straight man would be able to resist.”

      “Oh hush,” she said, flopping down in the bed beside me. “I know all about morning wood. It probably has nothing to do with me.”

      “Uh, no, I promise you, it does,” I said.

      She kissed my lips softly before speaking again. “You’re sweet.”

      “No one has ever called me sweet before,” I teased. “Brooding, arrogant, cynical, but never sweet.”

      “Not even your ex?” she asked, propping her head up on her hand.

      “Yeah, way to kill the boner,” I said, laughing to myself.

      But even mentioning Whitney couldn’t take it down completely, not with Hope beside me and the memory of what we’d done the night before still fresh in my mind.

      Hope flashed me a mischievous smile as she moved her hand down to my crotch and she cupped my cock over the sheet.

      “Nah, he’s still awake. We’re all good.”

      Her eyes sparkled as she giggled. But the giggling stopped, and she looked at me with a serious expression again.

      “Sorry, it’s just that I know so little about you and your past,” she said. “And yet it feels like you know everything about mine.”

      “I get it, but do you really want to hear about my ex? At this hour?” I looked over at the clock on the nightstand behind her. “At six in the morning?”

      She shrugged, and let her head fall to the pillow. Her hand was still very close to my erection, and it was hard to focus on anything else.

      “Probably not,” she said, giving my cock a nice squeeze before removing her hand. “I was just teasing, mostly. Though I am curious about your life, I know it’s not really any of my business.”

      “Besides, I said, taking her hand into mine. “We have such limited time together, it would be a waste to spend it talking about Whitney.”

      “Yes, you’re right,” she said.

      She gave me a playful look, and then took me by surprise when she rolled over on top of me, pulling the blanket out of the way and leaving me naked underneath her. My cock pressed against her and the flames of desire roared to life within me.

      “We should spend the time fucking instead, don’t you think?” she grinned.

      I loved this more confident, playful Hope, and she was right, we should spend more time fucking. Lots more time. I reached for my wallet again, pulling out a condom. This time, before I could open it, she grabbed it out of my hand.

      “Here, let me,” she said.

      She didn’t open it right away, instead she moved down the length of my body. Her blue-green eyes were on fire as she stared up at me from between my legs. Her sweet, innocent face and the red hair that fell all around it; she was just so fucking hot.

      Before putting the condom on me, however, she took the tip of my cock between those perfect lips of hers. I didn’t fit all the way into her mouth, just as I’d expected, but she took me in as far as she could, and the tightness and warmth brought forth a moan from my lips.

      “Fuck yes,” I muttered under my breath.

      Her hand made up the difference, gripping the base of my cock and moving in perfect rhythm with her mouth. Her tongue swirled around the tip of my cock every time she came up, and then she’d take me back between her lips and sink down as far as she could go all over again.

      Damn, she’s good at this, I thought. Too good. I didn’t want to come so soon, so I reached for her, grabbing onto her shoulder.

      “Get on top of me,” I said.

      “I need to put this on first,” she said, a childish giggle escaping her.

      She opened the condom wrapper, pulled it out, then tossed the empty package aside with a giggle. She slipped the rubber over the head of my cock, before guiding it down over the base. She stroked me a few more times for good measure, and my eyes rolled back into my head at how fucking amazing it felt.

      Hope slipped out of her robe and climbed the length of my body. She sat upright, and I got a great view of her. Her tits were so firm and perky; just enough for a handful. And they belonged in my hands alright. I lifted myself upward, to a seated position, while keeping her in my lap. I needed access to those perfect tits with both my hands and mouth.

      Hope rubbed herself against me, purring with delight as I sucked her nipple. Her eyes fluttered open and shut as she moaned.

      “God, that feels so good.”

      Without hesitation, she reached down between our legs, taking hold of my cock again, and pressed it against her opening. She sank down on it, taking me inside of her all at once. Her nails dug into my shoulders as she gasped, her legs shaking as I filled her up.

      Despite that initial pinch of pain, she seemed to like being stretched open by me, and once she got used to it, had no problem taking all of me in, which was nice.

      For the moment, I let her have control. She rolled her hips back and forth, grinding against me as if she was desperate for me to go deeper, even though I was as deep as I possibly could go.

      “Yes, yes,” she said. “God, you feel so good inside of me.”

      Her movements became more erratic and I sucked harder on her nipple, giving it a gentle bite. She cried out, her eyes opening wide and looking directly at me. Seeing the pleasure on her face, knowing I was doing that to her, was a feeling beyond compare.

      Her pussy clenched around my cock, squeezing it over and over again. She was already so tight, but when she clenched, it made it hard not to lose control right then and there.

      I grabbed hold of her hips and pulled her down hard on me. As I impaled her, she screamed loudly -- loud enough I was sure she woke our neighbors.

      “Come for me, Hope,” I commanded, clenching my teeth to avoid losing control too soon. It was important that she got off before me.

      She nodded, her breath growing more ragged and her face twisting into one of extreme pleasure. Her mouth opened wide, and soft mewls came out of her that turned to cries and even more screams. She trembled as she rode me, and she didn’t have to say the words; I knew she was coming.

      She whimpered, “Oh God, oh God,” as her orgasm seemed to go on forever. She was in heaven, and so was I. I didn’t have to come to enjoy myself, just seeing her writhe and twist in pleasure was enough for me. I could do it all day, every day and it would never get old.

      Hope eventually relaxed into me, her head falling forward as her climax came to an end at last, for the moment. She was limp in my arms, a ragdoll that I could have my way with. I knew she’d let me do whatever I wanted to her, within reason of course, because she wanted it too.

      She was exhausted though, it was clear from the weight of her limp body on top of mine. We hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before and I knew she wasn’t really a morning person to start with. I lifted her off me, sliding my cock out. I was still hard and very turned on, but my needs could wait.

      Hope was also diabetic, which meant she needed to eat soon after waking up. I knew all about the dangers of low blood sugar, and the more active she was, the sooner she’d need to eat something.

      So for her sake, I rolled her over beside me, wrapping my arms around her.

      “Hmmm, what do you want now?” she asked, her voice coming out sleepy.

      “I want you to rest while I get you some breakfast,” I said.

      Her lazy eyes opened a bit wider, as if she didn’t expect me to say that. Hell, I didn’t expect me to say that. Normally, I didn’t go out of my way to take care of those I slept with.  Only Whitney had gotten the breakfast in bed kind of treatment before. Hope was different though, and she was a better person than my ex, I knew that already. I might not know much about her, but I knew she was a good woman, and she deserved to be taken care of.

      “You sure? You didn’t even get to --”

      “I’m sure,” I said, kissing the tip of her nose. “We have plenty of time for more fun, but right now, you need to eat something.”

      She knew it too, which is probably why she didn’t fight it.

      She nodded, but added, “We really don’t have plenty of time you know. Not really.”

      Her words stuck me like a knife in the gut. She was right. Our days were numbered. We had what, two-three more days together? I wasn’t even sure what day of the week it was, I’d lost track of everything while spending time with Hope. Exactly the way a vacation should be, but I didn’t want the end to sneak up on us. I wanted to be prepared for us going our separate ways, and to make sure I showed Hope the time of her life during our brief rendezvous.

      “We’ll make the most of the time we do have,” I said softly, feeling the pangs of sadness creep up on me at the thought of saying goodbye to her

      But I knew that the reality was simple -- right now, we were at our best. We were on vacation. It was easy to get caught up in the feelings and the new relationship energy and to not see each other exactly as we really were. I wasn’t the man Hope thought I was. Sure, I could be that man there, in Paris. That part was easy. But back home, it was different.

      My career always came first, no matter what. I didn’t have time for a relationship, especially with someone who was traveling the world all the time and probably didn’t even live near me. I didn’t have the time or desire for a long-distance relationship, and she deserved better than that anyway.

      I climbed from the bed, letting her sleep as I got dressed in a hurry. I’d grab her some croissants and coffee, then wake her up. I’d make sure all her needs were met, make sure she didn’t want for anything.

      After all, she deserved it.
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      The next thing I remembered was hearing the hotel door room open, and Colin speaking to me softly. He’d lowered himself beside the bed and kissed me awake.

      “Time to eat,” he said, stroking my face gently.

      When I opened my eyes and stared at him, my heart raced, and I felt dizzy. It could have been from low-blood sugar, but it felt like more than that. What we had between us felt special, it felt real. He was so much kinder and gentler than I ever expected, and so doting too. He was a dream man, the type of man you see in romantic movies but don’t believe actually exist.

      Of course, I knew that things were so fresh, that I might be blinded by the newness of it all.

      Still, in that moment, I felt like I might be falling in love with him. Which was dangerous considering the circumstances.

      I sat up in bed, my head spinning a bit. I must have looked unwell, because Colin stood and helped steady me, “Whoa, are you okay?”

      “Just need some food,” I said. “It’s fine.”

      He nodded and rushed over to the table where a bag from the cafe sat. He brought it over to me, along with an espresso.

      “I can get up,” I said. “And go to the table.”

      “No need to,” he said, climbing in bed beside me. “Just rest.”

      I opened the bag and found several delicious options - regular, flaky croissants, a chocolate croissant, a couple muffins, and some pastries. I couldn’t go overboard. My sugar might be low, but I didn’t want to go to the opposite extreme either, which was easy to do considering the contents of the bag.

      “You’re literally an angel,” I said.

      “Literally?” he said, laughing.

      “Yes, literally a life saver. You have no idea, Colin.”

      “I think I might,” he said with a wink. “I am a doctor after all.”

      “That’s right. Not sure how I keep forgetting that,.” I said, smiling as I pulled out one of the flaky, buttery croissants. So simple, nothing fancy about it, but I couldn’t go wrong with a croissant in Paris.

      Sinking my teeth into it, I closed my eyes and savored the sweetness. Instantly, I felt better.

      Colin sipped his espresso, not even reaching for a pastry himself. He watched me, grinning as I devoured the entire croissant like I hadn’t eaten in days. Crumbs fell from my mouth, all over my chest and lap and the bedding, which was a pet peeve of mine. I hated crumbs in bed. I start clearing it off, but Colin stopped me.

      “Don’t worry. Housekeeping will change the sheets anyway,” he said. “One of those amazing benefits of staying in a hotel.”

      He was right. A girl could get used to it. Spending her time with a gorgeous, doting man. Housekeeping and room service at her beck and call. This was the life. I didn’t always get to travel to such luxurious places and stay in nice hotels. Many times, I stayed in hostels to save money, since most of the time, I was fronting most of the travel costs myself.

      “So what would you like to do today?” he asked me, gently wiping some crumbs from my lower lip. “What romantic attraction will we be visiting next?”

      There were so many places to go, so many sights we could see, but all I wanted was to spend the entire day with him in his hotel room making love and eating delicious food. That wasn’t like me. I was an adventurer, the type of person who always needed to be seeing or doing something, but in that moment, all I wanted to be doing was Colin.

      “Who knows?” I said, relaxing into the bed. “Maybe we should just take it easy today.”

      Colin leaned back against the bed frame, putting his coffee on the bedside table. He shot me a sideways glance and we both smiled.

      “You know what? That sounds perfect to me,” he said. “Let’s just relax today. Paris will still be here tomorrow.”

      Yes, it would. Even though the clock was ticking, I was now more focused on spending time with Colin over touring Paris. I knew it might hurt my article, but we’d already done so much  and I had plenty of material to write about already.

      One day of rest wouldn’t kill us.
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      The day flew by quickly, however. We spent most of it in bed. Not just having sex. We snuggled. We talked. We joked. We even watched a couple movies. Neither of us bothered to get dressed, sticking to the hotel robes or nothing at all. We ordered room service for both lunch and dinner, and when nighttime rolled around, I wondered if I should head back to my own room.

      “Do you think we’re spending too much time together?” I asked him as we cozied back into bed after dinner.

      He seemed to contemplate my question for a minute or two before answering.

      “Not really. I mean, can we really spend too much time together when we have such limited time to begin with?”

      “Oh, now you sound all philosophical,” I teased. I bit the inside of my cheek as I prepared for the next part.  “But seriously, aren’t you worried that we might be getting too attached?”

      Colin let out a deep breath and stared off into the distance. Again, he seemed to think over my words carefully. I stared at his face, noting the smile lines and the way his forehead furrowed when he was deep in thought.

      When he met my gaze again, there was a look of concern etched on his face.

      “Are you getting too attached, Hope?”

      I didn’t want to tell him the truth, but I couldn’t bring myself to lie either.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never done this before, so I’m not sure how I’m going to feel once we part ways.”

      “Fair enough,” he said, stroking my cheek gently. “The last thing I want to do is hurt you, but I fear it might already be too late for that.”

      I hated that he was right.

      “It’s okay,” I said, pulling away from his touch. “I’m a big girl. I can handle whatever happens, I promise.”

      “I know you can,” he said softly. “You’re strong, independent, and amazing. I know you’ll bounce back from anything just fine, but I still don’t want to be the cause of any pain or heartache, if I can help it.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes. Hearing him talk like that reminded me that I was being silly. I knew, from the beginning that we weren’t supposed to be together, not really. Yet there I was getting attached. All I wanted was to hear that he felt the same way about me, but I didn’t dare ask. I was afraid of the answer. Either way, I wasn’t about to win; either he didn’t feel the same way and it would hurt me to realize that all of it meant nothing to him, or he’d admit that he did feel the same way, and since we couldn’t be together, it would always leave me with a feeling of “What if.”

      So instead, I let it be. I wiped at my eyes and pulled myself from the bed, moving to the bathroom.

      “Hope,” Colin said, jumping from the bed and following me.

      I closed the bathroom door and said, “It’s okay. I’m fine. I just need to use the bathroom.”

      All of that was a lie, of course. I wasn’t fine. I knew it. I’d let myself get too close, to fall for him even though I knew I shouldn’t. With only a few days left together and I had a tough decision to make. Either I keep going, enjoying the time we did have together while risking even more attachment, or I cut all ties right then and there. The very idea of cutting things off caused more tears to well up in my eyes and a sharp pain in my chest.

      “Hope? You alright in there?” Colin asked through the door.

      “Yes, I’m fine,” I said.

      Pull yourself together, Hope. You knew what you were getting into from the very beginning. I wiped my eyes and stood up tall, staring at myself in the mirror.

      I was a fairly successful, strong woman. Even Colin had said that he had no doubt I’d survive whatever life threw at me. I could do it. A little heartbreak never killed anyone, and calling it off now wouldn’t make it hurt any less. If anything, I’d be depressed and regret not living in the moment, enjoying what we had while we had it.

      Taking a deep breath, I stepped out of the bathroom feeling slightly better. Colin was sitting at the desk, his laptop open. Either he hadn’t heard me come out, or he was doing something important because he didn’t look up from the screen.

      As I got closer to him, I noticed the frown on his face. He was clearly not happy about whatever he was reading. Out of instinct, I walked over and put my hand on his shoulders, offering him my quiet support. He seemed surprised, and took my hand in his, bringing it to his lips for a gentle kiss. His eyes looked darker than usual.

      “What is it? Is everything okay?” I asked him.

      “No, not really,” he said. “There’s an emergency back home, I have to fly out first thing tomorrow.”

      My heart sank. I couldn’t believe my ears, or maybe I didn’t want to. My knees wobbled, and I grabbed onto the back of his chair to steady myself.

      “Excuse me?” I asked, hoping I’d heard him wrong.

      Colin turned in the chair, facing me. He wrapped his arms around me, burying his face into my chest without saying another word. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I stood there awkwardly, wishing he’d say something.

      When he pulled away, he cleared his throat. “I have to fly out tomorrow, Hope. I’m leaving early.”

      After all the inner turmoil, after I’d finally convinced myself that a few extra days would be better than ending things early, and he tells me he’s leaving early? Of course, I wanted to believe that he really did have some urgent matter calling him back home, but inside, I feared I’d pushed him away by becoming emotional.

      “Are you sure?” I asked. My head was spinning, and I couldn’t think of anything else to say. “Whatever it is, can’t it wait a few more days?”

      “I’m afraid not,” he said. There was true sorrow in his eyes when he said those words. I wanted to believe him, wanted to think he didn’t want to leave me, but it was hard to know for sure. He stood up from the chair and wrapped his arms around me again, pulling my face into his chest. With my face hidden, I let the tears fall, and tried my best to cry quietly against him, hoping he wouldn’t notice.

      “We still have tonight,” he whispered in my ear.

      That was true. We had one more night together. It should have been enough considering we hardly knew each other, but even a week together wouldn’t have been enough. I wasn’t even sure a month or a year would be enough. I felt so alive when I was with him, so cared for and special. He made me laugh like no one else had. The sex was amazing, on a whole other level. There was a spark there that I hadn’t felt with Jeremy.

      That I hadn’t felt with anyone before.

      And we only had one more night together.

      My heart broke into a million pieces, and while I knew I was a strong woman, in that moment, it was hard to imagine ever putting things back together again. Still,  I somehow managed to pull myself together and wipe away the tears again. Putting on a happy face, I said, “One more night together? I guess we should make the most of it, huh?”

      “Yes, I think so too,” he said. “What would you like to do?”

      The list of things we could do was endless. There was so much more I’d wanted to do with Colin, but our time was up. I’d been cheated out of a few more days, so I needed to decide what we would do with the time we had left.

      My insides ached for him still. I yearned for him, and since it was already pretty late, I knew what I wanted the most.

      “I want you, Colin. I want you to fuck me like there’s no tomorrow, because in our case, there won’t be.”

      It sounded melodramatic even to me, but Colin’s seemed to appreciate it. He hardened against me in an instant, and his lips met mine. He kissed me more roughly than before, pushing me backward toward the bed. His hands explored every inch of my body as he pulled the robe off me, letting it fall to the floor.

      I stripped his robe off him too, allowing my hands to feel him.

      I had to make it count.

      I dropped down to my knees in front of him, taking as much of him into my mouth as possible. His eyes rolled back into his head.

      “Jesus,” he muttered under his breath.

      I grabbed onto his ass, pulling him into me, determined to take as much of him as I could.

      He was salty, already dripping pre-cum from the tip of his cock, and I licked every bit of it, savoring it, knowing it was the last I’d ever get to taste of home. When I wasn’t sucking him, I was licking every inch of his member, swirling my tongue in circles around the head of him, moving up and down the sides, and watching him as I pleasured him.

      The look on his face was indescribable. He looked down at me like I was a goddess; the most beautiful woman he’d laid eyes on. When I hit a sensitive spot with my tongue, his jaw clenched up and his eyes fluttered open and shut, and it was sexy to stare up at him like that with his cock between my lips.

      “Enough,” he said, pulling on my shoulders until I was standing. “It’s your turn.”

      I sat down on the bed behind me, and this time, he dropped to his knees in front of me. With one hand, he spread my thighs, and without hesitating, buried himself between them.

      I wasn’t expecting him to get to work so quickly, his tongue circling my clit. I wrapped my legs around his shoulders, giving him easier access. He lapped at my pussy, eating me as if I was the most delicious dessert he’d ever had the luxury of tasting. My hands were tangled in his hair, and I found myself pressing him into him as a warmth moved through me.

      I knew what Colin wanted from me; he wanted me to come for him. He didn’t have to pull his mouth away from my pussy for me to know it. He ate me out with such intensity, it was obvious what his goal was. And it was working too. Just knowing that a man enjoyed going down on me was hot.

      “Yes, yes,” I moaned, throwing my head back. My back arched upward, pushing my pelvis even closer to him. My legs began shaking, and there was no stopping it. “God, yes, you’re so good at this.”

      The warmth from before turned into a full-on fire, as my pussy spasmed with pleasure. It was like an explosion inside of me. One minute, I was fine and the next I was screaming out his name, quivering and bucking wildly as I experienced one of the best orgasms of my life.

      Colin knew exactly how to prolong the experience too. He never stopped, keeping his rhythm and holding my hips in place, even as I fought against his grip. It wasn’t intentional. It felt so good, but yet, I couldn’t hold still. Not on my own. Not until the last wave of pleasure washed over me, then finally, I could relax. My head fell forward, and I took Colin’s face in my hands, lifting it up so I could see him. His face was soaked, yet he smiled up at me, clearly pleased with his performance. Not nearly as pleased as I was, though. My legs were still shaking like an earthquake.

      “Get on all fours,” he growled.

      I did as I was told, and Colin stepped up behind me. He rubbed his bare cock against my opening, teasing me with the tip of him. I wanted to feel him without a condom so badly; the idea of him filling me with seed excited me. But I wasn’t on the pill anymore, and I wasn’t willing to take the chance.

      He rubbed the head of his cock against my clit, and I pushed backward involuntarily. We were playing with fire, and we both knew it. But I couldn’t bring myself to make the request.

      Thankfully, Colin was in his right mind. Stepping away for only a second, he grabbed his wallet. I heard the cracking of the condom wrapper, and then felt him against my opening once more, ready to penetrate me.

      Grabbing ahold of my shoulders, he lifted me upward just a bit, and slammed into me. My pussy wasn’t fully prepared for him, and I cried out in pleasure. It felt so good to be stretched open like that. I loved knowing that he was filling me up, stretching me wider than I’d ever been stretched before.

      I loved knowing how tight I must feel for him.

      He continued fucking me hard, harder than he’d fucked me before. He held onto my ass, pounding his cock deep into me. His nails dug into my flesh as he lowered himself down just enough to kiss along my back as he fucked me from behind.

      Gripping my hair, he yanked me upward even more so that his breath was hot against my neck. He kissed and nibbled my neck as he growled into my ear, “You’re mine, Hope. All mine.”

      Hearing him claim me like that caused my entire body to tighten up. All I wanted was to be his, to truly be his. Not just for one night, but for good. He let go of my hair, and my head fell forward. My knees and arms were shaking, I almost couldn’t take another moment of this. It was almost too much.

      Almost.

      The fire inside of me grew hotter and hotter, and I prepared myself for yet another orgasm. Colin’s breathing was growing ragged, and I wanted him to come with me.

      “Come inside me,” I begged, knowing that we had the condom to protect us from any unwanted pregnancies. “Please, Colin. Come inside me now.”

      My begging was desperate, my voice ragged. His movements became more erratic as he thrust deeper and deeper into my tight pussy.

      “I’m going to come, Colin. Come with me, please!” I screamed out before my body began convulsing in pleasure. My pussy spasmed around his cock, clenching him tightly, and that’s when he lost it.

      He let out an animalistic growl and shuddered against me, burying himself balls deep inside me one last time. He remained frozen against me, and his cock throbbed inside of me. I felt the pulsating as he came, and then I felt a warmth.

      I thought I was paranoid, but it almost felt like he’d come inside of me. I convinced myself I was imagining it, until Colin slipped out of me.

      “Fuck,” he said, and it wasn’t a sound of pleasure.

      “What is it?” I asked, flipping around onto my butt. That’s when I saw the reason for his cursing.

      The condom was ripped almost completely off. The head of his cock glistened with come and my juices, free from the rubber. My heart raced as it hit me.

      Neither one of us said anything for a few minutes, as Colin removed what remained of the shredded condom. All I could think about was that I wasn’t on the pill.

      I was on the verge of hyperventilating when Colin came back to the bed, curling up with me. He didn’t seem as concerned as I was for some reason, and it took a moment for me to figure out why.

      “You’re on the pill, right?”

      “No,” I said softly.

      “IUD?”

      “No,” I said again.

      “Another form of birth control?”

      I let out a ragged breath and closed my eyes. “No. I’m not on any form of birth control at the moment. I hadn’t needed it.”

      A panicked look crossed his face, but he managed to calm himself.

      “Right. Okay. The good news is, there are options out there,” he said. “We can get you some Plan B.”

      “Yes, I said, feeling relieved at the suggestion. “That’s right. It’s still an option. I can pick it up tomorrow.”

      Colin got really quiet for a moment, and then said, “I’m sorry I won’t be here to help you, but if you need any help getting it--”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “Totally fine.”

      That was a lie, sure, but the reason for not being fine had little to do with getting the Plan B and everything to do with the fact that Colin was flying out the next morning. He was leaving me, and since I had no other date to explore Paris with, I wasn’t sure what I’d do for the next few days.

      The idea of spending time in Paris without Colin hurt too damn much. I decided, in that moment, that I’d look into changing my flight too. I was done, I had enough material to figure something out. Not like I’d be getting any more romantic dates in the next few days anyway, I told myself. Might as well cut my losses and go home.

      Colin held me close, and I don’t think either one of us slept much that night. The morning would come too soon for us, and everything we had would be over.

      I just couldn’t stand to sleep the precious few hours away.
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      This is why I never take a vacation, I thought to myself as I re-read the e-mail from my medical office. They couldn’t seem to function without me. I didn’t want to shorten my trip, especially since things had been going so well with Hope, but it was urgent that I see a patient, they said. So urgent, I needed to fly back right away.

      I loved what I did, and I knew that not many people could do what I did. I knew that in this case, the woman’s issue was something only I could handle. She needed an expert, and there were few doctors who specialized in such risky pregnancies.

      Hope was sitting on the bed as I packed for my flight. I was leaving bright and early - my flight was to depart at seven in the morning. Hope was bleary eyed and clearly exhausted. Neither one of us had slept much. I’d get some sleep on the plane, if I was lucky. It was an eleven-hour flight, after all. Not much else to do.

      She hadn’t said much that morning, and neither had I. I wasn’t sure what I could say. Leaving her was going to be hard, as much as I hated to admit it. I’d had a lot of fun with her; more fun that I could ever remember having in my life. She made me feel things I didn’t think were possible, and she made me want to get out there and live more.

      Finally, after what felt like an eternity, she spoke. “I’ve decided I’m going to go home early too,” she said, not meeting my gaze. “The earliest flight I could get was for tomorrow morning, but I think my work here in Paris is done.”

      “Are you sure you have enough material for your article?”

      “I think so,” she said, shrugging. “And if not, there’s not much I can do alone.”

      I had a feeling it had more to do with her not wanting to be alone after the last few days, and I couldn’t really blame her. What we shared had been special, to say the least. For her to have to start over, to find someone new to go on these adventures with had to be daunting. I only hoped I provided enough inspiration for her to get the job done.

      “I understand,” I said, sighing deeply. I tossed the last of my items in my suitcase, zipped it up and sat down beside her on the bed. I had to get moving if I wanted to make sure I made my flight, but I couldn’t bring myself to hurry out the door.

      We needed a proper goodbye at least.

      “Thank you for everything though,” she said, finally looking at me. “It was really nice.”

      There was a dreamy look in her eyes, and I knew exactly how she felt. Thinking back over the time we’d shared, it did feel like a dream. An amazing dream. One I didn’t want to wake up from.

      But life called.

      “I’m sorry I have to leave early, it’s just that work needs me.”

      “I get it, you’re a doctor. You save lives. That’s more important than anything you could be doing here.”

      I wanted to argue, to tell her that wasn’t true. She was important to me already, but I let it go. It was hard to deny that what I did was important. I did save lives. In this case, I was heading back to save multiple lives. As in a woman and her triplets.

      I had half a mind to reach out to a fellow doctor in my office, one that was a close friend of mine, and ask him to cover the emergency. But Michael didn’t have my level of experience with multiples beyond twins, and my conscience couldn’t let me do that.

      This patient needed me. It sounded cocky, but it was true. I was the only one who could help her, and I had to get home.

      “You should probably get going then,” Hope said, looking away.

      I saw the tears in her eyes, and it was hard to ignore them. My heart ached. This beautiful, lively woman was going to shed tears over me. I wasn’t sure I deserved it, but of course, she didn’t know me. Not really. She saw the relaxed me, not the one who was constantly working at all hours of the day and night. The one who often got snippy and grumpy due to sheer exhaustion. No, she didn’t know me, not really. Only the man I wished I could be.

      I turned her face to look at me, and tears stained her cheeks. I wiped them away with my fingers before leaning in to kiss her. It was a soft, sweet kiss. She sniffled and pulled away, standing up from the bed. Grabbing her purse, she spoke really fast, “I guess I should be going, huh? Don’t want to hold you up.”

      “Hope,” I said, speaking almost too softly.

      She continued babbling. I stood and walked over to her, stopping her with another kiss; this one with more intensity and fire to it. If I’d had more time, I would have taken her back to bed and made love to her one last time. God knew, my body wanted that. But there was no time, and she was right. I needed to get moving or I’d miss my flight.

      “Hope promise me something,” I said, resting my forehead against hers so I could stare into those deep, aqua eyes one last time. “Promise me that you’ll never lose your love of life and adventure, no matter what. God knows we need more people like you in the world.”

      She nodded, more tears falling. “I promise.”

      “Good,” I said, kissing the tip of her nose. “And who knows, maybe we’ll run into each other again one day.”

      She laughed, but then stopped herself. “Sure,” she said. “Maybe.”

      Not being one to pass up on a cheesy movie cliché, I did my best to smile and said, “And no matter what, we’ll always have Paris.”

      Together, we walked out of the room and toward the elevator. Hope would be going upstairs, to her room, and I’d be going down to leave. Never to see her again. Part of me wanted to say something, to exchange information so we could stay in touch, but that would only prolong the inevitable pain. Better to rip off the band aid. We’d never be together, there was no way it could work out. We were two totally different people, and I didn’t believe in long distance. I didn’t have time for a relationship, nor the energy for one after everything that went down with Whitney. My family wouldn’t accept someone like Hope, and while that didn’t bother me, she deserved better than that.

      She deserved better than what I could give her once we were back home in the real world.

      The elevator doors opened, and it was going up. Hope stepped in and turned around. Her eyes held fresh tears, but she managed a small smile and a wave before the doors closed.

      “We’ll always have Paris,” she said softly as the doors closed, taking her away from me.

      My heart hurt. I pressed the button to go down, fighting the urge to follow her upstairs. My phone buzzed, a message from my mother.

      We need to talk about Whitney

      Not again, I groaned. No more talk of Whitney. If anything, my time with Hope proved that Whitney and I were never, ever going to work out. That I could find someone that did make me happy. Whitney never did that for me. She was just an expectation; a convenience.

      I ignored the message and climbed into the elevator. I pressed the button to go down to the lobby. People back home were waiting for me, they needed me. I had more important priorities than whatever Whitney was doing with her life.

      I had lives to save.
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      As soon as I landed in LAX, my phone was ringing off the hook. Due to the time difference, it was early in Los Angeles, but I was still on Paris time. Thankfully, I slept on the plane, but it wasn’t the best rest.

      “Dr. Pierce, the patient we messaged you about would like to see you today. She says it’s urgent,” my receptionist, Lauren, said as soon as I answered the phone. I still hadn’t gotten my bags, and already, they wanted me to come into the office. Ah, vacation’s over, Colin, I laughed to myself. Welcome back to reality.

      I wasn’t ready to face reality, however. Not just because I was tired, but because I felt like I was missing out on not spending more time with Hope. Not like I had much of a choice.

      “What time?” I said, watching as the bags dropped down onto the conveyor belt, looking for mine.

      “She wanted to come in at noon?”

      Jesus. It was almost ten am already, and I wanted to go home and change, maybe grab a bite to eat. There wouldn’t be time for all that, not with Los Angeles traffic. I’d have to settle for going straight to the office with my bags and everything.

      “Fine,” I said, rubbing my temples. “I’ll be there at noon.”

      “Great. I’ll call her back,” Lauren said before hanging up.

      I love what I do, I love what I do. I kept repeating those words to myself as I grabbed my luggage off the belt and hurried the rest of the way through the airport. When returning to the United States from overseas, there was always so much to do. I’d made it most of the way at least, just a little further, and I’d be out of the airport. Then I needed to grab an Uber or Lyft. I hadn’t driven to the airport because I wasn’t a masochist and didn’t trust my car in their parking garages for weeks at a time. I had a driver for the way there, but on the way back, there’d been no time to arrange anything.

      A quick Uber ride over to the office, meet with this new patient, see what the problem was an go home. That was the plan. I had every intention of taking the rest of the day off. I was still on vacation, after all, and had no other appointments or obligations.

      My poor old mother would be proud.

      Thinking about my mom, I remembered her message from before the flight. She wanted to talk about Whitney. I checked my phone again, and as I expected, there were messages from my mom on there. She’d been trying to call me while I was on the plane. I hadn’t let her know I was flying home so suddenly. She’d have been upset at me for cutting my vacation short, for one. And two, I simply hadn’t had time. I didn’t want to waste a second of my time with Hope dealing with my mother and her nagging me about Whitney.

      I told myself I’d call her later. In the meantime, I shot her a message telling her just that. Somehow, I needed to make it clear that Whitney and I were done. Over. There was no chance of us ever getting back together.

      But that would have to wait. I came back to LA with a purpose, and that purpose was to meet with a patient that urgently needed my care. That took priority over everything else. That’s why I was a good doctor, one of the best at what I did. Nothing ever came before my job, and nothing ever would.

      As expected, it took forever for my Uber to get to the international terminal and pick me up. LAX was just a madhouse, and I was on the far end of it all. I knew I’d made the right choice by going straight to work. Good news was, once I met with the patient, I could head home and get some rest. Everything else could wait.

      When I got to the office, it was already 11:30. I’d cut it pretty close. Lauren smiled at me as I walked in. She was a bubbly, happy girl, the perfect receptionist for a medical office that dealt with very complicated situations.

      “Welcome back, Dr. Pierce,” she said, smiling wide. “Hope you enjoyed Paris.”

      “I did. Thanks, Lauren,” I said. I’d have enjoyed it far more if I didn’t have to cut my vacation short, I thought, but I left that part out. It wasn’t Lauren’s fault. I signed up for this career, and when someone needed my expertise, I was happy to provide it. I was just feeling a bit grumpy, all things considered.

      “Your patient arrived early,” Lauren said. “She’s already in the room, waiting.”

      There was something Lauren wasn’t telling me.

      “Anything I should know?” I asked, raising my eyebrows.

      “No, I mean, well, to be fair, she didn’t look six months pregnant with triplets, so I’m confused. But I’m not a doctor, so maybe you’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      Someone walked into the lobby, and she had to turn her attention to the patient. Her comment left me a little confused, but all I had to do was see for myself. I figured maybe her lack of weight gain might be part of the problem. The e-mail sent to me didn’t provide many details, just that she was pregnant with triplets and had high blood pressure and possible gestational diabetes. Not a great combination for a mother already at risk with multiples.

      I grabbed the file on the door, and basically it said the same thing as the e-mail. No medical records, nothing official yet. Must not have been referred here from another doctor. I look at the patient’s name and my heart stopped.

      There’s a reason she didn’t look like a woman pregnant with triplets.

      Because she wasn’t.

      I closed the office door behind me and didn’t bother to sit down. She’s was sitting on the exam table in her little paper gown. Her eyes were surrounded by dark circles, and she looked rough. Her blonde hair was stringier than I remembered, and it was hard to imagine I was ever attracted to her. Not that she’d always looked like that. She used to be in much better health.

      “What are you doing here Whitney?”

      Whitney looked pleased as punch to see me. She slid down from the examination room table and walked over to me. She went to hug me, but I stepped away from her just in the nick of time.

      “I’ve been trying to get in touch with you, Colin,” she said. “But you’re a tough man to reach sometimes.”

      “I was out of the country,” I said. “And busy.”

      “Oh yeah, there’s that conference,” she said, waving it off. “I forgot.”

      “Like you even care about what I have going on,” I said. “Cut the shit, Whitney and tell me what you’re doing here. We both know you’re not pregnant, so--”

      “I am pregnant actually,” she said, placing her hands around her belly area. “Just not with triplets.”

      She giggled like she thought the game was cute or something. It wasn’t.

      “So you lied to get an appointment with me because I wouldn’t answer your e-mails or call you back?” I said. “This is a new low even for you.”

      I didn’t even acknowledge the pregnancy part; it wouldn’t have been the first time she’d lied to me about something like that. Besides, we’d been broken up for six months, and there was no way she was six months pregnant. It wasn’t my concern anymore.

      “Colin, didn’t you hear me?” she said, her voice coming out excited, like a kid at Christmas. “I’m pregnant. I’m going to have a baby, and I want you to be the father.”

      “That’s not how this works, Whit. Don’t you get it?”

      Her mouth snapped shut, and she looked surprised.

      “But you always wanted to be a father,” she said. “And I’m giving you the chance.”

      “The child isn’t even mine, Whitney,” I said.

      “It can be yours, Colin. Who said it can’t be your child? No one would have to know.”

      “I’d know,” I said sternly.

      Since the cute routine didn’t work too well for her, the next act from Whitney was an emotional one. Tears welled up in her eyes. At one time, seeing her cry like that would have killed me. But after everything we’d been through, nothing she did fazed me anymore. I couldn’t fucking believe her.

      “Do you realize I had to pay a lot of money to reschedule my flight so I could come home early, because I thought a patient needed me? This is bullshit, Whitney. Absolutely bullshit.”

      I turned to leave the room, and she grabbed my arm to stop me. I glared at her. My blood was boiling. If I thought I was grumpy before, I was on the verge of blowing up then. She’d crossed so many lines for me.

      “Colin, wait, I need you. I mean, I can change,” she said.

      “No, you were right the first time. You need me. That’s it,” I said. “Let me guess, the father is some loser you met at a club or something? You probably don’t even know his name, but you thought you could use this to weasel me back into your life. Do you even work at the hospital anymore?”

      “No,” she said dryly. “But I’m looking at getting my license reinstated and--”

      “Get out, now,” I said. It all made sense to me in that moment. She got knocked up by some random guy, lost her job and her medical license, and now she wanted me to support her.

      “Colin, come on, we both loved each other so much,” she said, her hand moving toward my face.

      “No, you never loved me, and I loved the woman I thought you were,” I said. “We never actually loved each other.  Leave now, or I’ll call security.”

      I pulled away from her and exited the room, slamming the door behind me without intending to. One of my nurses, Carol, jumped from the sound, and gave me an odd look once she realized what happened.

      “Everything okay Dr. Pierce?” she asked.

      “No, not really,” I said. I didn’t stop to elaborate, however. I needed to leave. I couldn’t stand seeing Whitney’s face again, not for another second. She was a real piece of work. Coming into my office, lying about a medical condition she didn’t have, and trying to convince me to foot the bill for a kid that wasn’t even mine. She was right about one thing, I had always wanted to be a father. But to my own children. It wasn’t likely to happen for me since all I ever did was work. I was getting older and the clock was ticking, and she knew that bugged me. She used what she knew to try and manipulate me into saving her ass once again.

      I might have wanted to be a father, but not like that. No, I wanted a loving wife, a family that I could come home to every evening. I wanted it all.

      And there’s no way Whitney could give me that.
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      After the ordeal with Whitney, I went home and tried to sleep. No matter how hard I tried, however, I couldn’t shut my brain off. It kept going back to the last few days with Hope, and how I’d cut it all short for nothing.

      I stared up at the ceiling, cursing myself under my breath, but also knowing that a few more days probably wouldn’t have made much difference in the grand scheme of things.

      My phone buzzed, and at first, I wanted to ignore it. I feared it might be Whitney, and God knew, I didn’t want to talk to her again. I never wanted to hear from her again.

      But it just wouldn’t stop. Finally, I looked at the caller ID.

      It was my mother.

      I answered it with a grumpy-sounding “What do you want?”

      I knew I shouldn’t talk to my mother like that, but it was hard. I was tired, cranky and pissed off.

      “Someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning,” I said.

      “No, someone hasn’t gotten any sleep at all in the last two days or so,” I said. My head was throbbing, and I rubbed my temples. “Sorry, I’m just on edge.”

      “I understand, but you know I raised you better than this.”

      “I’m sorry, Mom, I didn’t mean to talk to you like that.”

      “That’s not what I meant, and you know it,” she said. My own mother sounded as angry as I felt, and that took me by surprise. “How could you do that to Whitney?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You know what I’m talking about Colin, I just got off the phone with her mother and she told me everything.”

      I sat up in bed, wondering if perhaps it was all some kind of nightmare. My mom was scolding me for not wanting to raise another man’s baby with a disgraced drug addict? Were we in some alternate universe? No, something else was going on, and I had a bad feeling about it.

      “Mom, I don’t know what you’ve heard, but it’s not true. Whitney came into my work, made up a bunch of lies and tried to manipulate me.”

      “Well, what do you expect. She’s pregnant with your child, and you’re refusing to see her!”

      “No, mom.” All this time, I’d protected Whitney by not telling people of her personal issues. I kept her problems a secret, out of respect for her. And this is how she repaid me? No more, I decided. “Mom, listen, there’s a lot you don’t know about Whitney, but one thing I can assure you of, is that baby is not mine. If she’s even pregnant.”

      “Why would she lie about something like that?”

      “Like I said, there’s a lot you don’t know about her. A lot I’ve kept hidden to try and protect her. I can explain it all, but for now, just trust me. She’s not having my baby.”

      My mother went quiet on the other end of the line.

      “Mom?”

      “Yes, I’m still here,” she said. Her voice sounded so far away, so sad. It hit me then that I might not be the only one sad that my life might leave me with no children.

      “Whitney’s life is a mess,” I said. “I don’t know how much you know, but she’s no longer working at the hospital and has had her medical license suspended.”

      “Why on Earth would her license be suspended?” she asked me.

      “I don’t know all the details, I don’t really care to, but she’s had a substance abuse problem for several years now,” I said. “Even while I was dating her, she was often doing drugs, possibly stealing them from the hospital. She’s got a problem. I’d tried to help her for years, but she didn’t want my help. She wouldn’t admit to having a problem in the first place.”

      Mom sighed. “This doesn’t sound like her, at all.”

      “I know, mom. I’m sorry I kept so much from you.”

      “So she’s not pregnant with your child?” she asked again.

      “It’s not even possible for her to be pregnant by me.”

      “Well, she’s telling everyone that you’re the father. That’s why I wanted to talk to you so badly, but you weren’t answering your phone.”

      “I’m sorry, I was flying back early. She’d tricked me into coming home early from my trip, thinking she was a patient that needed my help. But it was all lies.”

      “What are we going to do about this, Colin?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. I figured I’d just ignore it and she’d go away, but if she’s spreading lies around--”

      “Everyone at the country club was congratulating me, Colin. So yes, everyone knows.”

      Shit. It wouldn’t be long until everyone in the medical community knew as well, and if she made them believe I was the dad - and refusing to accept responsibility for the child - it could ruin my career. A career I’d given most things up for.

      Apparently, it wasn’t just a problem I could ignore and hope it would go away. I had to do something about it before it got out of control, and I had to do something fast.
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      The impact of the wheels hitting the runway jolted me awake. I pulled off the pink eyeshades and neck pillow I was wearing and try to rub the sleep from my eyes. I covered my mouth as I yawned and tried to reorient myself. Flying from Europe back to LA always did a number on me.

      I stretched myself out as best as I could without elbowing my seatmate and shook the remaining cobwebs from my brain. I flexed my hands and feet to get the blood pumping again as we taxied back to the gate.

      As my body began to wake up, so did my brain. And as my brain woke up, it conjured up all kinds of memories of my time in Paris with Colin. That set my mind spinning and sent a surge of warmth flooding through my body. I recalled the heat and the passion we shared. Maybe even more than that, I remembered the laughter and quieter times between us.

      It took damn near an hour to get through customs and grab my bags from the baggage claim. People, anxious to get home or wherever they were going, jostled and pushed, screamed and cursed each other out. It seemed like everybody in the terminal was on edge, so I stepped to the side and waited until the herd thinned enough that I felt like I could grab my bags and not get trampled by the mob.

      When I finally had my bags in hand, I headed out of the terminal to the transport area. I hadn’t wanted to bother Anna with picking me up given that it was the middle of the day and she was working. So I’d planned to just grab a shuttle or a cab back to my apartment.

      When I got to the loading area, I saw a couple of blue vans and wandered down to them. The driver, a burly Hispanic man was busy tossing bags into the back –rather carelessly. I really hoped his passengers didn’t have anything fragile in their luggage.

      “Excuse me?” I said.

      The man turned and looked at me, then went right back to loading the bags without uttering a single syllable. Annoyance flashed through me and I scowled at the man.

      “Yeah, hi,” I said again. “Still standing right here.”

      The man blew out an irritated breath and turned to me. “What?”

      “I need a shuttle.”

      He rolled his eyes and shook his head. I was tired, hungry, stressed out, and it was all I could do to keep from slapping the man upside the head.

      Finished tossing the bags into the van, he slammed the doors and stared at me. His pale acne scarred face was coated in a sheen of sweat. His dark hair fell in wet, greasy strands down his face, and his uniform shirt was stained and soaking wet under the arms – which was odd since it wasn’t even that hot out.

      “You got a reservation?” he snapped.

      “Well, no,” I admitted.

      “Then you’re not getting in my van.”

      “Come on. Your van’s not even half full,” I growled. “There is plenty of room.”

      “No reservation, no ride,” he shot back. “Call an Uber.”

      Without another word, the man turned and walked to driver’s side door, flung it open and jumped behind the wheel. He slammed the door and I could see him staring at me in the side mirror. As he pulled away from the curb a little too fast given the thick traffic surrounding the airport, the son of a bitch was laughing.

      Rage burning through me, I noted the van number on the rear door and quickly hopped on social media to blast the guy, detailing the experience. When that didn’t quite sate my blood lust, I huffed and sat down on the bench behind me, frustrated beyond all belief.

      I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose, doing my best to stave off the pounding headache that was threatening to make the rest of my day miserable. I hated airports. They were busy, loud, dirty, and just plain sucked. And with my job, I’d been through enough of them to be an authority on it.

      I thought back to my time in Paris with Colin and took deep breaths to try and calm myself. But it didn’t quite work. The simple fact was that even though we’d agreed that our time together would be finite and uncomplicated, I’d fallen for him. And I was upset about the fact that I’d just left him with basically a handshake and a “see ya around.”

      What I’d had with Colin went beyond the physical and I’d felt it the moment we’d slept together. Something about him resonated with me. He was charming, funny, intelligent, and still closed off enough to give me that tantalizing mystery I craved. . Not to mention he was hot as hell and fucked like it was his job.

      I let out a breath and gave my head a little shake, trying to clear it of everything currently cycling through it. Colin was in the past and I had to make peace with that. Like we joked while we were over there – we would always have Paris. It was a beautiful city, I’d had an amazing time with a gorgeous man, and I had a lot of fun. Plus, I got all I needed for my article and then some.

      So from that perspective, my mission had been accomplished.

      But that little fairy tale was over, and I needed to move forward. Despite it being a fantastic diversion that got me to stop thinking about my ex for a while, and giving me a lot of incredible memories, it was time to get back to reality.

      Sadly enough, reality was dictating that I had a to-do list that was about a mile long. I let out a long breath and started to triage my list, trying to put it in some semblance of order from most urgent to things that could be kicked down the road a little while. Given the sheer volume of things on that list, putting them in order wasn’t the easiest task in the world.

      First and foremost, I needed to get into the pharmacy and get the morning after pill. That was a must. Second, I needed to write up the article as fast as possible. My editor had sent me roughly three thousand texts while I was on the plane, all of them hitting my inbox at once the second I powered my phone back on. the text alert had gone off like I’d hit a jackpot on a slot machine in Vegas.

      Some of her texts were ideas for new pieces, others were suggestions for refining the slant of the current piece, but the majority were texts asking me where my piece was. Technically, I should have written it up and sent it in before I even left Paris, but I’d been having too good of a time with Colin to worry about it.

      It wasn’t technically due until the next day, so my plan had been to write it up as soon as I got home.

      I spent about ten minutes on that bench organizing and prioritizing my to-do list and making some notations on my phone. As I did it, I grinned to myself, realizing a little bit of Colin must’ve rubbed off on me.

      I couldn’t help but smile at the thought, but then immediately shook it from my head. I was not going to be that gushy girl. It wasn’t me. “Jesus Christ, what in the hell is wrong with me?” I groaned.

      “Given that you’re sitting there talking to yourself, I’d say you’ve lost your mind.”

      I whipped my head up and found myself staring into the face of an older man with a kind face. He was grinning at me and chuckling to himself.

      “It’s okay, I talk to myself sometimes too,” he said lightly. “It’s when you start answering yourself that you have to worry.”

      “Haven’t gone quite that far off the deep end yet,” I said and offer a shaky smile.

      I’d been so caught up in my head that I hadn’t even heard him take a seat next to me on the bench. I really needed to get my head out of my ass and get in gear. It was going to be a long day and if I didn’t get the lead out, it was going to be a longer night. The thought of spending the entire night mainlining caffeine after being on a plane for eleven hours and crossing God knows how many different time zones sounded wholly unappealing.

      But that was exactly what I was going to have to do unless I got my butt off the bench and got moving. Pulling up the Uber app on my phone, I called for a car. I’d wanted to take the shuttle since it would have been cheaper, but time was more of the essence now.

      After another forty-five minutes of waiting, the car finally arrived and took me home. I lugged my bags up the stairs and dropped them in front of the door of my second-floor apartment, then started to fish my keys out of my bag. I cringed when I heard the door behind me open, not wanting to chat with Mrs. Wilkins but not seeing any way out of it at that point.

      “Oh Hope dear, welcome home,” the elderly lady said.

      “Thanks, Mrs. Wilkins. Good to be home. I’m just completely bushed. Totally jet lagged and exhausted,” I replied, hoping she’d take the hint.

      “I went to Paris once when I was around your age, actually. Which was an awful long time ago,” she cackled.

      Clearly, she wasn’t taking the hint. I felt bad for her. Mrs. Wilkins was a widow and didn’t have many friends and spent her days alone watching TV or sitting at her window watching the world go by. It was a lonely existence, so I always made time for her when I could. Sometimes I’d invite her over for tea or lunch. I’d take her to the store and did what I could to make her feel not so alone.

      There were times like today though, when all I wanted was to go inside, grab a quick shower, change my clothes, run my errands, and sit down to work. I had to get the article done tonight.

      I wanted to tell Mrs. Wilkins all of that and that I unfortunately didn’t have time for socializing today, but the way she stood there looking at me, her eyes wide and her smile warm, I knew I wasn’t going to get out of it that easily. I wasn’t going to get out of it at all. Suppressing the sigh that wanted to come rushing out, I put on a smile for her.

      “Would you like to come in for some tea, Mrs. Wilkins?”

      Her face lit up like a Christmas tree as she smiled at me. “I would love to, dear,” she said. “You can tell me all about your trip. Just let me get some cookies.”

      Grabbing my bag, I carried it inside as Mrs. Wilkins shuffled into her apartment. I couldn’t help but smile. She was such a cute, kindly old lady. I couldn’t be mad at her for wanting to chat with me. Not when she really had nobody else to talk to.

      I put all of my stuff down and stepped into the kitchen, putting a kettle of water on the stove to boil. I heard her door close and a moment later mine closing as well as she shuffled into my apartment. She carried her box of tea cookies in and set them on the counter. As I was pulling cups and saucers out of the cupboard for our tea, I pulled a plate out so she could set the cookies out as well. Mrs. Wilkins was very strict about her tea service and proper cookies were always a must.

      Our tea prepared, I carried the tray into the living room and set it down. She sat down on the loveseat and I took the couch – and for the next two hours, she peppered me with questions about my trip. I felt like I was being cross examined by F. Lee Bailey or something. It was hard dancing around the fact that I was with Colin, but I managed. I wasn’t going to tell her I’d slept with a stranger over there. Even worse, that neither of us intended to see the other again after that.

      Mrs. Wilkins was so very proper in so many ways and she didn’t condone hooking up for the sake of hooking up. She believed sex was sacred between man and wife. It was a point we disagreed upon, but I wasn’t about to tell her that.

      Sheer exhaustion was setting in by the time I got her out the door with promises of a lunch date soon. The second I closed the door, I leaned my back against it, slid down onto my butt, and let out a long breath. My stomach rumbled, reminding me that I still hadn’t eaten anything more substantial than tea cookies and that I better get on it pretty quick, but I just wanted to rest for a moment. Leaning my head back against the door, I closed my eyes.

      I woke up completely disoriented. First, I was curled into a ball on the floor in front of my door. Adding to my confusion was the fact it was full dark outside, and my living room was completely cloaked in inky shadows. A panic started to set in as I jumped to my feet and looked at my phone. I gasped when I saw how many hours had passed since I’d sat down to rest for just a minute.

      “Well shit,” I muttered as I ran around my apartment flipping on lights.

      When I could see again, I started to come back to myself and my mind began to clear slowly. At least that haze of confusion seemed to be gone for the most part. My article. I needed to get to my article. That was priority number one. It needed to be in my editor’s inbox first thing in the morning; the earlier the better.

      Grabbing my laptop out of my bag, I set it down on the kitchen table, opened it, and hit the power button. As it booted up, my stomach growled loud enough to remind me I still hadn’t eaten anything substantial and I would get very sick very soon if I didn’t. Knowing I had a long night ahead of me and not wanting to go anywhere at the moment, I called up Postmates on my phone and ordered the first thing that sounded good.

      As I stood there, placing my order, I caught a whiff of myself and grimaced. My skin felt sticky and I smelled horrible. I had just enough time to grab a shower before my food got there. Grabbing all of my necessities, I bolted into the bathroom and took a shower, so focused on the task at hand that I didn’t even take the time to enjoy the feel of the water raining down over me.

      Cleaning myself done, I toweled off and threw on some pajamas, then put on a pot of coffee. I was going to need it. I’d just prepared my mug and set it down on the table when I got the alert that my food was there.

      “Okay,” I told myself. “Food, coffee, and now some music.”

      I called up my iTunes and hit the random shuffle button. I needed music to work by and as the first song started to play, I tore into my food with all of the eagerness of a starving man at a buffet. As I ate, I read over my notes and started to compile the article in my head. I rejected half a dozen different openings before settling on one that sounded right.

      After that, it was off to the races. It was only when I hit the send button, emailing my piece to my editor that I noticed it was closing in on three in the morning. A white-hot bolt of fear shot straight through me when the realization hit me.

      “Oh God. Oh shit.”

      I’d been so focused on getting home, getting my piece done, I forgot a promise I’d made to Colin. It was too late now; the pharmacy would be closed. I hurried up and Googled the effectiveness period for Plan B. For the next hour, it was all I could think about. What if… No, Hope, seriously. Most people tried for years to get pregnant. At least months. One instance of a condom breaking wasn’t going to result in pregnancy; what were the odds?

      I was technically outside the effectiveness period now, but I could still take it. My stomach roiled, and I cursed myself for being overly dramatic. There was a real possibility I couldn’t get pregnant anyway, so I didn’t need to be so freaked out about it.

      . My hands were shaking, and I was overcome with anxiety still, but there was nothing I could do about it.

      I told myself I’d get a few hours of sleep, then get to the pharmacy the next morning. Nothing to worry about.
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      “I love the article,” Kayla, my editor, said. She’d called me bright and early, before my alarm had even gone off. I was still half asleep and out of sorts, not getting much sleep the night before recovering from jet lag.

      “I hear a ‘but’ coming on,” I said, stifling a yawn.

      “You know me too well,” Kayla said, chuckling. “Yes, there’s a ‘but’ coming. It needs more, Hope.”

      “More what?” I asked.

      “More of your mystery man would be nice, for starters,” she said. “He sounded so sexy and romantic, exactly what we’re going for here.”

      “Sorry, there’s not much more I can share about him. He got called home early.”

      “What a shame,” Kayla said. “You two seemed to really hit it off. It even made me a little sappy, and you know me, that doesn’t happen often.”

      “Yeah, yeah, he was great, but it’s over now,” I said. Saying those words stung like a spear through my chest. Everything we had, all the magic and romance of Paris, it was gone. It was over. Just like that.

      “And you don’t know how to reach him here in the states?” she asked. “Because it might be nice to note that the relationship that started in Paris continued once you left.”

      “No clue. It was meant to be for one week only,” I said. “And we didn’t even get that.”

      “Damn,” Kayla said. And knowing her, she wasn’t feeling sorry for me, only because the article needed more Colin and wouldn’t be getting it.

      “Listen, you’re an editor for a travel website, not a romance author. Does it really matter what happened once we left Paris?” I asked.

      “I guess not,” she said. “Not if you can find a unique way to spin it.”

      “Any ideas?” I asked her.

      “I’m going to leave that up to you,” she said. “But whatever you decide, I need the next draft on my desk by this evening, say around five pm? Since you left Paris early, I moved everything up. Figured it wouldn’t be a problem.”

      “No, no problem at all. I have no plans for today,” I said. Even if I had, they’re cancelled now, I thought to myself.

      “I’ll find a way to add more to the article and get it back to you later.”

      I had no idea what more I could add, but I’d figure out something. I was a writer, after all, and if anything, I could take some creative liberties with what happened. Not something I liked to do often, but sometimes it was required of me and I had no choice.

      In this case, I didn’t think I had much choice.

      “Thanks, Hope! And once we’re done with this, I wanted to talk to you about your next assignment. I’m already trying to think of new ideas.”

      “Sounds great,” I said. At least I still had a job. I mean, at the end of the day, that’s what mattered. I had a happy editor, I could continue writing and things would work themselves out.
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      “Hey chica, wanna grab some lunch?” Anna asked over the phone.

      “I can’t,” I muttered. “I have to re-write my article and get it submitted asap. Maybe dinner though? To celebrate being done with it?”

      “Sure, that sounds great,” she said. “Dominic’s okay with you? I mean, it’s no Parisian cafe, but it’s pretty good.”

      I feigned a chuckle. She was trying to be cheerful and happy, but it was hard to be reminded that I was home, and that everything in Paris -and with Colin - was behind me. I’d told Anna a brief version of events, but I knew she was dying for more information.  I wasn’t sure if I wanted to relive it, yet again. I mean, I was already reliving it with my article, but I didn’t go into the graphic details that Anna would want.

      “Of course,” I said. “Dominic’s it is then. Say around six?”

      “Sounds good, sweetie,” Anna said. “I can’t wait to see you! It feels like you’ve been gone forever!”

      “I was only gone for what, four days total?”

      “I know, but it feels like a lifetime,” she said.

      Leave it to Anna to be melodramatic, but she was right. It did feel like a lifetime ago. I’d changed since coming back home. Colin had changed me, and even though I wasn’t sure in what ways - and if it was for better or worse - it was clear that I wasn’t the same woman that had left for Paris less than a week before.

      “Well, if you don’t let me get off the phone, we won’t even be meeting tonight because I’ll still be writing,” I laughed.

      “Alright, alright, I get it. See ya at six.”

      I hung up the phone and stared at my computer screen. The old article was open, but I had a new window open as well. Sometimes it was easier just to start from scratch. Kayla needed more from me. More what? I had no idea. She’d wanted more Colin, but I’d shared all that I was comfortable with sharing regarding him. He’d given me permission to write about him, but I didn’t want to delve into too much; not enough that anyone who knew him might recognize him. And because, honestly, some of it was too special to share with the world. Those were moments just for us, not for the rest of the world to read about in a travel blog.

      Then I went back to what I’d thought about earlier, how Colin and Paris had changed me. They’d wanted a romantic element to the piece, so maybe I’d go with that, I thought.

      How such a brief moment in time, when you’re in the right place and with the right person, can change you in ways you’d never imagined. Of course, it would all be tied back into Paris, and how the locale managed to bring about the changes. It sounded good to me, and I started typing. I lost track of time, as I usually did when lost in my work. While writing, I truly felt like I was back in Paris, re-living every moment with Colin. It was bittersweet, but it was required for the job, so I kept going until my stomach growled.

      Crap. I looked at the clock. It was already closing in on my deadline. I didn’t have time to cook anything, so I hurried into the kitchen, made myself a peanut butter sandwich, and got back to work, typing as fast as possible.

      There was something I needed to do today, I thought. I couldn’t put my finger on it, however. I pushed the thought away as I hurried to finish my article. Not only was the deadline approaching, but I had a dinner date with Anna. By the time I finished the article, it was 4:45. I sent it with a brief e-mail  over to Kayla and shut my laptop, relieved to finally be done with it. I thought it was much better than before, and that it had a little something extra; just what Kayla had been asking for. Of course, I wouldn’t know for sure until the next day, after she’d read it and called me back. But at least I was one step closer to being done, and even closer to getting paid and moving onto the next assignment.

      Again, I had a nagging feeling in the back of my mind that I was forgetting something, but it was closing in on time to meet Anna, and I still had to get ready. I wanted to look cute, so I went all out. A black cocktail dress, my hair down and curly, makeup and everything. My hair was always difficult, so it took a little longer than I’d expected, and I was running late.

      “On my way,” I texted Anna as I headed out the door, right at 5:50. The restaurant was at least twenty minutes away. Oh well, she was used to me being late, it wouldn’t be the first time. Still, I felt bad, so I made sure to book my Uber for a solo ride instead of a shared one that might take longer. When the car pulled up to the restaurant, I rushed inside. The last few days had been a blur of running around, working, and more running around. I was looking forward to a little downtime. A vacation from my vacation, if you will.

      Dominic’s was pretty crowded, as it usually was, but Anna was already seated at a table near the bar. She flagged me down as I entered, and I had never been so happy to see my best friend as I was in that moment.

      I rushed over to her, and we embraced. It felt so nice and familiar to be there with her. My heart still ached, missing everything I left behind when I came back from Paris, but at least I had Anna.

      The tears welled in my eyes, and I didn’t even know why. I wiped at them, smearing my mascara, which Anna helped wipe off.

      “What’s wrong, sweetie?” she asked.

      “I don’t know, honestly, I’m just feeling emotional,” I said.

      “You’re not pregnant, are you?” she teased.

      Oh God, I thought. That’s what I’d forgotten to do! It was too late now; the pharmacies were closed. My face turned as white as a sheet.

      “What is it?” Anna asked. “You can’t possibly be pregnant? This soon?”

      “Oh no, I’m not,” I said, trying my best to laugh. “It’s just-- you know what, I think I’m just tired, and I missed you of course.”

      “I missed you too,” she said, smiling wide.

      My best friend was such a quirky girl. With her brown hair in a pixie cut and eyes that took up most of her face, most people would think she was downright adorable. But I knew her. She was one of the toughest women I knew, and someone I admired the shit out of.

      I knew I could tell her anything, but this one thing - well, it didn’t seem worth telling her. It was no big deal. Not like I’d get pregnant from one broken condom anyway.

      We sat down to eat, and when the waiter asked us what we’d like to drink, I decided on an unsweet tea. Anna cocked an eyebrow at me.

      “Sure you’re not pregnant?”

      “No, I swear,” I laughed. “I’ve just had so much champagne over the last week, I think my blood might be turning to alcohol. Besides, I need to monitor my blood sugar a bit better after my vacation.”

      “Uh huh. That better be it,” she teased.

      “Of course it is. There’s no way I could be pregnant,” I said.

      “So you didn’t hook up with Doctor Hottiepants?” she asked, shooting me a mischievous grin.

      “I didn’t say that. Listen, let’s get some food, then I’ll tell you all about it, alright?

      “Deal,” she said with a cheeky grin.

      God, I loved my best friend. And I meant it, there was no way I could be pregnant. No way. We’d have had to have a lot of unprotected sex for even a chance at pregnancy, so I had nothing to worry about. Or so I told myself, at least.

      After all, it was too late by that point to do anything about it.
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      Anna was pacing the bathroom, wringing her hands as I sat on the closed toilet seat. My face was buried in my hands and my body was completely numb. Time ticked by slowly. Too slowly. Every grain of sand falling through the hourglass felt like an eternity.

      “Is it time yet?” I asked Anna.

      She checked her phone and shook her head. “One more minute.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I groaned, pulling my knees up to my chest and burying my face into them instead. “This has been the longest three minutes of my life.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry,” Anna said.

      My best friend stopped pacing and squatted down so she was on the same level as me. She tried to look into her eyes and when I looked away, she took my face into her hands, she forced me to meet her gaze.

      “Whatever happens,” she said. “You’re going to be okay, Hope.”

      “Am I?” I sputtered. “Because I don’t see how I’ll ever be okay again.”

      “You’re not alone, Hope,” she said, sounding much more confident than I felt.

      “Yeah, I kinda am considering the fact that I don’t know the first thing about the father of my child,” I said.

      “You might not be pregnant,” Anna said. “Don’t go worst case scenario just yet.”

      I just rolled my eyes and gave her a look that said, “Come on, we both know that I am.”

      I was certain because my period was already three weeks late. Usually, I was as regular as they came. Always started on the same day and ended five days later. No exceptions. It had been that way since I first got my period way back when. I had apparently always one of the lucky ones -- even though, in that moment, I didn’t feel so lucky. I was never late and because I was, in my mind that really only meant one thing. I was pregnant.

      “But you had safe sex,” she said. “Condoms are ninety-nine percent effective when --”

      “When used effectively, yes, I know this,” I said and closed my eyes in a futile attempt to block the tears that were welling up within them. “But the condom broke on the last night we were together. I’d promised to get the morning after pill, but then I had to fly out and things were crazy when I got back here. It slipped my mind until it was too late.”

      I figured, what were the chances, right? One little mishap wouldn’t end up in pregnancy, or so I thought at the time. What I didn’t factor into the equation was my shitty luck. And now, as I sat in the bathroom, waiting for the test to give me my results and determine my fate and the course of the rest of my natural life, I realized how stupid I had been. I was so afraid of losing my job, of upsetting my editor, I didn’t take the time to do what I should have done.

      And now it’s too late, I told myself. Much, much too late.

      “It’s time,” Anna said, her voice pulling me back to reality. “Do you want to look, or should I?”

      Did I want to look? No. But I knew that I had to. I’d fucked up. This was my mess to deal with, and while Anna could be my emotional support, I had to deal with all of the fallout from this on my own.

      “I’ll do it,” I said weakly.

      Besides, not checking -- or having her check it and just tell me -- wasn’t going to change the results. It would only delay the inevitable. I shifted on the seat, facing the sink where the innocuous little plastic test kit had been sitting the entire time. I took a deep breath and glanced down at it.

      “Two pink lines,” I said, trying to remember what I’d read. “That means I’m --”

      Anna finished my sentence for me. “It means you’re pregnant, sweetie.”
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      “So, what brings you in today?” the doctor asked me. I was thankful that I had a female doctor, someone who would hopefully understand what I was going through. She was an older woman, probably at grandmother if she’d had kids, but just by being a woman, I was immediately comfortable.

      I looked over at Anna for emotional support. She had ahold of my hand and gave it a tight squeeze. “

      I-- umm, well, my period was late, so I took a home pregnancy test and it came back positive.” I said softly.

      “I see. How late is your period?” Dr. Harrison asked.

      “Three weeks.”

      “Ah, yes. We’ll do a test here, just to be sure, but I’d say it’s a pretty safe bet that you’re pregnant, Miss Camden.”

      I was grateful that she didn’t offer congratulations straight out of the gate. I wasn’t so sure I had a reason to be happy. Considering I had no idea how to track down the father of my child and had not planned to become pregnant anytime soon.

      “It says here that you’re a diabetic?” she asked.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said. “Type 1, but it’s mostly under control.”

      “That’s good,” she said, looking over my file. “And if you are pregnant, have you thought about your options?”

      I-- umm, well, to be fair, I haven't thought about any of it yet,” I said. I giggled nervously, not because anything was funny, but because I felt like the tension inside of me might make me explode. “I keep hoping the home test was wrong.”

      “I see,” Dr. Harrison said, giving a sympathetic look. “How about the father?”

      I looked to Anna, and she looked at the doctor, answering for me. “He’s not in the picture.”

      Dr. Harrison reached into a drawer and pulled something out, handing it over to me. “We’ll do another test in-house, just to be sure, but you should start thinking about your options,” she said. “If you decide to keep the baby, with your diabetes, I’d suggest seeing a specialist, someone who has experience with high-risk pregnancies. I’m more than happy to write you a referral.”

      “Thank you,” I said. I stared down at the pamphlet in my hand. In big, pink writing it said, “So you’re pregnant. Have you thought about your options?” The exact conversation we’d just had. I opened it up, and right away, I regretted it.

      “I’m not having an abortion,” I said. “I know that much.”

      “It’s your choice, Miss Camden. There’s also adoption, if you decide you aren’t ready to be a mother. There are also resources for single mothers listed inside there. You don’t have to go through this alone.”

      I knew she was trying to reassure me, but I was numb. I still couldn’t believe it. There was likely a life growing inside me as I sat there, speaking to them. A life I’d made with Colin. I’d always wanted to be a mother someday, so the idea of an abortion or giving the child up hadn’t even occurred to me. I wasn’t sure I could do either, honestly.

      “Thank you,” I said softly, tucking the pamphlet away in my purse. “I would like to get that referral now, if possible.”

      “Of course,” Dr. Harrison said. She flipped open a notebook and wrote something down before tearing the page out and handing it to me. “Dr. Pierce is the best in the field for a high-risk pregnancy such as yours. Even though there doesn’t seem to be problems yet, he’s the one you want on your team.”

      I nodded and took the piece of paper, tucking it away in my purse. While we still needed to take the official pregnancy test, it seemed to be a fact. I was pregnant, and I was going to keep the baby.

      My life was about to change dramatically.
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      “I guess that settles it,” Anna said as we sat down at a cafe not far from the doctor’s office. “I’m going to be Auntie Anna. It has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

      She was trying her best to bring a smile to my face. I appreciated it, but it was so hard to feel anything. The news hit me hard, and I was numb. I’d have to tell my parents, eventually. They’d always wanted grandkids, but like this? With me being a single mom, not knowing where the father was or how to get ahold of him? My parents were pretty religious, and I hoped that they’d be able to handle the news. Ultimately, I knew they’d love and support me regardless, but the idea of disappointing them killed me.

      I was so lost in thought, I was hardly listening to Anna. When it came time to order, I stared blankly at the menu.

      “Just give her a second, will ya?” Anna said to the waitress. “She’s had a rough day.”

      The waitress scurried off to grab us some waters in the meantime, and still, I stared at the menu, not reading the words.

      “Hope? You okay, sweetie?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, shaking myself out of my trance. “Yeah, I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

      “Because for a moment, I thought I’d lost you,” she said. “You seemed to be somewhere else entirely.”

      “I felt like I was,” I said.

      “Let me guess - Paris?” she said, her voice holding a tinge of sadness.

      “No, not really,” I said. “I don’t know where I was at honestly.”

      There was a moment of silence, and I actually looked over the menu and picked out something to eat. I needed to eat. Not just for myself anymore, but for the life growing inside of me.

      “Are you going to call this Dr. Pierce?” Anna asked.

      “Yeah, eventually,” I muttered.

      The waitress came back, and this time, I ordered a grilled cheese panini. It was the first sandwich listed underneath sandwiches, so I just chose it to keep things simple.

      “You know I’m here for you, no matter what,” she said. She reached across the table and gave my hand a firm squeeze. “If you’d like help tracking Colin down, I’m more than happy to utilize my resources at work.”

      “No,” I said firmly. “I don’t want to drag him into this. He didn’t ask for a baby, and I don’t know if he’d want me to keep it. I think it’s better if we just pretend he didn’t exist, alright?”

      Anna didn’t look so sure, but she nodded after a minute or two. “Alright. It’s your choice. I just know how hard it will be to raise a child alone, especially living in Los Angeles and with how much you travel for work.”

      Those were things I hadn’t had a chance to think about yet. How would I manage to continue traveling for work? Would I be able to travel while pregnant? Would I be able to haul a baby around with me? And even if I managed to keep my job, I hardly had enough to pay for a one-bedroom apartment in Los Angeles. The baby would need things I wasn’t sure I could provide.

      That broke me, and I couldn’t hold back the tears any longer.

      “Anna, I don’t know what I’m going to do, but I know I want this baby.”

      Anna stood from her chair and rushed over to my side, wrapping me in a warm embrace. “Shh, honey, I know. You’re strong, and you’re not alone. We’ll figure this out together, I promise.”

      I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything. I let her comfort me until our food arrived. I felt sick to my stomach, most likely from all the stress, but I forced myself to eat. I had to keep myself healthy. It was important before, but now, it was even more important. I was already a high-risk pregnancy, so I needed to make sure I followed all the rules and did everything right.

      First thing’s first, I had to make an appointment with Dr. Pierce.
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      “New patient in room two,” Lauren said softly. “She seemed really nervous to be here, poor thing. I tried to put her mind at ease the best I can. She only just found out she’s pregnant.”

      “Thanks, Lauren. I’m headed there now,” I said.

      I walked down the hallway, grabbed the file on the door and noted her history. Diabetic. Positive pregnancy test. Her first pregnancy. It was a pretty simple appointment for the time being, just a few tests to start monitoring her pregnancy. No problems yet, so that was good. She came to me early. It always made my job easier when someone came to me before there were issues.

      I glanced at her name. Hope Camden.

      Hope.

      I knew it couldn’t be my Hope, but just reading the name brought back so many vivid, happy memories. My heart ached, but I pushed it aside. This Hope needed me now, and I needed to be in tip-top shape, not pining over some woman I’d never see again.

      I closed the file and opened the door to the room, a friendly smile on my face. However, as soon as I saw who was sitting on the table in front of me, my composure was gone.

      “Hope?” I said.

      “Colin?” she said at the same time. Her eyes grew wide, and both of us just stared at one another, as if we weren’t sure it was real or not.

      “Hope?” I said again. “What are you doing here?”

      “Uh, well--” she stammered, averting my gaze.

      It took me awhile to remember what I’d read in the file. My heart was filled with joy over seeing her again, and it had all but slipped my mind what we were doing there.

      “Oh yes,” I said, looking down at the file in my hands. “Oh wait, are you pregnant?”

      I did some math in my head and remembered the broken condom. She’d promised to get the morning after pill, and I left it at that. I thought it would be okay, and it had never crossed my mind that she might be carrying my child.

      Until she was there, on my exam table.

      “I’m pregnant, yes,” she said. She spoke fast, spitting out the next bit quickly, “But it’s not yours.”

      “It’s not?” I said. I was numb, and not sure how to feel. A mixture of relief and sadness rushed over me. It wasn’t logical, but part of me had hoped - briefly - that maybe she was having my child.

      “No,” she said. “I umm-- well, I got back with my ex, Jeremy.”

      She stammered along, awkwardly, but hearing those words sent a pain ripping through me. She was back with her ex. She was having his child, or so she said.

      “Oh really? Are things going well?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” she said. “I mean, we’re starting a family, so--”

      Her cheeks burnt bright red, and while I didn’t want to think she was lying to me, I had a hard time believing her.

      But maybe it was wishful thinking.

      “Are you happy?” I asked her.

      She met my gaze and nodded, tears welling up in her eyes. “Very happy. I’ve wanted to be a mother for as long as I can remember, so this is a blessing.”

      “And Jeremy, is he good to you?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she choked.

      I sat down, my knees unable to hold me for much longer. I felt like I couldn’t breathe, much less think. If she was telling the truth, I didn’t want to come between her and a happy family. Especially since I wasn’t sure I could provide those things for her. I hardly knew her, she hardly knew me. If she was happy with her ex, who was I to get in the middle of that?

      And if she said it was his baby, I should believe her, or at least not rock the boat.

      “I think it might be best if I find another doctor. No offense, Colin, I’m sure you’re great, but, well, this is awkward.”

      It probably would be better for her to see another doctor. She wasn’t in any danger yet, and there was a good chance she’d have a healthy pregnancy. If she wanted to see another doctor, who was I to stop her?

      But seeing her again, looking beautiful and radiant as ever when I thought I’d never see her again? I didn’t want to let her go. Not again. I noticed she looked tired, her beautiful eyes surrounded by dark circles. Her red hair was pulled back in a messy high bun. She wasn’t wearing makeup. But still, she was gorgeous, and I wanted to tell her that I’d changed my mind about us.

      Except now, it was too late.

      Now, if I tried to step in, I’d potentially mess up a happy family. We were a fling, nothing more, I told myself. I swallowed the lump in my throat as I wrote down a few names of doctors she could see, other doctors I trusted to take care of her, as long as her pregnancy remained healthy.

      I handed it over to her, and when our hands touched, there was that familiar electrical spark. A warmth rushed through me. I wanted to reach out, to take her hand in mine and pull her close to me.

      Instead, I shoved my hands deep into my pockets.

      “Hope, if you ever have any questions or just want to talk, here’s my number,” I said, handing her a business card.

      She looked down at the card in my hand for a long time before taking it.

      “Thank you,” she said. “But I think I’ll be fine. Do you mind if I change back into my clothes now?”

      I nodded, and somehow managed to leave the room. As I stepped into the hallway, I fell against the door, feeling like I could breathe for the first time in years.
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      “What do you mean it’s not your child?” Michael asked me when we went out for drinks later that evening. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive,” I said. ‘There’s no way Whitney is pregnant with my baby.”

      Whitney, no, but Hope? I wasn’t so sure yet. I hadn’t told anyone about my run-in with Hope yet. I needed time to process it. If she was carrying my child, would it be worth possibly uprooting her life to be part of the child’s life?

      Michael sighed, shaking his head. “Man, she’s really doing a number on your reputation in the medical community though. What are you going to do about it?”

      Michael was also a doctor in my office, and the closest thing I had to a best friend. We didn’t get to talk much - we were both too busy - but we tried to go out a couple times a month. We both needed some time to let loose, and what better way than to spend time with a fellow doctor, someone who understood the hardships you dealt with day after day?

      “I know, and I don’t know what to do about it,” I said. “Besides a paternity test when the baby is born.”

      “There are DNA tests you can do in utero, you know.”

      “Of course I know,” I said. “But I’m not sure it’s worth the risk to the child. I may want the truth to come out, but not if there’s potential harm to the baby.”

      “You’re a good man, Colin,” Michael said. “Many guys wouldn’t care about some other man’s child.”

      “Well, considering caring about babies is basically my whole life, did you expect any less from me?”

      “Not really,” Michael said, shrugging. “But the rest of the world doesn’t know you. In fact, the rest of the world thinks you’re some cocky, arrogant know-it-all because they can’t handle that you’re better than them.”

      “Or maybe I am a cocky, arrogant know-it-all,” I said, chuckling as I downed the rest of my drink.

      “Only sometimes,” Michael said.

      “Oh, by the way, I sent a new patient your way,” I said. My hands began sweating as soon as I thought about Hope again. “She’s late twenties, first pregnancy and diabetic. No problems just yet.”

      “And why did you send her my way instead of taking her on yourself?” Michael asked.

      “I have to prioritize,” I lied. “She’s not as high-risk as some of my other patients; figured it would be good to keep my schedule open in case there’s an emergency.”

      Michael cocked his eyebrows at me over his drink. I’d never passed on a patient, no matter how simple the case might be. It was a first for me.

      “Maybe Paris did you some good after all,” he said, taking another drink from his glass. “You’ve seemed different since you’ve gotten back, yet you refuse to tell me what happened.”

      I shrugged. What could I say? I didn’t talk much about what had happened with Hope. Michael was a happily married man with two kids and a dog. He had no idea what it was like being me. He hadn’t been single in years, married his college sweetheart, and the rest was history. Besides, we didn’t really talk about the mushy, sappy stuff, and I wasn’t about to start now.

      No, what had happened with Hope in Paris was our little secret. It felt too special to share. Even if she had written about it.

      All that time, I hadn’t even thought about the article she wrote about our trip, but suddenly, while sitting at the bar with Michael, all I wanted to do was get home and read it. I wanted to relive the moments and to see how she felt about it all.

      “Hey, man, it’s getting late,” I said, feigning a yawn. “Think I’m going to head home.”

      “Yeah, the wife is probably waiting up for me,” Michael said with a devious grin.

      “Say hello to Shannon and the kids, will ya?”

      “Of course,” Michael said. “And Shannon keeps asking when you’re coming over for dinner. Since she heard about Whitney, she wants to set you up with one of her friends.”

      I cringed at the thought. Sure, I was lonely at times, but had I been ready for a relationship, I’d have pursued Hope more. Knowing that she was local to me now, well, I was kicking myself a bit for not saying something while in Paris. Now it was too late, and part of me was angry about that. While the other part of me was relieved, because God knows, I’d make a terrible husband and father. Whoever this Jeremy guy was, hopefully he’d be better.

      Michael and I parted ways, and I took an Uber home since I’d been drinking. I was anxious to get back home and do my research, see if I could find the article Hope had written about us. Not sure why it was that important - maybe I was a masochist - but I had to know if I wasn’t the only one kicking myself for not pursuing things further.

      Part of me was curious to find hints. Was she carrying my baby? And if so, what was I going to do about it?
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      How did I find myself sitting outside a Hollywood cafe on a Saturday instead of savoring some downtime at home? Don’t ask me. The place was filled to the brim with tourists, folks who come to Hollywood thinking it’s all glitz and glam, when in reality, it’s a shithole and one of those places I’d prefer never to visit again.

      But there I was, wasting some precious free time in the ninth circle of hell. I told myself I had to be crazy, especially considering the reason for my visit to that particular restaurant, but all of that got pushed aside when I saw his face.

      You see, after meeting with Michael, I went home and read the article from Hope. I knew her last name now and reading it - reading about how I changed her for the better - made me realize it wasn’t just me who had feelings for her. Pretty deep feelings too, from what I gathered from her article.

      Not just that, but reading about our adventures together, the fun we had, it all brought back so many memories. I wanted her in ways I couldn’t even comprehend. I wanted her in my life. Yes, it was early, but if she was indeed pregnant with my child, I’d stand up and do what needed to be done.

      Including hunting down her supposed boyfriend Jeremy, because apparently, I had questions. Or maybe because I was losing my mind over a girl.

      I found Hope’s Facebook pretty easily. I scrolled through her Facebook out of curiosity, and that’s when I came across an old photo of her with a guy at the beach. It simply said, “Jeremy and me.”

      The guy was pretty average in every way. Brown hair, brown eyes, a fairly normal face. She was smiling in the photo - clearly happy to be at the beach with her boyfriend - while he looked annoyed. I knew it was just one photograph, one little slice of their life. He might not be annoyed, it might be just the timing of the photo. But it still didn’t sit right with me. How could anyone stand next to Hope and not look deliriously happy to be in her presence?

      The guy seemed like a total douche. I had to find out for myself.

      Which was how I ended up in a shitty restaurant on Hollywood Blvd. Because when I clicked on Jeremy’s profile, it listed it as his place of employment. He was a waiter I shouldn’t judge his career choices, but I had to wonder how he could support a child on a waiter’s salary and whether the guy had any other plans for his life.

      Jeremy wasn’t my waiter, because of course that would have been too easy. I just ordered something to drink, and then paid for it, leaving the table and my drink behind. I saw Jeremy heading toward the back of the restaurant, so I hurried and followed him, stopping him before he got to the door.

      “Excuse me?” I said.

      “The bathrooms are for customers only,” he said, his voice sound dull and bored. “But they’re on the right side of the bar. Just get a key from the bartender if you’re a customer.”

      “I’m not looking for the bathroom,” I said. “I was-- well, I was hoping I could ask you a couple questions?”

      Jeremy looked at me with a deadpan stare. “Ask me some questions? Are you some kind of reporter or something?”

      “No, why would I--”

      “Because if so, you need to talk to my agent,” he said. His eyes lit up a bit. He looked me up and down, studying my attire. He seemed impressed. “Then again, you look like you’re from an established outlet, so I’ll make an exception.”

      “Why would I want to interview you?” I asked, feeling a little dumbfounded.

      “I don’t know, you’re the one who said you wanted to ask me some questions,” he said. “I assumed it had to do with my role in Space Monsters of Zen 2.”

      “Space Monsters of Zen 2? You mean to tell me there was a first one?”

      “No, that’s the planet’s name - Zen 2. You know what, never mind. If you’re not a reporter, I ain’t got time for this.”

      “I am a reporter,” I lied. I felt ashamed for doing it, and I really hadn’t had a chance to think this through - what did I expect to get out of Jeremy? I wasn’t sure, but I felt like I needed to know something. I needed answers.

      “Alright then,” Jeremy said, looking at the clock. “If you want to chat, I get off in half an hour. Meet me at the bar?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      What the hell was I doing? I had no clue. It felt a little stalkerish, and I considered skipping out of the restaurant entirely. Just leaving without asking him anything. Then I remembered why I was there. Hope was pregnant, and even if she wanted to deny it, the timing meant it could be my baby. I didn’t want to ruin her happy little life, but I had to know what was going on. I had to know if what she’d told me was true.

      I sat down at the bar, and a guy named Barry served me a drink while I waited. It was watered down and overpriced, but there was no way I wanted to leave without some answers.

      Half an hour later, on the dot, Jeremy came over to me at the bar and sat down. When Barry asked him if he’d wanted to order a drink, Jeremy responded, “Nah man, your drinks are garbage and overpriced.”

      Well, at least we agree on something, I thought.

      Barry continued. “You need to order something in order to sit here, man. Those are the rules.”

      Jeremy sighed and pulled out some dollar bills. He counted a few out, then said, “Dude, I can’t. Just let me have a break this one time? I need my tips for gas.”

      “I got it,” I said, slipping a five-dollar bill over to Barry. “Get him a soft drink of his choice.”

      “Thanks, man,” Jeremy said, running a hand through his scruffy brown hair. I had to admit, there was a certain surfer boy charm to him that I hadn’t noticed before. I guess I could see why Hope liked him. Maybe. “What’s your name again?”

      “Uh, Colin,” I said. “You can call me Colin.”

      Crap. I shouldn’t have used my real name. Just in case it got back to Hope. Too late now, I thought.

      “Alright, Colin. So, what did you want to know about the movie?”

      “Well, to be honest, I wanted to know more about the man behind the character of-- umm, what’s your character’s name again?”

      “Cyborg Number Four,” he said with a huge grin. “I know it doesn’t sound like much, but most of the characters don’t have names. Only the main guys.”

      “Okay, so, umm, tell me a little about yourself, Jeremy?” I asked.

      “Shouldn’t you be writing this down?” he asked.

      I didn’t have anything to write it down, so I pulled out my phone and hit record instead. “I prefer recording interviews, so I can go back and listen to your exact words, make sure I get it right.”

      “Got it. That works for me,” he said. “So, what do you want to know?”

      “Well, let’s start with the basics, are you married? Have any kids? What is your life like outside of the movies?”

      Jeremy looked disappointed, and said, “Aren’t we talking about the movie?”

      “We’ll get to that, I promise,” I said. “I just like to know who I’m talking to,”

      “Alright, to be fair, my life is pretty boring. Besides this movie, I work here. That’s about it.”

      “No wife? No girlfriend? Nothing?”

      “Nope. Well, I mean, I’m sorta seeing this girl I met here last week, but we’re not serious.”

      “Oh yeah?” my ears perked up. “Would you be okay with me sharing that?”

      “Sure, why not? Her name is Carmen and she’s an up-and-coming actress too, I’m sure she’d love the free press.”

      Carmen. Not Hope. No mention of Hope at all, and he isn’t afraid of me writing about Carmen, meaning she’s not a secret. My palms grew sweaty, and the realization hit me like a ton of bricks.

      Hope had lied to me.

      She and Jeremy were not together again. That wasn’t his baby. They weren’t a big, happy family.

      Clenching the glass in my hand, I totally forgot where I was at or what I was doing. Rage filled me both inside and out. She’d lied to me. She was there, in my office, pregnant with my child and she’d lied to me.

      I heard the sound of glass shattering before I felt the pain or saw the blood. I’d squeezed the glass to hard, breaking it in my fist. To be fair, it was a rather cheap glass, one that wouldn’t take much to break, but I’d done it with my bare hands.

      Jeremy just looked at me slack-jawed. Barry joined him.

      “Hey, man, you’re going to have to pay for that,” Barry said.

      “No problem,” I muttered. My hand was a bloody mess, however. “Can you hand me some paper towels first?”

      “Sure,” Barry said, handing me the entire roll.

      I rolled some off, wrapping my hand before reaching for my wallet with my non-injured hand. Jeremy just stared at me, not saying a word until I paid for the cheap ass glass. Barry got to work cleaning it up.

      “So, what else did you want to know?” Jeremy asked. “I’d love to tell you how I got the part, about how I know the guy who wrote the script and--”

      “I’m sorry, I think I need to get this taken care of before I bleed to death,” I said, holding up my hand. The paper towels were soaked through. I wouldn’t bleed to death, but I wanted to get out of there. Now that I had my answer, I saw no reason to stay put and listen to more about his ridiculous movie.

      “Oh, okay,” Jeremy said. “So, umm, will you be in touch or should I, like, call you?”

      “I’ll call you,” I said, standing up from the bar and hurrying out. I didn’t even get the kid’s number, not that it mattered. I had no real intention of following up with him. I felt bad for getting his hopes up, but that wasn’t something I could fix now.

      I had my answers. Now I needed to determine what I was going to do about it.
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      “You saw Dr. Pierce first, right?” Dr. Luna asked after our exam. “I’m curious why you didn’t continue seeing him. I’ve never heard someone having a complaint.”

      Dr. Luna was a younger woman doctor, new to the field. Some might say she was a risky bet, but after visiting a number of specialists, none had really clicked with me. Dr. Luna was soft spoken, sympathetic and seemed like someone I could trust. This was only our first visit together, but so far, I was impressed. I’d felt confident that I’d found my doctor, at last.

      “To be honest? I just prefer a female doctor when it comes to things like this,” I said. That wasn’t entirely true, but it was an easier explanation that the real one.

      “I understand,” she said, offering a friendly smile. “And so far, you seem to be having a problem-free pregnancy, but it should be noted that if problems develop, I might need to refer you to Dr. Pierce in the future.”

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we get there,” I said.

      “Yes, we will,” she said. “Hopefully things continue going well, and we'll be delivering a healthy, happy baby.

      Even though a couple weeks had passed, it was still hard for me to believe that I was pregnant. It was even harder for me to believe that I’d run into Colin again. That seemed too weird to be true, and thus, I tried not to think about it too much. I had lied to him out of sheer panic at seeing him and there was no way I could take it back now. I’d just have to deal with my poor decision-making skills.

      As soon as I thought that, however, guilt washed over me. I loved the child inside of me already. It was so hard to explain, and while my life might turn into a huge mess, I was attached to my baby and very much looking forward to being his or her mother.

      “When do you think we can find out the sex?” I asked.

      “Usually around eighteen weeks,” she said. “”

      “I’d love that,” I said. Without realizing it, I was rubbing my belly. It had already started growing, faster than I’d anticipated. I had a little baby bump, and depending on what I wore, people instantly knew I was pregnant. So many strangers offered up congratulations everywhere I went. It was odd. Nice, but strange.

      “Well then, if you don’t have any more questions for me, we can get you to the next room for your ultrasound. After that, I’d like to see you at least every other week. At least until we can tell that the baby is growing like normal and that you’re keeping your blood sugar under control.”

      “Yes, that works for me. Anything I need to do,” I said. “I’ll do it.”

      “Good. Congrats mama, you’re going to do just fine,” Dr. Luna said, offering me a friendly smile that warmed me to my core.

      She walked me into the ultrasound room, and I met with the tech who was setting up the monitor. I laid on the table and the woman squirted warm gel on my belly before placing a wand she called a transducer over my belly and moving it around. After just a few seconds I heard a rhythmic thumping noise come loudly from the speakers attached to the monitor.

      A lump formed in my throat. “Is that—” I couldn’t finish the sentence.

      The technician smiled at me. “Yep. That’s baby’s heartbeat.”

      The tears were immediate as she turned the monitor and showed me the profile of a little lima bean.

      “And there’s baby,” she said, then a look crossed her face and I felt a brief moment of panic.

      “What is it?” I asked. “Is something wrong?”

      She moved the wand around a few more times and smiled, nodding toward the screen. “Nope, they’re both just fine.”

      I looked at the screen and nearly passed out. Not one, but two little lima beans appeared on the screen before me and after a few seconds, another heartbeat filled the room. I was having twins.

      After assuring me that everything looked good, she cleaned off the gel and left the room so I could get dressed.

      I was both excited and petrified as I went up to the front desk to schedule my next appointment. The woman at the front smiled brightly as I stepped up to the counter. She was wearing scrubs with adorable cats all over it. Everything about the place felt so cheery, and I loved it. I was feeling better about things simply by being there.

      “We try to keep an open schedule for ultrasounds. We know it can sometimes be hard to get off work, so we are fairly flexible and offer lunchtime and evening appointments,” she said. “Will your husband be joining you?”

      Her words were like a gut punch. “I’m not married,” I said.

      The other receptionist shot the girl helping me a look as if to say, “You screwed up.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” the girl said, blushing. “I didn’t mean to imply-- I’m new here. We just like to know if someone will be joining you, we have some rooms that are larger than others and give priority to the larger rooms when other family is joining you.”

      I thought about asking Anna to join me, but I didn’t want to bother her too much. Her job was stressful, and she couldn’t take time off work to come to every doctor’s appointment with me.

      “No, it’s just me. I’ll be coming alone,” I said.

      I tried not to sound as sad as I felt. I didn’t want the poor girl to feel bad for her misstep. It had hurt to be reminded that I was going through this alone, but it wasn’t her fault. Many people assumed that there was a father in the picture. She wasn’t the first to jump to conclusions, and she wouldn’t be the last. I knew I had to get used to it, as things would only get harder the closer we got to the birth.

      With my appointment and my ultrasound scheduled, I felt relieved to have one more thing done. I had a doctor, one I liked, and it wasn’t Colin. Yes, he had suggested another doctor in his office, but there was no way I wanted to risk running into him again. The feelings I had for him were still so raw. I hated that I’d lied to him, but I was put on the spot at the time. There’s no easy way to tell your ex-fling, a man you never thought you’d see again, that you’re pregnant with his child and intend to keep it no matter what. I hadn’t been ready for that talk, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever be ready. Especially now that I’d lied, it made it even harder to admit the truth. I didn’t want him to hate me, but I also had to protect myself and my baby.

      I left the doctor’s office and checked my phone. There was a missed call from an unknown number, along with a voice message. As I waited for my Uber, I listened to the message.

      My heart stopped when I heard his voice.

      “Hope, it’s me. Colin. Listen, we need to talk,” he said. “Please call me back as soon as possible.”

      How did he get my number? Then I remembered he had my file.

      I was too scared to find out what he wanted to talk about. I deleted the message - and his number - before I could really think it through.
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      “Hmm, here’s an idea, maybe you tell him the truth, and admit you freaked out when you saw him, but that yes, he’s the father?” Anna said.

      She handed me a glass of juice in a wine glass. Her glass, however, had the real thing. It had been a tradition for us to get together once a month to drink wine and talk about our lives. Some things had to change - like the contents of my glass - but we were still chatting and having a good time, so that’s all that mattered to me.

      “I don’t know,” I said, throwing my head back against the couch. I felt like screaming but managed to keep it under control. “I just don’t know.”

      “What don’t you know?” Anna asked.

      “What if he wants me to abort the babies?” I asked, looking over at her.

      “So? It’s your choice in the end. He might want you to do it, but you don’t have to go through with it.”

      “Yeah, but even the idea of him suggesting it would kill me, you know?”

      Anna reached over and rubbed my arm. “Honey, I know it’s hard, and your emotions are probably all over the place, but I still don’t think that’s a good enough reason to not tell him the truth.”

      She was right. I knew she was right. I was afraid and letting those fears prevent me from doing the right thing. Even if Colin and I wouldn’t be together, he deserved to know that I was having his children. If he wanted to be involved or not, that was up to him. I wouldn’t force it if he didn’t want the children, but I wouldn’t have an abortion or put the babies up for adoption either. I’d already decided that I was going to keep my babies. I wasn’t sure how it would work out, but I’d make it work.

      “You know I’m right, don’t you?” she said.

      “I do,” I said, sighing deeply. “But now I don’t know how to get back in touch with him. I deleted his number.”

      “You know where he works,” she said. “You can always visit him in person.”

      “Doesn’t that seem weird, though?”

      “Considering that’s all you know about him, not really,” she said, shrugging. “Or you could let me try to dig up his phone number, but that might take a few days.”

      I knew Anna had the ability to get the information. Maybe it would be better to call him on his personal number?

      “Or maybe he’ll call me back,” I said. “He has my number. I’ll let him call me back.”

      “Hope, you’re stalling,” she said.

      I groaned, setting my juice down. My stomach was uneasy, and I was afraid adding some sugary beverage to it might make me throw up. The morning sickness had finally set in, my first symptom, and it went beyond just the morning. I’d been sick nonstop, throwing up almost everything I ate the last few days. That would be an annoyance for most women, but for me, it could be a serious issue. If I didn’t start keeping food down, I’d have to go back into the doctor and figure something out. My blood sugar was all over the place when I couldn’t keep food down, and that wasn’t good for the twins.

      “I’m sure I can find his phone number if I Google his name,” I said at last. “It should be pretty easy. You don’t have to get involved, Anna. I don’t want you to risk your job for me.”

      “Are you sure?”  she asked, raising her eyebrows at me. “Because I can.”

      “I’m sure. It’s not like I have to dig up his criminal record or anything,” I said. “His phone number should be easy to find.”

      “Okay, then let’s do it now,” Anna said.

      “Now? Seriously?” I said.

      “Yes, pull out your phone and do a search for him. If nothing comes up, I can do a search on our databases at work tomorrow.”

      “Fine,” I muttered. I pulled out my phone and did as she asked. I typed in his name and Los Angeles and the first thing that came up was his doctor’s office.

      I scrolled further down, discovered a few other men named Colin Pierce, but they weren’t him. And then something else caught my eye.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      Anna leaned closer and read the post with me. It was a public Facebook post shared by Whitney Gilmore. Whitney, as in his ex Whitney? It seemed to make sense.

      “She’s pregnant with his child,” I said, my heart skipping a beat. “And he’s refusing responsibility.”

      “What a jerk,” Anna said. “You sure that’s the same Colin?”

      “Positive,” I said. My throat almost closed up on me as I read the entire post, all the way through. Others had spoken up on the post, calling Colin out for his selfish behavior. None of it sounded anything like him, however, but then again - how much did I really know about Colin?

      “Wow, sweetie,” Anna said, taking the phone from my hand to read the entire thing. “I’m sorry. This guy sounds like a douche.”

      “What should I do, Anna?” I asked.

      “It’s up to you, but I think you should still tell him.”

      “Even if this is how he reacts?” I asked.

      Anna seemed to ponder the question a moment longer, then she shrugged. “Honestly? I don’t know. Maybe there’s more to the story than what’s written here.”

      I wanted to believe it, I did. Colin seemed like such a doting, caring man. I had a hard time believing that he screamed at a woman carrying his child and kicked her out of the office and refusing to support his baby. That didn’t sound like the man I knew. Not the man who brought me breakfast when I needed to eat or who insisted on paying for everything.

      I closed the window and said, “I think, for now, I’m just going to let it be. I don’t need that kind of drama in my life, not right now. I’m just trying not to freak out that I’m having two kids at the same time.”

      “I understand,” Anna said softly. “I’m sorry Hope.”

      “Yeah, me too,” I said softly. “Me too.”
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      “Hope, we really need to talk. Please call me back,” I said. This was my fourth message to her that week, and still, nothing. She wasn’t calling me back and my calls were going straight to voicemail now. She was intentionally ignoring me.

      Hope wasn’t the only concern I’d had either. Whitney was upping the ante, not letting the rumor die. She was spreading it far and wide, making sure the world heard her made-up version of events. I had originally tried to stay quiet, hoping it would blow over, but the longer I waited to speak out, the guiltier it made me look.

      There was only one thing I could do. I’d set up a time to meet Whitney, in person and in public, to talk things over. I wanted to act like an adult, and hopefully by talking it over, she’d realize how terrible she was being.

      At least I could hope. I’d picked a public park. There were families around, children playing and running around on the playground, and as I sat there and waited for her, I couldn’t help but smile. I loved children, I always had. It wasn’t just my mother’s issues with infertility that motivated me to study this specific branch of medicine - it was my love of children and babies too.

      A little boy with a mop of red hair ran toward me to grab a ball that had fallen at my feet. I picked it up and handed it to him, and he smiled.

      “Thanks, mister,” he said, rushing off to join his friends again.

      His red hair made me think of Hope. Would our child have red hair, like her, or darker hair like me? Probably dark hair, but sometimes genetics could surprise you. Having a little redheaded son or daughter would be cute, I thought. Especially if they had Hope’s eyes and freckles.

      Thinking about my child, I grew more annoyed at Hope for ignoring my calls. It didn’t seem like her at all. First, she lied, then she refused to talk to me? It made me angrier than what I was dealing with in regard to Whitney. Yes, Whitney had the power to damage my reputation and I should care more about it, but the fact that Hope was holding my child hostage, not letting me be part of the child’s life - well, that was infuriating to me.

      “Well hello there, stranger,” a familiar voice piped up beside me.

      I looked up to see Whitney standing there, her belly larger and more pronounced than before. She was either pregnant or had some sort of padding on. I wouldn’t put it past her to fake the entire thing. After all, she was already spreading a lot of lies, why not one more?

      She took the seat beside me and leaned in to kiss my cheek as if nothing had happened between us. I backed away and held up a hand to stop her.

      “Let’s cut to the chase, Whitney,” I said. “What can I do to stop these lies?”

      She batted her eyelashes at me, trying to look cute.

      “There’s only one thing I want, Colin, and that’s to be a family. I know you want that too, you’re just resentful over the past.”

      “No, it’s much more than that, Whitney. The child isn’t even mine,” I said. “So why do you insist on telling everyone it is?”

      “Because it is yours Colin. In spirit, at least. You’re the only man I ever really loved, and the only man I ever wanted to have children with,” she said.

      “Have you lost your mind, Whitney?” I asked. “You never talked about having kids with me. You were too busy sleeping around and living the high life. Let’s face it, family life has never suited you, so why do you want all that now?”

      She sighed, and her chest rattled a bit. Oh God, here come the waterworks, I thought to myself. I rolled m eyes and prepared for the onslaught of tears.

      “Listen, I know I fucked up, big time,” she said. “But we both know we’re meant to be together. I’m meant to be a doctor, a wife, a mother, and you’re meant to be a father and husband.”

      It hit me, right then and there. I understood exactly what was happening now. “This is about your parents, isn’t it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You told them you were pregnant, and they wanted to know who the father was, and you couldn’t tell them it was some drug addict you met at a club. You told them it was me,” I said. “Because you always had to do exactly what your parents wanted of you, even if it drove you to drinking and drugs.”

      “Colin, it’s not just my parents that want these things for me. I want them too,” she said.

      “Bullshit,” I said. “If you wanted that life so badly, why did you lose your medical license? Why would you risk something like that, after working so hard to obtain it? And why would you cheat on me, if you wanted to be with me?”

      “I told you, I fucked up,” she said, her voice rising louder than it should.

      Nearby, parents stared at us. Many of them scowling. I couldn’t blame them, she was shouting curse words at a playground. I should have known it was a bad idea to meet somewhere with children present. Whitney never could keep herself under control when criticized or questioned.

      “Alright, I get it. Your parents will cut you off financially if they find out the truth,” I said, taking a deep breath and steadying myself. “How much do you need to stop these lies now?”

      “Colin, I--”

      “Just give me an amount. I’ll gladly pay you off to stop talking about me,” I said. “And to make sure your child at least has a roof over its head.”

      The kid may not be mine, but the idea of her child suffering - of any child suffering - killed me. In a perfect world, Whitney would consider putting the child up for adoption. It was clear that not much had changed for her. She was still a selfish, inconsiderate bitch.

      Whitney’s tears stopped falling. She stared at me for a long time before answering my question.

      “I’d like $5000 a month,” she said. “For the next eighteen years. Raising a child isn’t cheap, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know. Maybe you should have thought about that before getting knocked up by a stranger,” I said. I countered. “$2000 a month for the first year of the child’s life. After that, I expect you to have figured something out.”

      “Colin, $2000 isn’t anything here in Los Angeles, and you know it.”

      “Well, maybe you should consider moving somewhere cheaper. I hear Nevada is reasonable.”

      “I can’t do that,” she said.

      “Why is any of this my problem, Whitney?” I said. “It’s not. I didn’t get you pregnant. Take my offer or leave it, I don’t care. As soon as the baby is born, I’m going to get a court-ordered DNA test to prove the child isn’t mine, and then what will your parents say?”

      Her jaw dropped. She stared at me with a look of absolute betrayal. The bitch had the nerve to feel betrayed after everything I’d done for her, after she’d lied and cheated on me for years. If I ever had any doubt that Whitney was a monster, there was my answer.

      “Could you at least cover my rent for a two-bedroom apartment?” she asked.

      “How much is that?”

      “2600 a month,” she said.

      It pained me to agree to anything, but again, it wasn’t about her. It was about the child. Had she been a better person, she might have put the kid up for adoption. The child deserved better than her as a mother.

      “Fine,” I said. “But only for the first year. Nothing more.”

      “Colin, please.”

      “No, Whitney. That’s final. Take it or leave it.”

      She looked defeated, but finally nodded. “I’ll take it.”

      “Good,” I said, standing up from the bench. “But I refuse to pay a dime until you take back everything you’ve said about me, and fast.”

      “That might take a while. I’ve told a lot of people,” she said.

      “Well, you better get to working then,” I said. “Not like you have much else to do, am I right?”

      I started to walk away, but something compelled me to stop. I turned and looked at the woman I used to think was my everything. She stared back at me with a newfound hope in her eyes, as if maybe I changed my mind and would give her everything she wanted.

      “Please tell me you’re clean. No more drugs or alcohol while you’re pregnant?” I asked.

      “I’m clean,” she said.

      I didn’t believe her.

      “New condition, mandatory drug tests or else I won’t pay a dime,” I said. “And that goes for after the baby is born too.”

      I didn’t give her a chance to respond. Those were my terms, and if she didn’t like them, tough. Sure, she could have ruined my name for a few more months, but eventually the truth would come out, and she’d be in even worse shape. Her parents would disown her, she’d get no money from them, and people would realize what a monster she was. Sure, it would cost me, but it was worth it in the end.

      I could sleep at night knowing that I helped her child. This had very little to do with Whitney, after all, but the poor, helpless child she was bringing into the world.
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      I was beginning to run out of options. Hope wasn’t answering my calls, and I needed to speak with her. I had found her phone number during a simple Google search, but her address was private. I had access to her file, however, and could look it up, but that felt wrong to me.

      Still, weeks had gone by and I’d heard nothing. She was carrying my child, I was pretty positive of that, and not returning my calls. I needed to get to the bottom of things, so I did something I never thought I’d do; I used a patient’s file to track them down. For personal reasons. It went against everything I stood for, but she’d given me no choice.

      I was worried about her, and I was worried about my baby.

      After work, I waited outside her apartment complex. At least it was in a fairly decent neighborhood. Nothing too fancy, but it wasn’t run-down. I was relieved to see she was doing okay, at least. I gripped the steering wheel, unsure if I was doing the right thing or not. It felt like stalking to me, and it was wrong. Or was it? Did it matter that my motives were at least good ones? I wasn’t sure, but my desire for the truth motivated me to get out of my car and walk up to the door of her complex. Of course it required a code to enter.

      I knew her apartment number, so I did the only thing I could think of at the time. I rang the buzzer. I took a deep breath and waited for her to get on the intercom, to ask who was down there and then ignore me. I mean, that’s what I’d expect after weeks of her ignoring my calls, but something else happened instead.

      Instead of anyone speaking to me, the doors opened automatically. Someone upstairs had unlocked them for me. Had Hope seen me out here and agreed to let me up to her place? It would seem so.

      I took the steps to the second floor, I had no patience to wait for the elevator. I took them two at a time until I reached her floor. I walked down the hallway until I came to her apartment.

      There was music playing inside. And laughter. Laughter? Yes, a lot of laughter. I was confused for a moment, but then the door swung open and a petite brunette with a pixie-cut stared back at me, startled.

      “Uh, hello?” she said. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for Hope,” I said. “Is she here?”

      “Not yet,” the woman said, giving me a once over. “And who are you?”

      “Colin,” I said.

      The woman’s eyes went wide, and her smile vanished. She looked behind her, and for a moment, I thought she might slam the door in my face. But she didn’t, and for that I was thankful.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked. She stepped out into the hallway, shutting the door behind her. The laughter from inside continued.

      “I’ve been trying to reach her for some time, and she’s not taking my calls.”

      The woman crossed her arms in front of her chest and pursed her lips. “Well, can you blame her?”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      She unclasped her hands from in front of her and stuck a finger into my chest. “We know all about you, Colin Pierce, and I will not have you ruining my best friend’s surprise baby shower with your presence.”

      A small voice piped up from down the hall. “Surprise baby shower?”

      We both turned and found Hope standing there. Her sundress hugged her belly, showing off a rather large bump. She looked tired, but absolutely beautiful, even more so with the baby bump.

      “Hope! You’re early,” the woman said. She snapped at me. “Thanks a lot for ruining the surprise.”

      “I didn’t-- I mean,” I said.

      “Anna, it’s alright,” Hope said softly. She refused to look at me, instead speaking to Anna like I wasn’t even there in the hallway. “You know you’re not very good at planning surprises, right? The Facebook invite was public, I saw and just didn’t want to say anything.”

      Anna stared at Hope, shock on her face. Then the two women burst into a giggling fit. All while I was standing there, unsure of what to do or say, and staring at the woman carrying my child. After the two of them stopped laughing, Anna shot me another hateful look.

      “Want me to call security?” she asked Hope.

      “No, it’s fine,” Hope said, finally turning her aqua eyes toward me. “Just give us a second, alright?”

      “Sure thing,” Anna said. When she walked past me, she scowled at me, as if giving me a warning. She went inside and shut the door behind her, leaving Hope and me alone in the hallway.

      “Sorry about her,” Hope said, looking away again. She stared at her hands which were resting on her belly.

      “She’s fierce,” I said. “Remind me never to piss her off.”

      “Yeah, she’s very protective of me,” Hope said, again speaker softer than usual.

      “Good. I’m glad someone is,” I said.

      That caused her to look up at me, her eyes sparkling like they had in Paris. My knees felt weak, and it was hard not to close the distance and kiss her the way I’d dreamt of for so long now.

      “What are you doing here, Colin?” she asked.

      “I’ve tried calling, you won’t answer me,” I said, throwing my hands in the air. “What else could I do?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I know that the baby is mine, Hope,” I said.

      The look on her face was answer enough for me. She started to open her mouth, but nothing came out. Instead, tears welled up in her eyes and fell down her cheeks.

      “I’m sorry, Colin. I freaked out when I saw you at the clinic, I never expected to see you again. I got scared, and I lied, and it was wrong.”

      I moved toward her, and every ounce of anger I’d had toward her was gone. Just like that. I saw the pain in her eyes, saw that she hadn’t meant to deceive me. She was scared and alone, and she had no idea she’d ever see me again.

      “I forgive you,” I said as I wrapped my arms around her.

      “You do? That easily?” she said, pulling back just enough to look me in the eye. “And you’re okay with the fact I’m having your baby?”

      “Initially, it scared me a little too,” I admitted. “But I’ve had a few weeks to get used to the idea.”

      She cleared her throat. “Well good, because I’m actually having twins.”

      She smiled up at me, and I couldn’t help it. I kissed her sweet lips for the first time since we’d split in Paris, and it was everything I remembered it to be. She kissed me back, her mouth opening to me, welcoming me inside.

      But then, as fast as it all happened, it stopped.

      She pulled away, stepping back from me.

      “I know about Whitney,” she said. “I know you don’t want to be a father, and I’m okay with that.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “I read Whitney’s post, about how you treated her,” she said, biting her lip. “I don’t need drama in my life, and yes, I plan on keeping the baby so don’t even think to suggest otherwise.”

      “Hope, please, I can explain what happened with Whitney, this is very, very different,” I said.

      “How so?” she asked. “We’re both pregnant with your children, and with her, you had a relationship that spanned years. I’m just-- well, I was just a fling.”

      “You’re more than just a fling to me, Hope,” I said, hoping she could see the sincerity in my eyes. “And Whitney is lying. The child isn’t mine. It can’t possibly be mine, and she knows it.”

      “Why would she do that?” Hope asked.

      “Because she’s trying to manipulate me into getting back together with her, but I don’t want that. I want you.”

      “You want-- wait, you know what you’re saying, right? We hardly know each other.” she said.

      “Yeah? So? We have time to get to know each other now, and even if it doesn’t work out, I want you to know that I will always be there for my children. I will take care of both of you, Hope.”

      I was afraid. It was scary discovering you’re about to be a father when you weren’t even sure you were ready for commitment. Could I be the man Hope - and our children - needed me to be? Only time would tell, but I was determined to be the best father I could be.

      Nothing would get in the way of that.

      “Wow, I don’t even know what to say,” Hope said. ‘There’s just so many emotions right now, but I think I’d like you being there for our babies, Colin. I’d like that a lot.”

      “Good,” I said, staring deep into her eyes. “You don’t have to do this alone, I promise.”

      We kissed one more time, and I told her to enjoy her baby shower. She’d invited me in, but I didn’t want to intrude on her girl time. I left with a promise of seeing her again soon, and she swore to me she’d not avoid my calls.

      Already, things were looking up.
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      “I’m so happy for you, Hope,” Anna said, hugging me for the umpteenth time since Colin had left. The baby shower had been a blast, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Colin and what our future might look like.

      While our friends played games, I saw there, in a daze. I was smiling like an idiot, I knew that much, because I was truly happy. For the first time since finding about the pregnancy, I was relaxed. Things would work out, it would be okay.

      “Tell him I’m sorry for how I acted,” she said, cringing. “I didn’t know he was coming here to clear the air and all that.”

      “He understands,” I said, patting her on the back as I led her out the door. “He was grateful I had someone taking care of me.”

      “Oh my God, he’s just too perfect. And hot too,” Anna said, winking. “You found yourself a good baby daddy.”

      “Oh hush,” I said, nudging her even further out the door. “If you don’t leave, I won’t get to call him tonight and--”

      “I’m going, I’m going,” Anna said. “Please, call him and get his ass over here asap. You need some loving.”

      “Anna-- you’re awful,” I said, chuckling. “Now go.”

      Anna hurried out the door, and I looked around at my living room which was filled with all kinds of baby things now. Without knowing the sex of the babies, everyone stuck to the basics. Two car seats from my aunt, two bassinets from a couple girls I went to college with, and more diapers that I ever thought I’d need, but apparently, according to everyone I talked to, it might last me a week or so, at most.

      I plopped down on my couch, a feeling of relief washing over me. I still had no idea how I’d maintain my job, but at least I wasn’t doing it alone anymore. Colin would be there to help support the baby. Anna would be there. The rest would work itself out.

      Thinking of Colin, I decided to give him a call. Everything on me ached and I was exhausted, but I also couldn’t wait to talk to him more. I wasn’t sure where we were headed, but I trusted that he’d be there for his child at least. That was more than I could have ever hoped for.

      I dialed his number, and he picked up right away.

      “Oh good,” he teased. “I thought maybe you’d continue playing hard to get.”

      I chuckled. “No more hard to get. I don’t think I’m up for the chase anymore. My feet are too swollen.”

      “Yeah, are you feeling ok? Monitoring everything like you should be? How's work going?”

      I cringed. “Yes Colin, I’m doing everything I’m supposed to be doing. I don’t know what I’m going to do about work though. I can’t travel to many of the popular summer destinations because of Zika, and well, to be honest, the idea of walking around anywhere hurts my back just thinking about it. So for now, I’m taking it easy and hoping to find something else.”

      “Let me know if you need any help, Hope. I mean it. I want to support you and our child,” he said.

      “Thank you, Colin. You have no idea how much of a relief it is to not be doing this alone anymore. I mean, I had Anna, but--”

      “I get it,” he said. “It’s not the same.”

      “Not at all,” I said, biting my lip.

      I remembered the kiss in the hallway, the way he touched me, it was so nice. I wanted more of that. Maybe I was being naive, but I thought maybe this was it - maybe it was a sign that he was the one for me. I never put much faith in things like that before, but I figured it couldn’t hurt to at least see where things went.

      Baby steps, pun intended, of course. At least until we decided what we both want.

      “Would you like to come over?” I asked. “I was thinking of putting in a movie and relaxing, I’d love some company.”

      “I’d love to,” he said. “Want me to pick up something for dinner?”

      I thought about all the food I’d tried to eat at my baby shower. Most of it came right back up. Still, I needed to try and keep something down.

      “Sure,” I said. “Though I can’t promise I’ll be able to keep it down.”

      “Ah, yes, poor thing. I’ll try to pick up something gentle on the tummy,” he said. “I’ll be right over.”

      He hung up, and I was giddy like a schoolgirl being asked to the dance by her crush. I felt so silly. Never before had anyone made me feel the way he did, and yet, there I was, feeling like I was in heaven. I just prayed that feeling would last.
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      “I come bearing food and other goodies,” Colin said, stepping into my apartment with bags of groceries. I couldn’t believe how much stuff he’d brought over. There was more than one night’s worth of food.

      “What on earth? Did you buy out the entire grocery store?” I asked with a laugh.

      “Nah, not even close,” he said. “I just wanted to make sure you were stocked up on everything you’d need to combat the sickness and other symptoms of pregnancy.”

      “Wow, so there are some benefits to having an obstetrician as the father of your children,” I said, laughing as I helped him unload the bags.

      “I might know a thing or two about these things, yes,” he said with a wink. “For instance, you want to stick to somewhat bland foods. I picked up some crackers for you to stash beside your bed. It’s important to get something on your tummy first thing, but then get out of bed slowly, so give yourself plenty of time.”

      “Oh, trust me, without any work, I have all the time in the world,” I muttered.

      He continued listing things off. I learned to eat plenty of small meals instead of a couple big ones. It was easier to digest and less likely to cause problems. He’d picked up some Pedialyte and other beverages, said I needed to make sure I was hydrated. And with the vomiting I was doing, I needed to be careful about restoring my electrolytes.

      “So I picked up some bland foods - potatoes for baked potatoes, some chicken soup. Stuff for sandwiches that will make it easy to eat when you’re not feeling well. In addition, here is some ginger that will go a long way in relieving the nausea.”

      I stood there, listening to every word he said, with my mouth open. I couldn’t get a word in as he went through everything he’d bought for me.

      When he finished, I was still gaping at him like a fool.

      “Colin, I-- wow, thank you. I really didn’t expect all this.”

      “I know you didn’t,” he said. “But I promised to take care of you, and that’s what I’m going to do.”

      I almost wanted to cry. Somehow, I managed to hold back the tears, but it was hard. No one had ever gone out of the way to take care of me before. It was all new to me.

      I rushed over to Colin and wrapped my arms around his neck, standing on my tip-toes to kiss him. Our lips met, and instantly, there was a spark between us. His lips were warm and soft, and it was clear he’d wanted to kiss me too. His hands were tangled in my hair as we made out like a couple of teenagers in my kitchen.

      Colin moved me backward, until my ass hit the countertop. He grabbed ahold of me and lifted me up easily until I was sitting on the counter. I let out a small squeal of surprise, then started giggling.

      Colin continued kissing me, his hands moving over my body. He gently cupped my breasts, then moved lower, stroking my growing belly. He stopped kissing and looked down at my tummy, and for a second, I felt self-conscious.

      “God, it’s so beautiful,” he said. “I’ve always dreamt of the day a woman would be pregnant with my child, and I never expected it to actually happen.”

      “You mean you’ve always wanted kids?” I asked him.

      He nodded, “Always. For as long as I can remember, I knew I was meant to be a father. My career, however, has always made it hard.”

      A serious expression crossed over his face, then he looked up at me.

      “Hope, I just want you to know that being with someone like me isn’t always easy. I’m married to my work, often working long hours and on-call 24/7. I don’t want you to think that I’ll always be the guy I was in Paris. I’m a lot different back home.”

      “Well, I very much look forward to getting to know the real, Colin, then,” I said, kissing him again. “And we’ll figure the rest out. Just give it time.”

      Colin nodded, resting his forehead against mine. His grey eyes were a storm of emotion.

      “Your doctor hasn’t said anything about sexual activity being off-limits, have they?” Colin asked.

      “No, not at all. So far, everything is going well,” I said.

      Colin pushed back the hair from my face and lifted me back into his arms. He kissed me, and whispered, “Good”, against my lips as he carried me down the hall to the bedroom. He lowered me down onto the bed, slowly stripping off my dress. Then he stopped and stared down at me, naked and swollen with his children. It was hard not to want to cover myself up. I’d never been so big in my entire life, but the way he looked at me, I felt beautiful.

      Truly beautiful.

      I sat up and pulled off his belt. My hands trembled as I removed his clothing. Once he was naked, he fell to the bed, lying beside me. Our hands explored one another’s bodies, as if we couldn’t believe the other person was real. I had a hard time believing that it wasn’t a dream. After weeks and weeks, it felt surreal to finally have Colin back in my bed again.

      “Please,” I begged, pulling on his arm, trying to get him on top of me. “Please, Colin. I’ve wanted this for so long.”

      He didn’t need to tell me, but I could see it in his face; he’d wanted it just as long as I had. He pulled himself on top of me, hovering above me with his ripped body and six pack abs. Sweat dripped down his chest already. The soft, black hair on his chest wet with it, and we’d only just begun.

      Since I was pregnant already, there was no need to wear a condom. He’d be inside me, completely bare, for the first time. When he came, he’d come inside of me - fully.

      Reaching down, I took hold of his cock, positioning it against my opening. Colin gently lowered himself against me, not putting too much weight on my belly. It was clear he wouldn’t be able to lay on top of me fully, so he moved backward on his heels and lifted my pelvis up off the bed. The tip of his cock was resting against my opening, teasing it.

      He slipped inside of me, stretching me open as I cried out. My hands grabbed onto the blankets underneath me tightly as he thrust into me.

      The look on his handsome face was priceless. His eyes were clenched shut, and he just remained inside of me for a few seconds, savoring the feeling of our union. I used my Kegels and gave him a good squeeze, feeling him against the walls of my pussy. His entire body tensed up in that moment.

      “God, Hope. If you keep that up, I won’t last long at all,” he said.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said with a devious grin. I loved when he could continue fucking me for long periods of time. He could often make me come over and over again. But I was pregnant and tired, so even if it was a quickie, I knew I’d be content. After all, it wouldn’t be the last time we had sex. Not if I had anything to say about it.

      I clenched down, harder and harder, milking his cock as he rocked back and forth on his heels. His eyes were filled with fire, and he had a determined look on his face. He was determined not to come quickly, and I was determined to make him come fast - not because I wanted it to be over, but because I wanted to make him feel so amazing, that he lost control.

      “You’re so tight,” he groaned. “I’m going to lose it.”

      “Then do it, baby,” I said. “Come inside me. Don’t hold back anymore.”

      Colin paid no attention to my pleas. Gripping my thighs, he hoisted my ass up off the bed. “You’re going to come first,” he demanded.

      “What if we come together?” I said.

      He buried himself balls deep inside of me, and I cried out. His strokes were even and perfect, hitting all the right spots. I was close, so very close already. Him filling me with his cum would be the icing on the cake, and I needed it.

      I needed him to come with me.

      “I’m going to come, Colin. Come with me, please? Come inside me. I need it,” I begged.

      My back arched up off the bed as the first wave of pleasure hit me. I screamed, gripping the blankets and holding on for dear life as my body thrashed about underneath Colin. He held onto my hips, holding me in place, and buried himself deep inside of me one last time. He groaned loud and deep as he unloaded himself deep within me.

      “Yes, yes,” I cried out. It was everything I’d ever imagined it to me. His warmth filled me up, and I loved every moment of it.

      In that moment, I became his and his alone.

      I was the mother of his child.

      Colin collapsed beside me on the bed, and he pulled me close.

      “Well, that was fast,” he said, almost looking ashamed.

      “Yeah, but it was amazing,” I said. My thighs were still quivering from the aftershocks, and I wasn’t sure I’d be able to walk the next day. “That’s the important thing, right?”

      “Of course,” he said, kissing my forehead. “As long as my girl is happy, I’m happy.”

      “I’m your girl, huh?” I asked. Hearing those words filled me with such warmth.

      “Only if you want to be,” he said, resting his head against mine and staring deep into my eyes.

      “Of course I do,” I said. “I’m already carrying your child, we might as well make it official, huh?”

      “That’s my thought too. Can’t get much more serious than this, can we?”

      I was on cloud nine. I buried my face into his chest, inhaled his musky, masculine scent, and honestly, I wasn’t sure I could be any happier.
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      I was growing larger by the day, and at six months, I was told to stay off my feet. At seven months, well, I was losing my mind. Being diabetic, I ran the risk of premature labor, so anything I could to mitigate those odds, I did it. Still, I wasn’t used to sitting at home all day. Colin had me move into his palace, since it was bigger and so he could keep a closer eye on me, but he worked so damn much. Anna was with me in the evenings that Colin had to be at the hospital, but I had to admit, it got pretty damn lonely at Colin’s place.

      I missed traveling, but there was no way I’d travel in my condition. My editor knew I was taking time off, and it was all good. I could return to writing as soon as the babies were born. I might not write travel articles, but there was bound to be something else I could write about. I’d figure it out, surely.

      But for the time being, I was out of work and confined to my bed most of the day. After running out of shows to watch on Netflix, I’d usually hop online and see what was going on in the world.

      Let’s just say, not a lot happened from day to day. Not enough to keep oneself entertained if you’re used to traveling the world.

      One day, I just had too much energy to continue lying down, and the doctor had said I could move around and get some gentle exercise nothing hardcore. I was, after all, still going strong. No problems yet. I was lucky. So I decided that it was about time to go through some of the boxes stacked in the living room. Most of it was mine from when I moved in, but some were Colin’s from when he bought the place. He’d never had a chance to finish unpacking apparently. I figured I’d do what I could, mostly from sitting in a chair. At least it would keep me busy for a few hours, and I was nesting so it would make me feel better. Besides, we needed to make room for the baby stuff that was coming in day by day, so I was being productive too.

      I hobbled into the living room and plopped down on a chair, opening the box nearest me. I sighed as I realized it was one of Colin’s. All office stuff, of course. It wasn’t a heavy box, so I pulled myself back to standing and carried the box into Colin’s office. I sat it down on his desk, but something caught my eye.

      It was his checkbook.

      Normally, I didn’t care much about his finances, he seemed pretty responsible and handled things well, but the carbon copy of his latest check was written out to none other than Whitney Gilmore for $2600.

      Of course, my curiosity got the best of me, so I picked up the checkbook and flipped through it. Pretty much every check from it was written out to her. For the same amount. And paid to her at the beginning of the month.

      My heart skipped a beat as I thought about why he was writing her checks. There was nothing in the memo line, nothing that would tell me what the money was for. Just one check after another written to his ex.

      His pregnant ex, as I recalled.

      No, don’t be silly, Hope, I told myself. He already told you the baby isn’t his.

      Then why is he writing her checks monthly, for such a large amount? I couldn’t think of any logical reason, and my pregnancy hormones got the best of me.

      Colin was at work, and I knew not to message him unless there was an emergency. Was this an emergency, I wondered? No, crisis maybe, but not an emergency. I didn’t want to bother him at work, so I checked the time. It was approaching five pm. He’d be home soon.

      I planted myself in the living room, with my feet propped up. My insides were twisting and turning, and I couldn’t help but sob my eyes out. It was ridiculous, but I was freaking out. First thing I did was text Anna.

      He’s paying his ex $2600 a month. Why would he be paying her that amount of money monthly?

      Her reply came quickly.

      Calm down, Hope. I’m sure it’s another misunderstanding. You know his ex is crazy and manipulative. Just wait until he gets home and ask him about it.

      She was right, his ex did sound pretty crazy and manipulative, but that was the story he’d told me. What if that wasn’t true at all? No, no, stop it, Hope. You know Colin by now. He’s a good man. He wants to be a father. Why would he abandon one child and insist on raising two others? There were so many questions without answers.

      I did a quick Facebook search and found Whitney’s profile. The same one that she’d posted about him being the father in the beginning. When I clicked on it, I had to scroll really far back, and there was a photo of her with a brand-new baby bed and some other furniture. In the comments, someone asked her where it all came from.

      “Colin bought it for me, of course,” she’d said. “He’s helping to support the baby.”

      My heart sank. Why would he support a child that wasn’t his? And why would he keep it all from me?

      By the time Colin came home, I was a complete mess. I was sobbing my eyes out on the couch, my face buried in a pillow.

      “Hope? What’s wrong?” Colin asked, rushing to my side and dropping to his knees. “Are you okay? Do we need to get you to the hospital?”

      “No,” I cried. “I’m not okay, but I don’t need to get to the hospital.  I need answers, Colin.”

      “Okay,” he said slowly. “What kind of answers?”

      “Tell me the truth, is Whitney having your baby?”

      Colin snorted, almost like he couldn’t contain the laughter, which pissed me off even more. I glared at him. “It’s not funny. I found your checkbook and all the checks you’ve written her the last few months,” I said. “Why else would you continue giving her money if she wasn’t having your baby?”

      “Hope, seriously, it’s not what it looks like,” he said, stroking my face.

      A sharp pain in my abdomen caused me to cry out, and Colin looked at me with concern. Another one hit me, hard, and Colin reached for me.

      I slapped his hand away, not feeling like myself at all. My insides began to scream in pain, and panic set in pretty fast.

      “Colin, something is wrong,” I said.

      “I’m calling an ambulance now,” he said, reaching for his phone.

      I screamed as pain ripped through my body. Nothing had ever hurt as much as that did, and I felt like I was dying.

      “It’s too early,” I cried out. “No, no, no, it’s too early.”

      “It’s okay, we’re going to get you to the hospital, and it’ll be fine, Hope,” Colin said.

      I wanted to believe him that everything would be okay, but as my insides were being ripped apart, it was hard to imagine it.

      A warm, wetness spread underneath me, drenching the couch. At first, I thought I’d peed myself, but Colin said softly, “Your water just broke.”

      “So this is it?” I said. “The babies are coming?”

      “I’m afraid so,” Colin said, stroking my face. “But you’re fine. You’re past the seven-month mark, and you’ve got me here. We can do this. The babies are going to be fine.”

      All this time, I’d been told that having twins while diabetic might bring about premature labor, but I didn’t really expect it.

      “I’m going to call Dr. Luna,” Colin. “I’m going to tell her we’re on the way to the hospital.”

      At that point, I was no longer paying attention to him. All I could focus on was the pain. I wasn’t a religious person, but I found myself praying for my babies. My little girls. Dr. Luna had told me a couple months before that I was twin girls. It hadn’t felt real until that moment, but I found myself praying for my daughters to survive.

      I loved them fiercely and I needed them to be ok.

      Colin pulled off my sweatpants, and I didn’t fight him. They were soaking wet from my water breaking. He stared between my thighs, his face white as a ghost.

      “We don’t have time to get you to the hospital, Hope,” he said.

      “What do you mean?” I cried out.

      “One of the babies is coming now. She’s crowning already,” he said. “Don’t worry, I’ve got this. I’ll deliver them myself.”

      “Oh God, Colin, are they going to be ok?” I wept. “You’re in good hands, Hope. Just trust me,” Colin said.

      In the distance, I heard sirens. Maybe the EMTs would get there in time, but what would they do that Colin couldn’t? Unless they could get me to the hospital before I actually gave birth, but that wasn’t likely.

      I pushed with everything I had in me, unable to fight it even if I’d wanted to. My body was telling me what I had to do, forcing me to do it. My baby girls wanted to make their appearance into the world.

      “You’re doing great,” Colin said.

      His voice was always so calm. He was in the zone, and it was clear he felt confident in what he was doing. Still, there was something behind those eyes - a hint of nervousness, perhaps? Maybe because they were his children and not someone else’s.

      “Just one more push, sweetie, and we’re there. I see our little girl,” he said.

      I didn’t even notice that the EMTs had entered, coming in all on their own. Colin explained, calmly, who he was, and that he had it under control. One of the EMTs, a woman, knelt down beside me and wiped my forehead. Another helped Colin down below.

      One more blood curdling scream, and I felt my body give way. My baby slipped out of me and into the arms of her father. The silence was deafening.

      “Why isn’t she crying?” I called out.

      The EMT beside me looked on, but spoke to me in soft, soothing tone.

      It felt like an eternity had passed, but then I heard it. A muffled whimper than turned into a cry. My baby was crying, that meant she was alive. She was breathing.

      Before I could ask to see her, an intense pressure filled my belly.

      “Colin!” I called loudly.

      He handed the baby to the EMT who cleaned and wrapped her and looked again between my legs. “Looks like this one doesn’t want her sister to have much of a head start,” he said. “Take a deep breath and push Hope,” he directed.

      I did as I was told, and in a matter of two minutes, our second daughter came wailing into the world.

      I was in shock as the EMT’s loaded me into the ambulance. All I kept asking was, “Where are my babies? How are they?”

      Colin managed to push his way up to me, our baby girls in his arms. They were so tiny, but they were alive. Their skin was pink and they both had heads of dark hair like their father. Colin leaned down and kissed me, whispering, “They’re going to take you all to the hospital, sweetie, but they’re fine. They’re great, actually, considering being born premature. They’re going to be okay.”

      Those were the last words before my world went black, and I fell into a deep, dark sleep out of sheer exhaustion and blood loss.

      

      
        
        Ooo000ooo

      

      

      

      It took me a second to remember what had happened and where I was at. The room was stark white, and there was so much beeping around me. The lights nearly blinded me when I opened my eyes.

      Then it hit me. I was in the hospital. I’d given birth to my twins, in Colin’s living room. He’d delivered our little girls himself.

      I tried to sit up in the bed, but Colin was nearby to stop me.

      “Whoa there, you need to take it easy,” he said.

      “Where are the babies?” I said. “Are they alright?”

      Colin stroked my cheek and said, “Our girls is fine. They’re currently in the NICU, but only because they’re small and premature. Otherwise, they’re healthy.”

      Tears stung at my eyes as I relaxed back into the hospital bed.

      “This is my fault,” I said. “I did this to them.”

      “What? No, there’s no way this is your fault, sweetie,” Colin said.

      “I shouldn’t have been up moving things around,” I said, wiping my tears away. “And then I got upset. I’m sure that’s what did it.”

      “No, not at all, Hope,” he said. “You’re a diabetic, it’s normal for babies to be born premature. It happens a lot, and there’s nothing you could have done differently. Besides, they’re going to be fine.”

      I wanted so badly to believe him, but until I saw them with my own eyes, I had a hard time knowing if it was true.

      “When can I see them?”

      “I’ll page a nurse and see if we can go visit them now,” he said. “As long as you’re feeling up to it?”

      “Of course. I have to see them, Colin. I need to be with them,” I said. My cheeks were wet with tears, and Colin wiped them away with his fingers.

      “Alright. Just give me a minute,” he said.

      Colin stepped out of the room but was back a second later with a wheelchair and a smile. “The perks of working at the hospital,” he said with a playful wink. “Come on, let’s go see our baby girls.”

      Colin helped me into the wheelchair, and he pushed me down the hall, and into an elevator. My little girls weren’t even on the same floor as me, and for some reason, that made my heart hurt. I wanted them close to me, not several floors away.

      When the elevator doors opened, he pushed me down a hallway and pressed a button that required permission to access. It opened for him. Then we entered the room and were surrounded by babies.

      He wheeled me over to one of the incubators, and inside were the tiniest, most beautiful little girls. They were side by side and wrapped in blankets, and there were pink hats on top of their heads. The name plate said, “Baby Camden One and Baby Camden 2.”

      “They’re beautiful,” I said, my tears of anxiety turning into ones of joy upon seeing then for the first time.

      A nurse standing nearby asked me, “Would you like to hold them?”

      “Can I?” I asked. I looked at the nurse, then Colin, then back at the nurse.

      “Sure, they’re stable enough,” the nurse said. “We just want to keep them in here since they’re underweight, but they’re doing really well. You must have been very careful during your pregnancy.”

      It felt nice to hear that. Apparently, I’d done something right, even though I blamed myself for their early admission into the world. The nurse lifted my little girls one at a time from the incubator and placed them in my arms.

      They weighed hardly anything at all. Their little eyes barely opened, but they both looked up at me. I took their little hands in mind, and their fingers tried to grip mine.

      Colin kissed the top of my head, and placed his hands on my shoulders, staring down at our daughters from above. I looked up at him, and he had tears in his eyes.

      “Do you have any names picked out already?” the nurse asked.

      “We hadn’t really talked about it,” I said softly, marveling at how small her little fingers are. “But I was thinking something French, to honor where we met.”

      I glanced back up at Colin who nodded his head. “I agree. I think that’s perfect.”

      “Whatever you decide, I’m sure it’ll be beautiful,” the nurse said. “Beautiful name for two beautiful little girls.”

      Holding them in my arms, a sense of peace washed over me. I knew, in that moment, that everything would be okay. Whatever troubles Colin and I had, we’d find a way to move past them for our daughters. He was going to make an excellent father, I had no doubt. Already, he’d gone above and beyond for our little girls. Not many men can say they delivered their own babies on their couch and managed not to fuck things up. But Colin was good at what he did; I never had a reason to doubt him.

      I still had some questions about Whitney, but I’d get the answers eventually. Anna was right. It was bound to be a misunderstanding. There’s no way this man would ever abandon his child. I couldn’t believe it, not for a second. Not after what I’d witnessed.

    

  







            Epilogue

          

          

      

    

    






Hope - One Year Later

        

      

    

    
      Eloise Nicole Pierce and Giselle Eliette Pierce had indeed turned out to be a healthy baby girls. They were small, they might always be smaller than others, but that would never, ever hold them back. They were only a year old, and already, they were able to travel with their mama. Their daddy joined us too, when he could. He took more time off than he used to, focusing more on the family. One day, we’d take our little girls to Paris, back where it all began, but for now, they were still a bit young for that long of a plane right.

      Instead, I took them on day trips. Auntie Anna tagged along when Colin couldn’t make it. She had changed jobs, took something less stressful as she focused on getting her own writing career off to a good start. She wanted to travel the world, like me, and I had connections. I was no longer writing, not while Eloise and Giselle were young, but one day, I’d go back to it. One day, I’d write about traveling with children and all the challenges and adventure it brought. But for the moment, I was content just being a mother.

      Being at home with twins was plenty of adventure for me, but the girls seemed to have inherited my love of travel. They were always so well-behaved and seemed fascinated by every little thing.

      Colin had told me all about his deal with Whitney, and it only made me love him even more. That’s the moment I realized I loved him, by the way. He’d told me that the moment he realized he’d loved me was when he saw me give birth to our daughters. From that moment on, he said, he was smitten.

      We got married just a few short weeks after our twins were born. As soon as they was healthy enough to leave the hospital, we had a small, intimate wedding with family and close friends only. It was nice. He was worried his mother might not like me, but once she saw our little girls - her granddaughters - well, it was love at first sight. And my parents of course love him too.

      Life couldn’t be better.

      A few days after I gave birth., Whitney also gave birth to a little boy. He was healthy and born on time. Whitney’s parents forgave her and offered to help her. They took the little boy in while she went for treatment. Colin’s payments to her had ceased since her parents have taken over. We still didn’t know who the father was and we may never, but the little boy had grandparents who loved him to death, so we knew he’d will be just fine.

      Colin was absolutely in love with his daughters and was already trying to talk me into having another baby. I wasn’t so sure I was ready just yet, but I wouldn’t rule out giving him more children. He was too good a father. He’d already said that he’d thought about retiring early, buying an RV and driving around the country with our munchkins. The fact that he even mentioned that as a possibility for our future proved that he’d come a long way from the workaholic who couldn’t even take a vacation without someone nagging him to do so.

      In my article, the one that started it all, I wrote about how Colin had changed me. But it was obvious that I wasn’t the only one who came back to Paris as a new person; Colin had too.

      There's just a certain je ne sais quoi about the city. It really was the city of romance, I believed it with all of my heart. I wrote a follow-up article, just like Kayla had wanted, and added even more Colin. I gave the readers the ending they were craving. And wouldn’t you know? It was my highest read article to date.

      Apparently, readers are suckers for a happy ending. Hell, I can’t blame them. Now that I’d lived it myself, I can honestly say that I was too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Book Four - Big Bad SEAL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The mountains are filled with frights...

        Including a deadly mob and skeletons from my past.

        Can the new SEAL protect me?...

        And the precious baby I'm carrying?

      

        

      
        He's ex-military. Protective. And rough.

        He also happens to be my patient.

        And all I can think about is being wrapped up in his big strong arms.

      

        

      
        Things get complicated....

        When my life is threatened.

        And I discover I'm knocked up.

      

        

      
        Will Jared be able to save me and my baby?

        And is he ready to embrace us as his new family?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Jared

          

        

      

    

    
      I hated courtrooms. It was something about the stuffy air, the need to remain silent, the pomp and power of the judge and the attorneys. The whole scene pissed me off. But nothing made me angrier than seeing the back of Mario Gianni’s head as he stood between his two lawyers. Of course, they were the most crooked attorneys New York had to offer. Big shots who had arrived in Station Springs for the trial treating us all like we were wild mountain men with the IQs of a chimp.

      Except I guess I was a mountain man now. After I was discharged from hospital, I couldn't face being cooped up in the apartment. I needed to be free, needed time to think, to feel the freezing mountain air on my face each morning.

      When Jackson joked I should spend a few months up in Grandpa's cabin halfway to the summit of Renfrew Peak, I'd agreed in a heartbeat. It was exactly what I needed. An hour drive from the center of Station Springs, but far away enough to feel like the wilderness, it was the perfect place to clear my head.

      Jackson was sat beside me now, looking angrier than I was. He was staring into the back of Mario's head as though he was trying to set it on fire with his eyes. I'd been angry like that too. The guy wasn't welcome here. Him and his brother were nothing but a scourge on the town who'd destroyed the peace and serenity of Station Springs.

      But as I recovered, I had more time to think, and my anger toward him had become a controlled rage. I was eager to let the justice system do its job. After killing his own brother in front of multiple witnesses, it was expected he'd get a life sentence. Not to mention there was plenty of evidence to prove his involvement in a whole catalog of crimes reaching back decades.

      "He's going away," I whispered to Jackson.

      "Think he'll get life?"

      "I know he will."

      We both looked over at the judge who was shuffling papers. She was a strong, stoic looking woman who looked as though she had better things to do than stare into Mario's face and tell him where he was going to spend the rest of his life. With cropped, gray hair and slim glasses resting along the tip of her long nose, she resembled a librarian more than a judge.

      Behind us, a group of reporters was gathered, waiting to scoop up the news of Mario's sentencing like vultures. To our right, Sheriff Baxter sat stony faced with his lips pursed together waiting for the news.

      "How's Gabby?" I asked Jackson.

      He was fiddling with the cuff of his suit sleeve. The guy never wore a suit, not unless it was for weddings and funerals, but here he was looking like a real dapper motherfucker in a black Hugo Boss suit with the perfect cut.

      "Getting bigger," he said. "Exhausted and crabby. Keeps demanding I bring her mint chocolate chip ice cream."

      "You know you love every minute of it."

      "I do," he grinned, still looking at his sleeve. "Wouldn't have it any other way."

      He was still grinning to himself when the judge finally opened her mouth to speak.

      "Mario Gianni," she said, leaning down toward him and his lawyers.

      They both stood on either side of him like a pair of slimy bodyguards, both of them with slicked back hair and dripping in gaudy gold jewelry.

      "I'll keep this short," she began. "Your family has terrorized this town for long enough, and I'm sure the jury and everyone else in this room is eager to say goodbye to you."

      She raised her gavel, looked him dead in the eye and said.

      "You are sentenced to life imprisonment and...."

      I didn't hear a single other thing she said. I didn't need to. Jackson threw his arms around me and I breathed an epic sigh of relief that made all the muscles in my body relax simultaneously.

      Life.

      He was going away forever.

      His father was dead.

      Benny, murdered. He was the last of the scum bags. Finally, Station Springs was free of that family.

      Everything was a blur as I floated out the court room. The last few months had culminated in this very moment, and it couldn't have gone better.

      "Life," Jackson kept saying as we walked down the steps.

      Cameras were being thrust in our faces as we descended, but I paid them no interest, and pushed my way past the reporters and their questions.

      "You were shot during the rescue mission to the house, what do you have to say?

      "Your sister was kidnapped by Mario's brother. Is she here today?"

      "You were there when Benny was shot. Can you tell us about that fateful moment?"

      "No comment!" I yelled and barged my way toward Jackson's truck.

      It wasn't until we slammed the doors closed that I felt as though I could breathe.

      "Fucking reporters," I groaned as I pulled on my seat belt.

      "They're just doing their job. Besides, I don't blame them for wanting to know where Carly is.”

      “It's none of their fucking business.”

      Ever since that night in the bunker, our sister had changed. She was no longer the chatty party animal that we all knew. She was subdued, careful about where she went, and always looking over her shoulder. She'd pretty much stopped going out altogether, choosing to spend her evenings sipping wine from the comfort of her home. And when I'd visited her last weekend, she told me she couldn't bear to listen to Roxi Lane anymore. That was when I knew shti was serious.

      "She couldn't bear to be here," I said. "Think it was too much for her to see Mario."

      "I'm worried about her,” Jackson replied as he pulled away from the courthouse. I tried to call her last night, but she wouldn't pick up."

      "She wouldn't pick up for me either."

      "Think I'll drive down and pay her a visit," he said.

      "She won't appreciate that," I told him. "You know how she hates her big brothers checking up on her."

      "Yeah, but she can't just hide away like this. Like you are."

      "I'm not hiding away, I'm recovering," I told him. "There's nothing wrong with some solitude."

      "Yeah, well I'm still gonna pay her a visit. "

      "I know she'll just need time and the last thing she wants is us two nagging at her."

      "I'm still going," he said stubbornly.

      We drove on, meandering our way through the town. Everything felt different today. The air felt lighter, everyone we saw walking down the street had a spring in their step. It even felt warmer. Although Halloween was just a few weeks away, and the weather had turned from summer to fall bringing chilled winds and little flurries of snow, the sun had come out today for the first time in weeks.

      I could see Jackson's eyes narrow more and more as we ascended Renfrew Peak.

      "Can't believe you're living up here," he said. "Our granddad died in that cabin. It's literally in the middle of fucking nowhere."

      “Uh, you were the one that suggested it dude,” I reminded him.

      “Yeah for like a week or something. You’ve been up there for a while now.”

      "I love it."

      "What is there to love? No central heating, no running water, no nothing. The place is like something out another century."

      "That's why I love it."

      "You're nuts."

      The truck struggled and groaned as we drove up over the last of the rocky road. Eventually, the edge of the cabin came into view, its roof poking out from under a veil of snow.

      "I don't wanna leave you here on your own," said Jackson. "It feels wrong. Are you sure you don't wanna come stay with us? We've still got a spare room."

      "Yes!" I insisted. "I'm happy here."

      He grimaced and looked over to the shack. It looked ready to collapse.

      "Hmmm."

      "Stop grumbling," I told him. "I'll be fine. Now come on in for a drink."

      "Now we're talking."

      We climbed out and landed in the heavy snow, the two of us wading our way over to the cabin. The door was already open, after all there was no need for locks unless you were worried a bear might get hungry.

      The moment we staggered inside, and I could smell the wood and embers of the fireplace mingling with the pristine mountain air, I felt as though I was in heaven.

      "Ah!" I sighed, pulling up a seat to the fireplace. "This is the life."

      Jackson frowned and looked around disapprovingly.

      "Take a seat," I told him.

      "Where?"

      "On the bed over there if you want."

      "Jesus, that thing's like fifty years old."

      "Still going strong."

      He plopped himself down on it and it squeaked under his weight as though it was in pain. His misery was further intensified when he pulled out his phone and realized there was no WiFi.

      "Can you not get the internet up here?" he asked, annoyed.

      "Nah. But if you stand by the window and angle your phone just right, you can get a single bar of signal."

      "Awesome," he replied sarcastically.

      I ignored him and set about chucking a few logs into the fire and lighting a sheet of newspaper to place on top. Jackson watched me from the bed as I pushed the poker into the flames.

      "What? Why are you looking at me like that?"

      "I suppose Grandpa’d be proud of you living up here, putting his cabin to use. He was always trying to get us to visit when we were kids, remember?"

      "And the only time we made it up one summer he yelled at us for playing on our Game Boys all day."

      Jackson laughed and jumped off the bed, taking the poker from my hand to stoke the fire himself.

      "Sit down," he said. "You need to rest."

      "I'm fine! I'm not an invalid."

      "I can still see you limp sometimes," he replied. "I know it still hurts."

      I said nothing.

      Since being shot, I'd done everything I could to get stronger, and I still worked out like a maniac. I didn't want anything to hold me back, but I'd be lying if I said the pain didn't get to me sometimes. The bullet had done long-lasting damage to my muscles and grazed the edge of my femur. The doctors told me there would always be some pain, but I didn't want to believe them.

      "Here," I said, changing the subject. "Have a drink."

      "Is that bourbon?"

      "Obviously."

      I handed him a glass, and he took it gratefully, knocking half of it down in one gulp.

      " Jesus! This shit is strong! What is it?"

      "Homemade recipe."

      "Are you shitting me? From you?"

      "Nah, old Herbert down the road."

      "Herbert! As in the old decrepit guy who lived in the next house over?"

      He made it sound as though he was a next-door neighbor, but the reality was his own cabin was at least a mile away through the thick forest balanced precariously on a ledge of slate rock. The old dude had lived here his whole life and could make anything from scratch. That included bourbon.

      "Lives," I corrected Jackson. "He's still here."

      "He must be at least eighty!"

      "Eighty-three," I said. "And he's still as strong as a bull. Still does everything for himself up here. Although I guess he doesn't have much of a choice, being on his own."

      "I remember meeting him a couple times when I was a kid, and he really gave me the creeps," he said, putting down his drink, so he could warm his hands on the fire. "I can't believe he's still alive, and I can't believe I just drank his homemade bourbon. I'm probably gonna go blind."

      "Ah, you'll be fine. I've been drinking it for weeks. Does nothing but turn your piss a weird color."

      "Okay, thanks for that. I'll keep that in mind."

      Despite his reluctance, he gulped down the rest of his glass and crouched down beside me on the floor, the bottom of his pant legs growing dusty. The two of us sat there, staring into the fire like when we were kids.

      I took a sideways glance at him and noticed he looked deep in thought. His hands were on his lap, his thumb picking at the nail of his middle finger.

      "You know they really wanted to be with you today," he suddenly blurted out.

      "Dylan and Lucas?"

      "Yeah," he nodded. "They feel like shit they couldn't be at the courthouse."

      "I get it. It was my idea they worked, remember?"

      When a call came in late last night from a frantic woman saying her ex-husband was watching the house and making threats against her and her daughter, she was adamant she needed around the clock security, and she needed the best. That meant her first port of call had to be SecuriCorp.

      At first, Lucas and Dylan had turned it down. They wanted to be with me, they said, but I'd insisted they take the job. I didn't want to see them lose out on a good payday just to watch that piece of shit Mario get put behind bars.

      “You can head on home,” I told Jackson. “You should be with Gabby. What if she needs more ice cream?”

      “I don't wanna leave you here alone.”

      “I'm fine. Besides, I've got Herbert nearby.”

      “That doesn't count. The doddery old fucker has no idea what's going on half the time.”

      He stood up and dusted off his pants. Outside, the sun was still shining, but it was beginning to dip in the late afternoon. In a couple hours, the cabin would descend into pitch darkness with nothing but the light of the fireplace to keep me company.

      “Honestly, just go,” I told him.

      He hesitated, shuffled his weight from one foot to the other then approached me. Laying a hand on my back, I sensed his uneasiness.

      “I'll be fine,” I insisted. “Honestly. Don't worry about me.”

      “I can't help it. You're my little brother.”

      “I'm not that little anymore.”

      “You shouldn't be on your own.”

      “Says who?” I asked. “I'll be fine. I actually enjoy being alone, and the silence too.”

      “Yeah, well I enjoy being in the real world. You're gonna have to come back eventually.”

      “Eventually,” I replied. “But not yet.”

      He gave me one last pat on the back then walked away, loitering in the doorway for a second.

      “See you in the morning?” he asked.

      “I'll be down at the diner first thing.”

      He smiled and gave me an affirmative nod.

      “Behave yourself up here,” he said with a wink. “Go easy on that bourbon.”

      I watched him leave, walking as slowly as he could back to the truck. From where I sat, I could just about make him out through the window, sitting in the driver's seat waiting, as though he hoped I'd change my mind and go with him.

      After a few moments, he drove away, and I was finally alone. The heat from the fire was making me sleepy already, and the shot of bourbon had gone to my head. It also didn't help that I'd not slept for a second the night before. I'd spent the entire night staring at the ceiling, waiting for the moment I'd step into the courthouse and watch Mario get sentenced. I'd been waiting months to hear those magic words; life imprisonment.

      But now it was all over, and the last of the Giannis was gone, it was time for Station Springs to resume normal life.

      A yawn escaped my body as my eyes grew heavy. Staggering over to the bed, I fell into it and let the heat from the fire wash over me.

      I'll just close my eyes for a few minutes, I thought.

      When I opened them again, it was dark outside, and the fire had burned away to embers.
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      "Let me guess, the usual?"

      "Absolutely, Alan!"

      He grinned and slid two Budweisers across the bar toward me.

      "Nice to see you both back," he said. "I’ve not seen you here in a while."

      "Been working my ass off," I explained. "Overtime's a bitch."

      "Ah, but you love your job."

      "Yeah I really do."

      Alan moved away to serve a large group of customers that were pushing up against the bar. Taking the beers, I pushed my way through everyone and emerged at the back of the bar to where my best friend, Ruby, was sitting in her usual seat.

      The two of us had been coming to Flannigans almost every weekend for the last five years and always sat in the same booth. Mainly because it was right next to the jukebox, and Ruby had an obsession with headbanging to all the seventies classic rock hits.

      She was eyeing it up now as she decided what to put on.

      "Aerosmith or Kiss?" she asked as I approached and handed her a beer.

      "How about something different for a change? You know mix it up a little."

      She looked at me as though I'd just insulted her great ancestors.

      "Mix it up? Like I should just start playing Roxi Lane songs from now on?"

      "Hey, there's nothing wrong with Roxi. Some of her songs are really catchy."

      "So's syphilis, but I don't want that either."

      I laughed and sank into my seat. It had been a long week, and I wanted nothing more than a night getting tipsy with my favorite girl.

      "I'm going for Aerosmith," she said, standing up to slot coins into the jukebox.

      "Just make sure it's not Dream On. You ALWAYS play that one."

      Thankfully, the opening chords to Crazy came on accompanied by Ruby's out of key voice. She danced her way back to the table still singing.

      "I freakin' LOVE Aerosmith!" she said. "Which reminds me. Did you hear about who's playing the town Halloween festival?"

      "Nope."

      "Red Cherry."

      "Get outta here! Really? The Red Cherry?"

      "Yep! They're not quite Aerosmith."

      "But they're the next best thing! Aw, man! I loved them growing up."

      "I still love them," said Ruby. "I mean I did name one of my cats after their lead singer Corey Dumont."

      "Which one's Corey again?"

      "The ginger one."

      I shrugged, not able to remember. I wasn't much of a cat person, and Ruby had five of them, all of them elusive little fuckers that insisted on running under my feet and hiding beneath the bed when I entered. No doubt they could probably smell the dogs off me.

      Now dogs, they were actually pets worth having. They loved you for starters, and they never wrecked your curtains because you bought them the wrong brand of tuna like Ruby's did.

      "How are your fur babies?" Ruby asked.

      At least one thing we had in common was that our pets were like children to us. My own little babies, Rolo and Reuben, were my whole life and what I looked forward to when I went home.

      "They're as cute as ever," I replied.

      "Cute? I wouldn't quite say they're cute. I meant they're Rottweilers, Megan."

      "Hey! Rottweilers are cute! And they're still puppies. Who doesn't like puppies?"

      "They're not like, you know, puppies though. They're five-month-old mega beasts. The things are almost the size of horses."

      I laughed. “Over exaggerate much?”

      Which was best, cats or dogs? It was never an argument Ruby and I were going to settle. But it wasn't the only thing we disagreed on. We pretty much had opposite opinions on everything. Ruby for instance loved horror movies more than anything, but I thought they were ghastly and would rather curl up on the sofa with a good rom com.

      Ruby loved going to outdoor parties where she spent her weekends camping and dancing in a muddy field. I, meanwhile, preferred the comfort of a club or a bar where I was always a taxi ride away from a hot shower.

      And of course there were our jobs. We both liked to care for people, but in totally different ways. Ruby worked as a holistic therapist teaching people the power of meditation and crystals. And she spent a great deal of her time guiding her patients through past life trauma to deal with their current illnesses. And me? Well I preferred healthcare that was rooted in the real world, working as a Physical Therapist in a local therapy practice.

      Still, despite our differences, Ruby and I had become the closest friends since we were side by side at a Pilates class years ago. There was just something that clicked immediately between us. I may have thought she was a bit wacky and she thought I was boring and grounded, but after we shared our first beer, we were instant besties.

      "I take it you won't be persuaded to babysit the boys any time soon?" I laughed.

      "Hell no!" she squealed. "Those things will eat me for dinner."

      "You're so dramatic," I laughed and drained the last of my beer. "Another?" I asked, raising my bottle.

      "Sure. But it's on me. I'll be right back."

      She got up and headed toward the bar, her long flowing purple skirt swaying gracefully from her narrow hips. I watched as her long, ginger hair swayed down the center of her back and how her pale arms moved elegantly from her black, faux leather top. She looked like a cross between a biker and a fairy princess.

      "Hey," came a voice from beside me.

      Suddenly, I was aware of a body standing next to me smelling of sweat and vodka. Slowly, I turned my head to the left and came face to face with a man's crotch as he leaned against the top of my chair.

      "How's it goin'?" he asked.

      I looked up at his face. He wasn't bad looking; blonde, fairly well-built and wearing blue jeans and a white t-shirt. I'd seen worse. He was, however, steaming drunk and swaying as he spoke.

      "Mind if I buy you a drink?" he asked.

      "No thanks. I have a boyfriend."

      "Oh... Don't be like that."

      "I'm not being like anything. I really do have a boyfriend."

      "Fine. Whatever," he mumbled and walked away to talk to another girl.

      "Asshole."

      Ruby returned carrying a tray with two beers and two shots of Sambuca.

      "Are we on the hard stuff already?"

      "We certainly are! Come on, drink up!"

      She slid a shot over to me and I clinked it against hers.

      "Okay, one, two, three!"

      I knocked it back and swallowed it feeling as though my insides were on fire.

      "Aw, fuck! That hurts."

      "To the weekend!"  Ruby grinned. "It's only just starting."

      "Yeah, but by the looks of it, for that guy over there the weekend started a lot earlier."

      We both looked over the drunk guy who wasn't having any more luck with his next target who appeared even more disgusted than I was.

      "What did he want?" Ruby asked.

      "To buy me a drink."

      "He's not that bad looking," she said. "Although he looks wasted. It wouldn't have hurt you to let him buy you a drink."

      "I have a boyfriend!"

      "Ugh, why are you even still with that loser," she retorted.

      I glared at her, feeling the effects of the alcohol go to my head.

      "Loser’s a pretty strong word," I replied. "I wouldn't go that far."

      "Be honest. You really don't like him."

      "Of course I like him. I wouldn't be with him otherwise. It's just that..."

      "That what?" Ruby prodded.

      She could be so sweet and sensitive most of the time, but once she got a drink in her, her inner detective was released and there was no question off limits.

      "Just admit you don't like him anymore," she said. "I mean, you've been talking about ending it with him for weeks."

      "I like him just fine when he’s not being a pain in the ass."

      That was an understatement. He was the biggest pain in the ass I'd ever met.

      "Just tell me," she said, taking a gulp of beer. "What exactly do you see in Billy?"

      "He's gorgeous," I said. "And he can be really funny."

      "And that's it?"

      "And other stuff."

      "Like what?"

      "I dunno! He makes a really good steak."

      She rolled her eyes and looked over at the bar.

      "You're kidding yourself," she said.

      "Yeah, well I don't think you're exactly in any position to dish out the relationship advice little Miss I Have A New Boyfriend Every Month."

      "Ouch," she replied. "At least I know how to have fun."

      "I know how to have fun!"

      "I know. I know. Sorry. Look, I'm not trying to be an asshole, it's just that I think Billy's not right for you. And it's early days. You can still break it off with him and it'll be no big deal. I mean how long have you been seeing each other?"

      "It's just coming up to three months."

      "Exactly. Break it off now and you'll both forget about it sooner or later. Keep it going and suddenly three months has turned to three years and you're married with a kid."

      "Don't say that!" I laughed nervously. "I'm never getting married."

      She was right of course; I did have to break it off with him. I'd secretly been wanting to do it for weeks, but it was like I couldn't make my mind up. I always wanted to give him another chance.

      I'd met Billy on a night out with Ruby in this exact bar at the start of the summer, and he was funny, charming, had loads of stories to tell about all the places he'd traveled to, and I was soon swept up.

      And of course, the fact that he was hot as hell didn't exactly hurt either. Six-foot-one with platinum blond hair, blue eyes, tattoos down both his arms and muscles he built at the gym, he was almost my ideal man. Almost...

      Despite being attractive with a magnetic personality, he was also ridiculously jealous. And as soon as we hooked up, his possessive streak started to rear its ugly head.

      It happened gradually at first, so slowly that I barely even knew it was taking place until it was too late. It started with the occasional question, asking me who I was with or where I was. Then he began demanding to know where I was all the time and calling me fives a day. Then it was ten times a day, and he demanded to know who I was spending my lunch break with.

      I told him to quit his bullshit or get out my life, and he’d apologized, said he was sorry, he didn't mean it. He fed me some sob story about how his ex-girlfriend cheated on him with his best friend and it made him untrustworthy of people, especially women.

      I felt sorry for him, of course, understood that a broken heart could affect a person in terrible ways, but that didn't mean I was gonna put up with his shit. For a while, he understood. He stopped calling me constantly, and he gave me some breathing space. I thought the trouble was over, that his insecurities had finally been put to rest.

      But I wouldn't be so lucky.

      All he must have been doing was trying to ignore them until they bubbled to the surface again. Suddenly, just when I had thought they had disappeared for good, they came back with a vengeance.

      "He's got a real bad aura," she’d once told me. "It's black and blurry around the edges. He doesn't let any light in. You need someone who will treat you better. Someone positive and mentally healthy."

      I didn't believe in auras, but I did agree that I needed more positivity in my life.

      "So, what are you going to do?" she asked.

      "I know he's not right for me," I said. "I just haven't figured out quite what to do."

      She drummed her long, spindly fingers against the table.

      "How many times has he called you tonight?"

      "No idea. I shoved my phone into the bottom of my purse. My girls' nights out are sacred."

      "Pull it out?"

      "What?"

      "The phone. Pull it out. I wanna see how many missed calls you have."

      "Ugh, fine."

      As I unzipped my bag, I prayed there was none, but I knew that wouldn't be the case. Pulling out my phone and laying it on the table, I saw the green notification bar showing my missed calls.

      "Only two," I said. "That's actually not too bad."

      "It's not that good either," Ruby said. "Can't he just leave you alone?"

      "Wow, you're the one who's supposed to be a total bleeding-heart hippie who loves everybody. I've never seen you hate anyone as much as him."

      "I told you. He has a black aura. He's trouble."

      "What is it with you and your auras?" I asked. “It’s hot in here, I’m going to step out and get some air.”

      Ruby nodded and understood that I meant I was done with the conversation for the time being.

      I headed outside, zipping up my coat and bracing for the wind. Summer had long gone and had been replaced by plummeting temperatures. As I stepped out the bar and looked out across the parking lot, I could see the tip of Renfrew Peak in the distance as the sun set behind it. Covered in a thick layer of snow, and reaching a perfect triangular point, it looked as though it belonged on a Christmas card.

      Since I was a kid, I'd always dreamed of climbing to the summit. I'd done the trails around the bottom of course, and just about everyone from Station Springs had attempted to climb it at some point, but only a handful of people ever reached the top.

      "I thought you'd be here," came a voice from behind me.

      Recognizing it immediately, I took my time to turn around.

      "Billy," I said, blowing out a stream of cold air.

      "I've been calling you."

      "And I've been busy. Can't you see I'm out?"

      He lay a hand on my shoulder and I shrugged it off.

      "I've been worried about you," he said. "You know what I get like when you don't pick up."

      "Worried about what? I'm just out for a few beers with Ruby. Same as I do every Friday night."

      “I don’t like you standing out here by yourself,” he said.

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m on the sidewalk in the middle of town. What do you think is going to happen to me?” He stepped closer, ran his hands down my arms and leaned in for a kiss, but I wasn't in the mood to embrace him.

      "Why did you turn up here?" I asked, stepping away. "Are you checking up on me?"

      "No, I just hoped you were here. Like I said, I've been calling you and-"

      "You don't get to just turn up here," I told him. "You don't need to know where I am all the time. What the fuck do you think I'm doing anyway?"

      His eyes darkened as he frowned. He was a good foot taller than me, and as he leaned down, wrapping his hand around my wrist, I was aware of how much stronger he was than me.

      "Would it have been so hard to pick up the fucking phone?" he seethed.

      "Would it have been so damn hard to just leave me alone for five minutes?" I retorted, pulling myself free.

      I turned and gave him one last disgusted look before striding back indoors. I hoped he'd take the hint and realize I didn't want to speak to him, but he never took the hint. He followed me inside, tugging at the back of my coat as I pushed my way through the doors.

      "Megan, don't walk away from me."

      "I can walk away from you all I want. You’re not my keeper."

      As I stormed past the bar, Alan raised his eyebrows at us. At the back of the room, I saw Ruby, her eyes widening when she saw me bluster in with Billy in tow.

      "What's he doing here?" she asked, jumping out of her seat.

      "Guess who decided to just check up on me," I said, slumping back into my chair.

      I dumped my coat and purse around me, making sure there was no room for him to sit down beside me.

      "Hey, I can't help but be worried about you when you ignore my calls," he said, pushing my things out of the way, so he could sit up close. "How do you think it makes me feel when you ignore me?"

      Ruby gave me a worried look. She was signaling something with her eyes, telling me to get out, get away from him. I darted my eyes toward the bar, hoping she'd understand what I meant.

      "I'm just gonna get some more beers," she said. "Be back in a bit."

      But as she approached Alan, she didn't take her eyes off us. I could see the two of them chatting, about Billy no doubt. From the look on Alan's face, it didn't take a genius to guess what he was thinking.

      "I don't get it," I said to Billy. "Why have you got to be like this? What do you think's gonna happen to me if I don't see you? That I'll spontaneously combust or something?"

      He took my hands in his and squeezed them.

      "You know what I get like. I just get worried. Worried that... Look, you know what my ex did to me."

      "Yes, but I’m not your ex. I have never cheated on you and therefore you have no right to be suspicious of me all the damn time," I said, yanking my hands away. "I'm not accountable to you. I don't have to tell you where I am. I'm a fucking adult and you're not my father."

      He winced as though I'd physically hurt him. Again, his eyes darkened, and he leaned in closer to me.

      "Billy, I didn't want to do it like this, but you don't really give me much choice."

      "Choice about what?"

      "About us. Look, I'm not gonna play games, I'll come right out with it. I don't want to be with you anymore."

      He froze, his lips parted as though he was about to speak but had forgotten every word in his head.

      "You don't mean that?" he said, grabbing my hands again. "You're not being serious."

      "I'm being deadly fucking serious. I can't be with someone who acts like this. Who thinks it's okay to be possessive like this. It's not healthy. You're suffocating me."

      He narrowed his eyes and swallowed hard as though he was fighting off the urge to cry. For a second, I thought I was going to see tears spring to his eyes and dreaded the idea of seeing him weep.

      Don't turn on the water works for Christ's sake. Is there anything less attractive than a crybaby?

      But it wasn't the urge to cry he was fighting back, it was anger. As his jaw pulled tight, his hands clenched into fists.

      A look came over his eyes I'd not seen before. A look so tempestuous and sinister it set me on edge.

      Fuck, what have I done?

      "You bitch," he raged.

      Quick as a flash, he shot his hand out and it wound around my wrist.

      "You slut! Who is he?"

      "There isn't anyone, you psycho! Let me go!"

      I struggled with him, yelling at the top of my lungs. People began turning toward us, Alan peering over to see what all the noise was about.

      "Get the fuck off me!"

      "Who is he? Who's the asshole you're leaving me for?"

      "There's isn't anyone! I just don't want to be with you!"

      "You fucking bitch!"

      I pulled against his grip as hard as I could, but he was intent on holding on to me. In a panic, I grabbed the nearest thing beside me, the empty Budweiser bottle and smashed it into the side of his face. There was an almighty crack I wasn't sure came from his face or the glass bottle.

      But at last, he let me go.

      "Fuck!"

      He raised a hand to his head where blood was pumping out of his temple.

      Shit, what did I just do!

      I'd never hit anyone in my life before. I didn't even think I had it in me.

      "You slut!" he raged.

      He opened his eyes and grimaced against the pain. Pulling his hand away, he inspected his fingers and saw they were covered in blood. He stared at them in shock for a moment, then the anger blazed in his eyes once again.

      "I'm gonna fucking kill you!" he yelled and raised his hand.

      It all happened in slow motion. His fist right in front of my face, the look of pure psychotic rage in his eyes, the hammering in my chest as my heart beat faster and faster. I knew he was going to hit me; knew he had finally lost his mind. In defense, I raised my arm across my face as a scream escaped my mouth.

      But before his fist could connect with me, all hell broke loose as Alan tore through the bar and flung himself at Billy.

      "Hey, get the fuck off her!"

      Everyone was running between us, Ruby hollering at the top of her lungs as she tried to drag me to safety while the bouncers rushed over from the front door. There was nothing but the sensation of bodies flying against one another, of limbs tangling together and the sound raised, frantic voices.

      "Someone call the cops!" a girl screamed.

      "Get him outta here!"

      "Megan are you okay?"

      "Megan?"

      "Megan!"

      Ruby had her arms around me as she held me for dear life. We watched as the bouncers grabbed Billy by the arms under Alan's command, and dragged him through the bar toward the back exit where they unceremoniously chucked him out into the freezing night.

      "What the fuck happened?" Ruby cried, still holding onto me.

      "I'm not even sure," I replied, trying to take it all in. "But that asshole's never coming near me ever again."
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      As soon as I opened the door to the diner, I was hit by the smell of pancakes and maple syrup.

      "Right on time!" Tracey beamed as she slid my breakfast across the counter toward me.

      "Thanks, you're the best."

      Dylan was already tucking into his own breakfast while adoringly staring at Tracey with a cheesy grin on his face. Since they’d hooked up a few months ago and officially became a couple, the two of them had been love's young dream. Finally, Tracey had made a gentleman out of Dylan and the guy's idea of a wild night was now spent at home watching Netflix. It was weird at first, seeing him all loved up. It was like watching a rabid pit bull being tamed.

      "So, you finally made it down from that mountain," he said, shoveling bacon into his mouth.

      "You make it sound like I live at the top of Everest or something."

      "You pretty much do. How do you cope up there?"

      "I cope just fine."

      Tracey reappeared with a pot of coffee and poured me a mug.

      "You really don't have to live up there you know,” she said. “Dylan has a spare room. You can always move in with him if you don't wanna live alone in your apartment anymore."

      "Totally," Dylan said with a full mouth, pointing a forkful of sausage at me. "You're welcome to stay with me anytime, buddy."

      "Nah, nah. I appreciate it, but I love my little, old cabin."

      "Old being the right word," Dylan agreed, mopping up egg yolk around his plate. "I heard it doesn't even have WiFi."

      "Why need WiFi when you're connected to nature?"

      Dylan and Tracey shared a look as though they thought I'd gone nuts.

      "Did you really just say that?" Dylan asked. "Anyway, how do you survive up there?"

      "And how do you watch Game of Thrones," Tracey inquired, asking the important questions in life. "And how do you get on Instagram?"

      "Guys, guys. I'm fine. Really. I'm happy up there. I'm not saying I'm gonna live up there forever. Just for a little while until I... I dunno, until I get my head clear or something. Besides, it was my grandpa's cabin and he'd left it to both Jackson and me when he died almost ten years ago. The two of us never set foot in it until recently. Can't help but think he'd want me to stay in it."

      Dylan chewed thoughtfully while Tracey moved to refill my already half-drunk coffee.

      "I still think you're crazy," Dylan said. "No electricity. No TV. Just you and the mountain."

      "I actually think it's quite romantic," Tracey said. "Being all cooped up in a cabin with nothing but a roaring fire."

      "I dunno," Dylan replied. "There ain't nothing romantic about being eaten by bears. Keep expecting to get a call someday saying a grizzly made his dinner out of you."

      He finished off the last of his breakfast and pushed his plate away, smacking his stomach and letting out a satisfied sigh.

      "Tracey, you're an absolute goddess in the kitchen," he said.

      "And in the bedroom," she replied with a wink as she took his empty plate behind the counter.

      Dylan chuckled and smacked her ass playfully as she walked away.

      "You two make me nauseous," I joked. "You're like a couple of teenagers."

      "Aw man, I can't even tell you how good it is between us," Dylan replied.

      "Spare me the details. I'm the only single one on the team now, don't need you rubbing my nose in your happy love life."

      "You never think about getting yourself a girl?"

      " Nah. I don't have time for that. I'm happy on my own."

      "That's what I used to think," he replied. "But I'm telling you, nothing beats being with that special someone."

      "I can't believe I've actually hearing this from you, the guy who used to have a different girl in his bed every weekend."

      "Hey, man. I've grown up."

      He sipped on his coffee and looked up at the clock. It was approaching eight o'clock, and soon enough Jackson and Lucas would be arriving, and it would be time to head into the office.

      Beside me, I could sense Dylan growing uneasy and restless in his seat. I could feel him staring into the side of my head, feel him dying to tell me something.

      "Jared?"

      "Uhuh?"

      "I'm really sorry I wasn't in court with you yesterday."

      "Don't be. There was nothing to see anyway."

      "Apart from Mario's piece of shit face."

      "You wouldn't have even seen that. He stared at his shoes the whole time and said nothing. And when he was sentenced, he just walked away. Didn't even look over his shoulder."

      "Seriously? I would have expected him to blow up a in rage or something."

      "Me too, but he just walked away like a sulky kid that had been sent to his room. It was surreal."

      "So that's the end of it?"

      "I suppose so."

      "Feels weird knowing that it's all over now. Benny Senior is dead and Benny Junior too, and Mario's just... gone. Just withering away behind bars and that huge fucking house up there and that bunker is just gonna rot away to nothing."

      "There's a rumor going around that someone's trying to buy it to turn it into a hotel and give guided tours of the bunker."

      "Shut up," Dylan laughed. "Really?"

      "Hey, that's what I heard."

      I'd laughed too when I'd heard the news. I couldn't think of anything more absurd than people queuing up to spend a night in the Mafia mansion followed by a nice stroll through the bunker. But, people did weird shit all the time.

      Behind us, the bell above the door tinkled as the door opened. I spun round to see Lucas enter with a yawn.

      "The biggest, strongest coffee you got, please Tracey," he said, then slumped onto the stool beside me.

      "What's up with you?" I asked.

      "My youngest has chicken pox. She was up half the night crying. I'm telling you, Jackson won't know what hit him when that baby comes. He'll never sleep a full eight hours again."

      On cue, the bell tinkled again and in walked Jackson, looking as though he was already practicing for the upcoming years of sleep deprivation.

      "Jesus Christ what happened to you?" I asked, handing him a pot of coffee.

      "Had to get up at five this morning to get Gabby some pickles. She gets like possessed or something when she can't get them."

      "Well, it's safe to say the two of you haven't really sold me on the whole baby idea," I laughed. "Right now, I don't have a care in the world. I mean, apart from my leg."

      Jackson pulled up a stool and thirstily chugged at a mug of coffee.

      "Still bothering you?” he asked. “I thought you were doing all the right exercises?"

      "I am, but it still nags me from time to time. Especially now the weather's getting colder. It's becoming a real son of a bitch."

      "You not thinking of getting it seen to?"  Lucas asked. "I mean by a professional."

      "Actually, as a matter of fact I am. I've booked a consultation with a Physical Therapist this afternoon."

      "Hey, that's awesome. You can't be expected to recover all on your own."

      But until now I thought I could. I was determined to go it alone; was adamant I didn't need a soul to help me get better. All I needed to do was man up and arm myself with a steely determination just like I’d done in the SEAL’s and ever since.

      Except it wasn't that easy, and as the months progressed, and the pain lingered, always following me from one day to the next, I had to admit I needed help.

      "So who is it?" Jackson asked. "I thought you hated doctors and hospitals and all that jazz."

      "I do, but I hate the pain more."

      Slipping off my stool, I walked over to the jukebox that had been newly placed at the back of the room. It was put there for little more than decoration after Lucas spotted it at an antique fair, but I'd grown to like the thing. There was something about the lights and the old timey records that made the place more homely. Besides, it had some pretty good classics, old blues songs I'd not heard since my dad used to play them, and the occasional Motown classic.

      "Aw, don't put on anymore cheesy songs," Jackson moaned. "I swear to God if you play that Marvin Gaye song one more time I'll..."

      But it was too late, and I was already slipping my coin in the slot and selecting Let's Get it On.

      "Aargh!"  Jackson moaned. "Why do you do this every morning?"

      "I swear I should never have got that thing," Lucas grumbled. "I've been having to watch you dance around like a goon ever since we got it."

      But I didn't give a shit what he thought and slid across the tiled floor singing along to my favorite song.

      "Let's get it ooooon. Aaaaaaha. Let's get it oooooaaaaoooon."

      I two-stepped my way back to my stool, still singing.

      "You guys are no fun," I moaned.

      “We need to get some better records in that thing,” Dylan said. “I can't handle the cheese.”

      “Yeah, we need some Metallica or something,” Lucas replied.

      “Or Red Cherry!”  Jackson added.

      They'd been his favorite band since he was twelve. One of my strongest childhood memories was the two of us jumping up and down on his bed screaming the band's hits out with Carly pretending to be lead singer, Corey, as she yelled into her hairbrush.

      "Hey, did you hear Red Cherry are playing Station Springs in a few weeks?" Jackson asked.

      "Let me guess, you've already got your ticket."

      "You're fucking right I have. It'll be the gig of the century."

      "It's so weird that a band that huge are gonna be here in this little nowhere town. They could pack out any stadium."

      "True," Jackson said, reaching to refill his coffee. "But Corey grew up here until he was ten."

      "He did?"

      "Yep, and he's pretty nostalgic about Station Springs. I was watching an interview with him the other day. He said here was the only place he wanted to be this Halloween."

      "Wait, don't tell me Red Cherry are playing the Halloween festival?" Lucas asked, his ears pricking up. "That'll be fucking dynamite!"

      "I know!" Jackson exploded. "Best night ever."

      This was the first time I'd ever seen him get excited for Halloween. When we were growing up, he thought the whole thing was a great big cringefest and refused to dress up.

      "Red Cherry in Station Springs," Dylan mused out loud. "That's surreal. It's like having Elvis suddenly turn up."

      "Or Marvin Gaye," I chimed in.

      I was met with a synchronized chorus of groans.

      In the background, his song drifted off into silence. I thought about picking another record but was pretty sure nobody wanted to hear me singing again.

      We ate in silence for a while, with Lucas occasionally yawning and groaning to himself. Meanwhile, Dylan stared into Tracey's face across the counter.

      "Is anybody heading out tonight?" I asked, trying to pick up the conversation.

      "Nah," Lucas replied. “I’m on chicken pox duty.”

      "Nope!"  Jackson said. "Gotta stay in with Gabby."

      "And I've got a hot date," Dylan offered, reaching across the counter to tickle Tracey.

      She giggled and stared at him lovingly. It was enough to make me sick.

      "Since when did you fuckers get so boring?" I asked. "I was hoping at least one of you was up for a night down at Flannigan's."

      "Aw, man I've not been down there in ages," Lucas said. "Or any bar come to think about it."

      The thought of not having the guys to go out with made my heart sink. I remembered the days when it was us four against the world. Every night was party night and the drinks flowed constantly. Flannigan's used to be one of our favorite haunts. It had the coldest beer, the best tunes, the most pool tables in town, and of course it had Alan behind the bar who was always eager to give us a veteran’s discount.

      I was happy for my team that they had all found happiness, but it still sucked a little on my end.

      "Hey!" Tracey said. "Did you hear what happened there last night?"

      "No," Jackson replied. "Did the hot sauce finally kill someone?"

      "No, but there was a huge fight."

      "There's always a huge fight there," Lucas laughed.

      "No, I mean a huuuuge one. Apparently, some loser guy started getting all rough with his girlfriend and she whacked him over the head with her beer bottle."

      "Ouch!"

      "And he went totally apeshit. Tried to punch her and everything until Alan and the bouncers threw him out."

      "Sounds like a right royal asshole," I said. "Any idea who he was?"

      Tracey shook her head.

      "Nobody I know. Although I've seen the girl down at Flannigan's a few times before. Blonde hair, really pretty, super athletic."

      "Sounds like my kinda girl," I chuckled. “Her man sounds like a dick, though. Who hits a woman?”

      “Cowards,” Jackson replied. “If I find him, I'll kick his ass myself. Not having a woman beater in this town if I have anything to say about it.”

      “No the fuck we are not,” Dylan agreed. “If you find out who he is let us know.”

      Tracey kissed his cheek and cooed over him.

      “You're such a hero,” she smiled, kissing him on the nose.

      I rolled my eyes and looked away. I couldn't stand the sight of those two anymore.

      “Right guys I'm heading down to the office.”

      “Me too!” Jackson and Lucas replied in unison.

      Dylan was still staring into Tracey's eyes. We left him there giggling and kissing her like fourteen-year olds.

      “Those two are so sickly sweet they're gonna give me diabetes,” Jackson said as we got into his truck.

      “Aw, don't tell me you and Gabby aren't like that?” Lucas laughed.

      “Not in front of people!”

      As we drove away, I wondered if I was missing out on not having a girlfriend. I mean, sure, I loved women just as much as any hot-blooded man did, but a relationship? Screw that. I was still young. Still free. And the last thing I wanted was to be tied down with kids suffering from chicken pox or a pregnant fiancée who demanded pickles at five in the morning.

      Nope, I thought as I leaned back. I'm doing just fine on my own.
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        * * *

      

      Afternoon rolled around and I found myself sitting outside the Physical Therapist's office wondering if I really needed to be there. The waiting room was sparse and filled with nothing but three white seats, a cheap painting of a boat on the wall, and the smell of disinfectant thick in the air.

      Medical environments made me nervous at the best of times. It reminded me of being in Afghanistan and seeing friends screaming in agony in the medical tent.

      They reminded me of waking up after the night in the bunker and seeing Carly's crying face hovering over mine. I'd spent weeks in the hospital then and coming back to seek treatment felt as though I was putting myself right back into that sterile, serious environment.

      This was probably a mistake. I don't need a therapist. I just need to work things out on my own. Just need to-

      "Jared Maguire?" came a bright voice that interrupted my thoughts.

      I looked up and wondered why a beautiful woman was standing in front of me expectantly. Did I know her?

      I opened my mouth to speak but felt as though I'd forgotten how.

      Those eyes.

      They were the brightest blue set into a finely featured tanned face framed by dark auburn hair. The more I stared at her, the tighter my chest became. She was actually taking my breath away.

      Gradually, my eyes drifted down from her face to her body. She was dressed in light blue scrubs that accentuated the color of her eyes. A kind smile was spread across her rosy pink lips.

      "Mr. Maguire?"

      "Uh, yeah?”

      Why are you acting like a bumbling oaf? Yes, you're Jared Maguire you fucking idiot!

      "Yeah, yeah. That's me and you are..."

      "I'm your Physical Therapist here today," she said, moving forward to shake my hand. "My name's Megan."

      Her hand slipped into mine to give me a surprisingly firm handshake, but her skin was silky to the touch. When she pulled away, I felt the palm of my hand tingle as my skin remembered her touch.

      "Please," she said, walking toward the door. "Right this way."

      I followed her into the examination room and for the first time in my life, I found myself excited to have a medical assessment.

      "Okay," she said, looking over the form I'd filled in before my arrival. "Why don't you just pop up on the table here, and we'll take a look. It says here that you're having some trouble in your thigh from... Oh wow, from a bullet wound."

      "Yep, that's right," I said, lifting myself up onto the table.

      Holy shit, I can't believe she's my therapist. She's a real fucking firecracker. The hottest girl I've ever seen in this town.

      As she put down the paperwork and walked toward me, I couldn't help but study the way she walked, with graceful movements and measured steps. Despite the unflattering cut of her uniform, I could tell she was fit and muscular with a strong, perfect posture. As she grew nearer, I could see how perfect her golden skin was, how plump and moist her lips were.

      Beneath the smell of hand sanitizer, I caught the scent of her perfume mixed with the heat of her skin. I found myself breathing it in, my cheeks growing hot as she reached out to touch me.

      "Okay, how about you lie down?" she suggested.

      She held a hand on my shoulder to help maneuver me into place. It was nothing but an innocent touch, but it sent an explosion of tingles all the way up my neck. Leaning over me, her breasts lightly grazed against my rib cage, and my heart started racing.

      "Okie dokie," she smiled. "Let's take a look at this leg of yours. You'll have to tell me everything about this injury. It's not often I get patients in here with bullet wounds."

      She placed her hands on my knee and rocked it gently from side to side.

      "I'm just having a quick look at the muscle tone," she explained. "And, can you raise your leg up slightly for me? Yep, like that, try and resist my hand. Fabulous. You're doing great. You're very strong."

      "I'm sure you heard all about it," I told her. "It was all over the news at the time."

      "It was? Oh, I don't read the news much. Too depressing."

      “Huh. You don't read the news. So you never heard about Benny Gianni Junior kidnapping my sister, then.”

      She paused, hovered over me, her eyes growing increasingly wider.

      “The gangster... He kidnapped your sister?” A glimmer of recognition came into her eyes. “I just realized who you are,” she said. “You're quite the talk of the town, getting shot while invading an underground Mafia bunker to save your sister and her best friend.”

      “So you have heard of me.”

      I waited to see the flicker of admiration in her eyes, but she appeared unbothered, and simply continued placing her hands back on my knee and shaking it from side to side.

      “So I suppose you heard a sniper shot me right through my thigh here.”

      “Yeah, that's what I heard.”

      Again, she appeared almost disinterested.

      “I nearly died. Almost bled out,” I continued. “But you know, that's just another day in the life.”

      “Uhuh. Can you lift your leg this way toward me? Yep, like that. Thanks.”

      “I was in Afghanistan as well. Iraq too.”

      “That's interesting. Now can you bend your foot like this? Yeah, just press the ball of your foot against my hand. Really try to resist me. Yeah, that's great. Now can you tell me if it hurts when I move you like this?”

      She grabbed the heel of my foot and bent my knee so it was at a right angle.

      Is she even listening? I just told her all this badass stuff about me and she's more interested in twiddling about with my knee.

      “Yeah... It was pretty touch and go for a while,” I said, pointing down to the circular scar in my thigh where the bullet entered. “I guess you wouldn't know what it feels like to be shot, but it's like pure fire tearing through your flesh. I was convinced I was dying. But, you know, I've been shot at a whole bunch of times. I guess I should be used to it by now.”

      “Uhuh. Okay let's see how your hip moves.”

      What the fuck? This chick is cold as ice.

      “Oof, it's hot in here,” she said, beginning to pull off her sweater. “I swear they have to have the heat cranked right up to tropical temperatures or they think we'll all die of hypothermia or something.”

      I watched as she pulled her sweater up over her head, her scrub top riding up just enough to show a hint of her strong abdominal muscles.

      Woah, she must work out.

      There was nothing hotter than a tough chick. Now, in just her shirt, I could make out the definition of her biceps. They weren't big, but they were sculpted leading up to strong, rounded shoulders. My guess was that she hammered away at kettlebells in the gym doing a series of jerks and clean presses.

      She approached me again but this time, with her arms bare, I could make out the shape of her wrists. Despite the strength in her upper arms, they were dainty and slender.

      But there was something else.

      Faint purple marks were visible around the outer edges. Noticing me staring, she pulled her arms away and moved down to my feet.

      “So, you appear to be recovering well,” she said. “Considering you had such a serious injury. I'm assuming that's down to you being fit. It said in your notes that you were a Navy SEAL.”

      “I was.”

      “Impressive,” she said.

      At last, a compliment!

      She moved down to my leg, wrapping her slender fingers around my ankle. Her skin was warm and velvety, and for a second, I lay back and closed my eyes, thinking about where else those silken fingers could go.

      "Does this hurt?" she asked, flexing my foot.

      "No."

      "What about now?"

      "Nope."

      "Hmmm..."

      "You almost look disappointed."

      She ignored me and continued to work, prodding me up and down my leg with her eyes narrowed in concentration. My gaze followed her every movement, constantly falling to the curve of her waist. I kept thinking about that glimpse of stomach I saw.

      Turning toward me, she moved her hands up higher, her top straining as she reached up. Despite her baggy uniform, I could see how pert and large her breasts were as they pushed out her shirt. As she moved a little closer, I could just about make out a hint of her nipples pressing against the fabric.

      What I would do to put my mouth around that...

      Inside my pants, I was starting to heat up, a feeling that intensified when she lay her hands around my pelvis.

      "Okay, lift your leg up like this. I'm going to feel right in the socket here and... Did I say something funny?"

      "No, it's just that..."

      "That what?"

      "I'm just enjoying this. That's all."

      Her eyes narrowed even further and her grip on me loosened.

      "You're not supposed to enjoy it," she said.

      "I can't help it. I've got a beautiful woman touching me below the belt. I've had worse days."

      She stiffened and reeled back, dropped her hands away from my body and crossed her arms defensively. It made her breasts pop up even further, so they were almost bulging out the top of her shirt. She caught me looking and lowered her hands again.

      "Mr. Maguire, if you continue to make comments like that, I’ll be happy to turn you over to one of my male colleagues."

      "No. No. I'm sorry. But don't tell me you don't get this every day? I can't be the first patient to notice how attractive you are."

      “Regardless, I didn’t spend seven years in college to get hit on. I’m here to help you regain function and reduce pain. Nothing more.” She returned her hands to my pelvis, her expression leaving no room for argument. "Okay, lift like this," she said.

      I did as I was told, trying my hardest to not annoy her.

      "Does that hurt?"

      "A little in my thigh. Right here in the muscle."

      "Uhuh. Right here," she said, pressing her fingers deep into my thigh.

      "Ow! Yeah. Right there."

      "Hmmm..."

      She bent my leg up again and moved her hands inward toward my groin.

      "Okay, I'm going to have to press deep into here a moment."

      Her fingers edged closer to my cock and I bit down on my lip to suppress the urge to say something, to stifle the impending erection that was beginning to form in my pants.

      "How does that feel?" she asked.

      "Amazing. I mean, yeah, fine. It doesn't hurt."

      Her eyes flicked up and met mine for a split-second. There was that look of annoyance again as the color in her cheeks deepened.

      "And this?" she asked.

      Once again, her fingers came perilously close to my cock, but this time, I couldn't stop it from growing hard. It began to swell beside her hand, and I took a long, deep breath and stared up at the ceiling.

      Down boy. Control yourself.

      "That feels good," I breathed, trying to disguise the lust in my voice."

      She stood back up and stepped back from my body leaving a warm tingling sensation where hands used to be.

      "Okay, I think we're done," she said.

      I mustn't have been able to hide the disappointment on my face because she moved over to her desk, flipped open her notebook and said, "Don't worry. I'll get you back in this time next week and we can begin working on some exercises that will begin strengthening your thigh muscles. I'm sure you'll find it a cinch since you exercise most days anyway. These will just be complimentary to add to your gym routine."

      Her voice was flat as she spoke, her eyes focused on her notebook, but her face was growing pinker by the second.

      "I look forward to it," I said.

      " It'll be really beneficial for you. It's important we start work sooner rather than later. You should have really come to see me months ago."

      "I wish I had..."

      She looked up, met my eyes for a second then glanced away.

      "You can go now," she said.

      I sat up but made no attempt to leave just yet. Between my legs, I could still feel my cock twitch.

      "How about we don't wait a whole week," I said.

      " I don't have any free spaces for appointments until-"

      "I mean outside of here."

      She leaned back in her seat, crossed her arms again, and cocked her head to the side.

      "What? Do you mean like a date?"

      "Yeah. A date. How about it? You, me, a couple beers."

      "No thank you."

      She stood up and opened the door, holding it for me expectantly.

      "See you next week Mr. Maguire."

      Her eyes were boring right into mine, urging me to leave.

      "Can I not tempt you?" I asked.

      "Absolutely not. I don't date patients. It’s unprofessional."

      She was growing angry, but it only served to make her more attractive.

      "Do you date anyone?" I asked.

      A frown formed across her brow as she shifted uncomfortably.

      My God she's cute when she's mad.

      "No," she replied.

      "So you're single?"

      "I didn't say that. Now, if you don't mind, I have other patients to see."

      She stepped out into the hall and nodded her head toward the exit.

      "See you same time next week," I grinned.

      There was nothing but silence in return. But as I walked away, I could feel her eyes on me. I looked over my shoulder as I reached the waiting room and noticed her gaze lingering.

      Is she staring at my ass?

      My eyes met hers one last time and her lips twitched. It was just a hint of smile, just a taste of what she was really feeling. But it was all I needed to see.

      She does like me, I thought. I knew it!
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      I had just got in from work, dumped my bag on the floor, and crashed onto the couch when the doorbell rang.

      "Uuuurgh."

      With all my strength, I dragged myself up and shuffled toward the door.

      "Surprise!"  Ruby beamed as I opened it.

      She stood on my doorstep in her signature sheepskin coat with the tassels around the bottom, and her hair exploding out from beneath a pink, woolly hat. In each of her hands was a bottle of wine; one red, one white.

      "Aw, hey," I said, letting her in. "Am I glad to see you. I've had the longest day."

      "Are you just home?" she asked, making herself at home in my kitchen.

      I followed her in and found her popping the cork out the bottle of red. Somehow, she'd already found the stash of potato chips I'd saved in the cupboard for cheat day.

      "It's almost nine o'clock," she said.

      "Yeah, I've been doing a ton of overtime," I replied, sitting beside her at the kitchen table. "Trying to work every hour I can until my contract ends in a few weeks."

      "Shit, is it a few weeks already? I thought you still had a couple months until you left your practice."

      "Nope! Just three more weeks and I'm as free as a bird to open my own clinic."

      I took a long sip of my wine and felt it relax the tension in my shoulder muscles. For someone who spent every day helping other people reach their peak physical fitness, I sure needed to work on myself.

      "Can't believe you're really doing it. It's always been a dream of yours and now you're actually going to have a practice of your own!"

      "Well, hopefully. It's not really going as smoothly as I hoped. Still got about a hundred things to do. Paperwork to file, insurance to apply for, rooms to decorate."

      "You'll sail through it," Ruby assured me. "You're always great at everything you do."

      "Except dating," I thought out loud.

      "Aw, shut up. Don't be like that. You had some bad luck with Billy, but he's out of your life now. Just forget about him."

      But it wasn't that easy. Since the night before, I'd been on edge and hadn't been able to stop thinking about the look in his eyes when he’d moved to hit me, or the way he gripped my wrists until I could feel my bones hurt. Looking down at my arms, I saw a thin ring of purple where his fingers were and felt anger swell up inside.

      How fucking dare he put his hands on me?

      I had never been treated that way by a guy before, but what worried me the most was that for the first time in my life, I was truly scared. It wasn't he kind of fear that came from everyday living; riding a roller coaster, arriving at a job interview, pulling into the wrong lane on the highway. This was a real, palpable fear that flooded my body.

      For that brief moment before Alan and the bouncers saved me, I felt actually in danger of my life. And I never wanted to feel like that again.

      "Are you okay?" Ruby asked.

      "Just tired."

      "Megan, how long have I known you? Don't tell me you're just tired. I can see there's something else. The energy around you is all... I don't know how to explain it. Jaggy and angry."

      I was about to tell her to shut the hell up about my energy field when I heard the pitter patter of paws along the hallway floor. A second later, Rolo popped his big, fat head around the door and looked up at me with his big chocolaty eyes.

      "Aw, come to Mommy," I said, and he trotted over and lay his head on my lap.

      Although I loved both my dogs, Rolo and me had a special connection. It was like he could sense when I was down and just magically knew when I needed a cuddle.

      "I love you," I said, rubbing his ears, and his tail wagged in response.

      "If only you had the pups there last night," said Ruby, keeping her distance. "They would have eaten Billy alive."

      "Yes, you would have," I said to Rolo. "You would have munched the hell outta Billy, wouldn't you?"

      He didn't understand what I was saying but smiled anyway.

      "I know it's hard," Ruby said, refilling my wine glass. "But just try to forget about him."

      "How the hell am I supposed to do that?"

      "Look, I have it on good authority that Alan beat the crap out of him last night. He won't come near you again."

      "Hmmm."

      "Has he been in touch?"

      "No... Not heard a thing from him all day."

      "Exactly. He's probably got the hint at last."

      But I wasn't convinced. Somehow, the silence from him unnerved me. It wasn't like him. I'd woken up this morning and expected to see a flurry of missed calls. When I saw none, I was initially relieved. Then I grew nervous.

      He's up to something, I thought. He isn't the kind of guy to just shrink away into oblivion without saying a word.

      This feeling only intensified as the day progressed and I still received no messages and calls from him. I'd be lying if I said I wasn't expecting him on my doorstep when I got home from work.

      "I can't shake the feeling he's plotting something," I told Ruby, still rubbing Rolo's ears. "I don't think I've heard the last of him."

      "If he knows what's best for him, he won't speak to you again."

      "That's the thing, he has no idea what's best.”

      It was like his whole idea of relationships was warped. If he couldn't stop the constant texting before, he wasn't going to just suddenly stop now.

      "What if he's just licking his wounds?" I said. "What if this is just the calm before the storm?"

      "Don't think that way. Just drink this right up and put him out of your mind. Come on, let's head into the lounge and bang on a movie. I'll even let you pick one of your silly rom coms."

      She shuffled away into the lounge struggling to carry the wine bottles with the bag of chips balanced beneath her chin. Rolo tagged along behind us to the couch where Reuben lay asleep stretched out like he owned the place. He opened one eye as we approached but refused to move.

      "Come on, buddy. Let Mumma sit down."

      He made a slight whining noise then flopped onto the floor and yawned.

      Kicking off her shoes, Ruby lay back and took a long drink from her wine before flicking the TV on.

      "What you in the mood for?"

      "A hot bath and bed."

      "I mean what movie are you in the mood for?"

      "Ooh! My Best Friend's Wedding!"

      "Again?"

      "Yep!"

      "Jesus. How many times have you seen it?"

      "At least fifty."

      She clicked on its thumbnail and settled down with the dogs resting at her feet.

      "Whatever makes you happy," she said.

      Grabbing the blanket that hung over the back of the couch, I pulled it over our legs and snuggled up, the two of us at either ends of the couch hugging our wine glasses.

      "Thank you," I said.

      "For what?"

      "Being here."

      "I'm always here. Anyway, I couldn't bear the thought of leaving you home alone."

      She patted my knee and gave me her usual warm smile.

      "I love you," I said, sipping my wine. "You're the best."

      "Hey, once you finally get some time off work, we should really hit the town. Get you back out there. You need to have some fun. Meet some hot new guy and let him give you the time of your life."

      "Hmmm... I'm not really in the mood for a new guy. If anything, I'm kinda off men for good. These two guys are the only men I need in my life."

      I patted Rolo and Reuben on the head, and they both stared up at me adoringly.

      "I mean look at them. The cuties."

      "You're insane," replied Ruby. "There's no harm in having some fun. No one's saying you have to get into some actual relationship with anyone just... you know, fool around."

      "Fooling around's not really my style. I'm an everything or nothing kinda gal."

      It was true. Despite almost turning thirty, I'd only had two relationships. My first boyfriend, Gary I was with since I was eighteen. I was sure we were going to be together forever, but when he moved away to college, things began to fizzle out between us. Nothing terrible happened. He never cheated, never treated me badly. It was just that things weren't quite what I'd expected, and eventually I broke things off. It was a full two years until I met Billy and decided to give love another shot. And well, we know how that ended.

      Ruby, on the other hand, was all about having a good time. Born in the wrong era, she would have been better suited to the free loving times of the sixties. I could imagine her naked wearing nothing but flowers in her hair waving crystals around a muddy field as Hendrix played in the background.

      "I don't get it," she said. "You're smoking hot and always getting attention from men, but it's like you're immune to their charms or something. You can't tell me you're not ever tempted?"

      "Well... Maybe tempted..."

      Her eyes shifted down the couch toward me. She always had an uncanny knack of almost knowing what I was thinking before I even did.

      "What are you smirking about?" she asked.

      "I'm not smirking."

      "You are! And your cheeks have gone nearly as red as that wine."

      "I have no idea what you're talking about," I lied.

      But she wasn't letting up.

      "Who are you thinking about?"

      "I'm not thinking about anyone," I insisted.

      She sat up straight, slammed her glass down on the coffee table and stared at me sternly.

      "I know that look on your face," she said. "It's the same one you made when you first met Billy and were giggling like a schoolgirl at just the thought of him."

      I sighed and reached for the potato chips. On the floor, Rolo pleaded with his eyes for one and I tossed one into his mouth.

      "Okay fine," I said, nibbling on the edge of a chip. "I wasn't going to say anything but... There was a guy today. A patient."

      "I knew it! Tell me everything! Was he hot? What's his name? What was he in for? What-"

      "Woah, woah. Calm down!"

      She shut her mouth and sat up ready to hear everything.

      "Remember that whole story up on the mountain about that Mafia guy who shot his brother in that bunker?"

      "Obviously. EVERYONE knows about that. They kidnapped two girls, remember?"

      "Yeah. It was crazy... Anyway, you know during the rescue mission there was a member of that security team who got shot by a sniper?"

      "Uhuh," replied Ruby, her eyes widening.

      "Well it was him."

      "Shut up. No way!"

      "Yeah."

      "I remember seeing him on the news!" she squealed. "Oh, my God, Megan. He's so hot!"

      "I know!"

      "And he's one of your patients?"

      "He is now."

      She began bouncing up and down on the couch with excitement. From the floor, the dogs looked up, wishing she'd calm down.

      "It's like I just told you I met Santa Claus," I laughed.

      "I can't help it," she replied, still bouncing. "It's just that he's a real hero, Megan! Like something out of a movie. I mean is there anything hotter than a security agent?"

      "He was also a Navy SEAL."

      At hearing this, she swooned and fell back against the arm of the couch.

      "Please tell me you gave him some super sexy physical exam," she said. "I need to know everything."

      Again, I felt my cheeks redden and pressed my fingertips to my face.

      Why are you like this? You've never blushed before in your life.

      "So..." she continued. "What was he like?"

      "A bit full of himself."

      "Are you really surprised?"

      "No, but, I dunno. He was just such a cocky bastard. When he asked me out, he just stared at me like he assumed I would say yes."

      "Wait a fucking minute! He asked you out? When exactly were you gonna tell me?"

      "I'm telling you now. Anyway, it's not like I said yes."

      "Why the hell not?"

      "Why do you think? It's literally been a day since I broke up with Billy. A single day! It's not even been a full twenty-four hours yet. Not to mention, it’s extremely unprofessional to date a patient."

      She leaned forward onto my legs, her eyes the size of saucers. There was a faint trace of the red wine on her lips as she licked them, hungry to know if me and Jared were gonna be the romance of the century.

      “But he’s so fucking hot!”

      "I don't care about whether a guy's hot or not. I mean, I do. Kinda... But it's not the most important thing. I mean Billy's hot, but he's also an actual lunatic. If I'm going to get into a relationship with another guy, I want to make sure he's got more going on that just his looks. I want him to be a nice guy. A REAL nice guy."

      "So maybe Jared could be that guy."

      "I doubt it," I said, shaking my head. "All he was thinking about was what's in my pants. Honestly. The way he looked at me, it was like he had x-ray vision and was staring right through my clothes."

      "You say that like it's a bad thing."

      I thought back to the moment I'd looked up the examination table and seen his eyes on my breasts, his breath becoming more labored the longer he stared.

      He wanted me all right. And I'd be lying if I said I didn't get a thrill from his attention, but right now the last thing I wanted was getting involved with another guy. I had a job to concentrate on finishing, a practice to open, two dogs to shower with love, and the greatest Halloween party ever to look forward to.

      "Fuck guys," I suddenly blurted out. "I don't need them."

      "Well if you don't want Jared, I'll take him," Ruby joked. Seriously. I could do with a little Navy SEAL lovin' in my life."

      "You can have him," I laughed.

      But at the back of my mind, I couldn't help but conjure up the image of what would have happened if I did say yes to Jared. I thought about his body; his tight abs, his muscular thighs and the size of his biceps.

      I remembered the way his leg felt as he flexed his muscles against my hand. Plenty of girls would have killed to be that close to him, and I'd be lying if I said there wasn't a part of me that didn't enjoy getting the chance to touch him. But at the same time, I had no choice but to bury any feelings of attraction down into some unreachable place.

      You're a professional, I reminded myself. You shouldn't be attracted to your patients!

      I tried to forget about him and focus on the TV, but I couldn't process a single thing I was watching. I knew the movie off by heart, but for some reason, it was as though I was staring at a film I'd never seen before. My mind was all jumbled and I couldn't take anything in. I kept comparing every guy that came on the screen to Jared, and every time they fell short.

      "Megan?"

      "Uhuh."

      "You're blushing again."

      "No, I'm not."

      "You so are," Ruby laughed as she tickled me under the ribs. "You're thinking about him again!"

      "I'm doing no such thing," I insisted, trying to stop a grin spreading across my face.

      "Liar."

      She laughed and lay her head back against the couch, her eyelids becoming heavy from the wine and the heat of the house.

      I am a liar, I thought to myself as I turned back to the TV. I haven't been able to stop thinking about him all day.
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        * * *

      

      I opened my eyes and saw the TV screen had gone black and the room was sweltering. I kicked off the blanket and saw the two wine bottles on the table were now empty and Ruby was out for the count. I tried to shake her slightly, but she only responded with a snort and rolled over.

      Meanwhile on the floor, the pups were fast asleep with Rolo lying on his back snoring gently.

      "Fuck, what time is it?"

      I fumbled for my phone and saw it was almost two in the morning. In four hours, I had to be up for my morning run before work. With a big yawn and a stretch, I turned off the TV, covered Ruby with the blanket and made for the stairs. For once, the dogs didn't wake up, and I left them sleeping at Ruby's side.

      Once upstairs, I realized I was still in my work uniform with my makeup still on.

      "You should never have drunk all that wine," I said to myself as I peeled off my clothes.

      I stared at myself in the mirror for a moment and ran a hand over my stomach. I'd been hammering the gym as hard as I could in the last few months, and the results were showing in the definition of my muscles that were growing stronger by the week.

      As I saw the v-shaped lines that moved down either side of my hip, I felt a swell of pride. Then, just for the fun of it, I flexed my biceps to admire them. They weren't by any means big, but you could see from the way they hugged my bones that I'd been working my ass off on them.

      Billy will never get to see this again.

      Not that I was working out for any man. I was doing it for me and only me. I wanted to grow strong in both my body and mind. Wanted to be nobody's little girl.

      Crawling into bed, I pulled the covers up over my exhausted body and reached over to switch off the light.  But as I lay down and snuggled up to the covers, sleep refused to take hold. I found my fingers reaching for my wrists to feel the bruises from the night before, and a red-hot anger began sweeping through me.

      That asshole will never touch me again.

      I wondered where he was now. Was he sorry for what he did to me? Did he regret the way he treated me? And did Alan really beat the shit out of him? Billy was a strong, fit guy, and last night he was mad as hell. He would have put up an explosive fight.

      But most of all, I kept thinking about the silence from him. Why hadn't I heard a thing? Somehow, not hearing a peep was making me just as uneasy as him checking up on me all the time. It wasn't like him.

      He's up to something, I thought as I closed my eyes. I don't trust him to let me go this easily.

      Gradually, I felt my mind drift off into the twilight stages between sleep and wakefulness. Images bobbed through my mind. I thought of Ruby downstairs and how much I loved her. I thought of Jared today and the way he looked at me. I thought of the way his muscles rippled and the circular scar on his thigh where the bullet entered.

      Hero. That's what Ruby had called him.

      He had rescued his sister from that bunker, taken a bullet for her and nearly died. I wanted a man like that in my life. Maybe he was the nice guy I needed after all.

      As my mind eventually relaxed, and sleep invaded my body, I let myself drift away into nothingness.

      When I next opened my eyes, I thought it had to be morning. But as I rolled over toward the window, I saw it was still dark outside.

      What the...? Why am I awake?

      And that's when I heard it. The frantic sound of Rolo and Reuben barking.

      "Megan!" Ruby's voice came from the bottom of the stairs.

      I jumped out of bed and grabbed my bathrobe. As I slipped it on, I glanced at the clock through bleary eyes.

      "What the hell, Ruby? It's half three in the morning?" I grumbled, moving across the landing to look down over the banister. "What's going on?"

      The dogs barked louder, the sound of their claws against the wooden floorboards getting increasingly louder as they ran from one side of the room to the other.

      "Rolo! Reuben! Come to Mumma!"

      But they ignored me and continued to run at speed up and down the hallway, their barking becoming deafening.

      "There was a noise," shouted Ruby.

      Only now did I see the worried expression on her face.

      "At the back door," she explained. "Like someone was trying to get in."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Positive."

      "Shit!"

      I didn't want to go down and look, but I felt compelled to, like when you're watching a horror movie but can't look away.

      "Come on boys," I said, descending the stairs and grabbing both dogs by their collars. "You'll protect Mommy, won't you?"

      They both trotted along beside me as I gingerly approached the back door.

      "It was probably just a raccoon or something," I said to Ruby as she crept along behind me.

      "Unless it was wearing boots, I don't think so."

      Flicking on the light in the kitchen, I looked toward the back door that led out to the yard. Immediately, I saw it was open a crack and the dogs began barking furiously. Usually, the sight of an open door got them excited. It meant play time and rolling around in the grass. But right now, it meant terror.

      They pulled against me as though they were ready to dash off and eat something alive.

      "Boys! Sit!"

      They began to settle, but they were still anxious and fidgeting as they sat.

      "Oh, God," I said, as I neared the door. “Look at this.”

      It was only open a few inches, but it was enough to let the cold air drift into the kitchen, and enough to tell me someone had been inside. Then a thought struck me. What if they're still here?

      Ruby's hand slid around my arm as she held onto me for dear life.

      "They busted the door," I said, laying my eyes on the splintered wood at the side of the door. "Looks like they used a crowbar."

      A knot formed in my stomach, along with the need to be sick. As I ran my hand down the broken door, I could feel the sweat form in my palms.

      "You don't think its..."

      "It has to be Billy," I said. "Who else would it have been?"

      I knew he was planning something; that his silence couldn't be trusted.

      "Right, help me pull the table across the door," I said. "At least that way it'll be secure for the night and I'll call the police."

      "I don't think it’s this door you should be worried about," Ruby replied, looking at the hooks on the wall.

      I followed her gaze to where I usually hung my keys, and that's when I saw one of the hooks lay empty; the one that held my spare key to the front door.
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        * * *

      

      "So you saw your ex-boyfriend bust his way in here?" the young officer asked.

      He was at least five years younger than me and looked fresh out of the academy. With bags under his eyes and his blond hair standing up on end, he looked as though I was keeping him up well past his bedtime.

      "No, I didn't see him," I said.

      "But you did," he replied, pointing his pen at Ruby.

      "No, neither of us saw him. We just heard him."

      "You heard him too?" he asked me.

      "No. Well, I heard the dogs barking so..."

      "And you're the owner of the property?"

      The little guy was a cocky bastard who spoke as though he'd learned his voice from an old detective movie.

      "Yeah, I'm the owner."

      "And you were upstairs."

      "Uhuh."

      "So you didn't see anything?"

      "No. Like I said, I heard the barking. When I got down here, I saw the door had been broken open, and my spare keys were gone."

      He huffed and scribbled in his notebook as though I was inconveniencing him.

      "So neither of you can confirm it was this Billy person who entered the home. If indeed he did enter the home."

      "What do you mean if he entered the home?" I raged. "He obviously did. Look at the door! And my keys, they didn't just magically vanish."

      He continued to scribble and blew a long sigh out his mouth.

      "Perhaps it was just the wind," he said.

      "The wind splintered the wood and broke the lock?" I replied sarcastically, leaning against the table. "Was that actually a serious question?"

      "I'm just saying, sometimes the wind can make doors bang open and shut. Make things go bump in the night."

      "And the wind stole my keys?"

      He flipped his notebook shut, obviously not wanting to discuss the matter anymore.

      "Have you tried looking for them?" he asked.

      "What?"

      "Your keys. Maybe you just left them somewhere."

      "Yeah, I left them on that hook right by the back door and now they're gone!"

      He stared blankly at me as though he had no idea what to do next.

      "So, are you going to go talk to him?" I asked.

      He just blinked at me.

      "Billy, my ex!" I elaborated. “Are you going to question him?”

      "I'm afraid there's no proof he was here."

      "Are you freaking kidding me. What's this?"

      I pointed to the shattered wood on the door.

      "I mean there’s no proof it was specifically him."

      "Aren't you the ones who have to find the proof?"

      Again, he just stared right through me.

      "Look, can I talk to your partner?" I asked, desperate to talk to someone with more than two brain cells.

      Walking out into the hall, I found his partner rubbing Reuben's tummy. He was at least ten years older than the dweeb in the kitchen and with a touch of gray sprinkled through his hair. I felt confident that he would at least do something. If he could just stop playing with the dogs for five seconds.

      "Who likes belly rubs?" he cooed over Reuben who was grinning like an idiot. "That's right you like belly rubs."

      I cleared my throat.

      He looked up and saw me standing with my arms crossed.

      "So..." I said. "My ex."

      He stood up, smoothed down his pants and put on his serious voice.

      "I suppose it wouldn't hurt to speak to him," he said to the younger officer. "After all, he does have a motive."

      "Exactly!" I said, relieved at least someone agreed with me.

      "But I'll be honest, there's not a whole lot we can do if you can't actually prove it was him."

      " This is bullshit! I know it was him. Who else could it possibly be?"

      "Sorry," the older officer said as he rubbed Rolo's head. "I understand how frustrating it is."

      "Do you? Do you actually understand how difficult it's going to be for me to sleep in my house again?"

      He looked down at the dogs, then to his partner, then back to me.

      "If I were you, I'd set up some cameras around the house," he said. "So the next time you can prove it's him."

      "The next time? I don't want there to be a next time."

      They were already moving down the hall toward the door.

      "Wait? Is that it?"

      Their radios crackled as a female voice broke through the static. It looked as though my time was officially up and they were moving onto their next call already.

      "Sorry," the older officer said as he walked out into the freezing night. "I wish we could do more."

      "Me too," I replied. "Me fucking too."
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      The young receptionist was looking up at me with stars in her eyes. She was pretty enough, but the problem was that she knew it, and that was never a turn on for me.

      Flipping her red hair over her shoulder, she leaned forward onto the desk just enough for me to see a hint of cleavage and the lacy edge of her Victoria's Secret bra.

      "I know you," she said. "You were that Navy SEAL who was shot by the Mafia."

      "Yep, that's me."

      "Must have been scary."

      "Scary? Nah."

      "You weren't scared?"

      "I don't get scared."

      Her eyes sparkled a little more and she leaned further forward, her shirt falling open a couple more inches.

      "You're so brave," she said. "I saw you all over the news when it happened. People were calling you a hero, climbing that mountain in a blizzard to rescue your sister. And coming face to face with the Mob too. You must be fearless."

      She smiled, her glossy lips spreading to reveal a cheesy grin.

      "Do you know what would be fun?" she asked. "If you told me more about how fearless you are. I bet you've got a whole bunch of stories to tell. How about tomorrow night? Say, eight o'clock?"

      Aw, shit. The last thing I wanted was for her to ask me out.

      "Maybe another time," I replied dismissively. "I actually came here to see Megan. She wouldn't have any free appointments this afternoon, would she?"

      "Oh... Megan."

      "Yeah, I was supposed to see her next week, but the thing is, I'm in huge amounts of pain, and I was hoping to see her sooner. Maybe even get an emergency appointment with her this afternoon?"

      I wasn't entirely lying. It felt like there were knives poking through my thigh, but that was nothing new, and it wasn't anything I couldn't handle.

      The truth was that I couldn't stop thinking about her. I'd gone to sleep thinking about her hands on my body, remembering the feel of her breasts as they pressed into me. And the scent of her perfume was still fresh in my mind.

      It was like she'd cast a spell on me. It felt as though the more I tried to forget about her, the more the image of her silky tanned skin and beautiful face popped into my head.

      But what I liked about her the most wasn't her looks, although they were hard to ignore, it was her haughty attitude and complete disinterest in me. She was the first girl in months who wasn't fawning over me like this redhead.

      "Megan isn't free this afternoon," the receptionist replied, sitting back straight and pulling her shirt over her cleavage. "You'll have to stick to your original appointment."

      Suddenly, the flirtatious glint in her eye had disappeared and was replaced with a steely death stare.

      "Can you check?" I asked.

      She sighed, turned to her computer, tapped lightly along her keyboard for a few seconds then said, "Nah, no free appointments. You'll have to come back next week."

      Wow, I take it she doesn't want to hear my stories anymore.

      "Well can you leave her a message?" I asked.

      "I suppose so."

      "Can you tell her that-"

      "Jared? I thought it was you."

      I turned and looked down the hall to see Megan standing in the hallway with a cup of coffee in her hand. She looked exhausted.

      "Your appointment isn't until next week," she said.

      "I know, but I was hoping to maybe catch you real quick. I'm in agony."

      "Oh... Well, sure. I don't have a patient for a couple hours. Come right in."

      I looked back at the receptionist and her cheeks reddened. She turned away coldly and returned to her computer as if I wasn't there.

      She clearly wasn’t used to guys saying no to her.

      Megan led me into her office and took a seat as she sipped her coffee.

      "Ignore Lucy," she said as she logged onto her computer. "She's got quite a little attitude on her."

      "I noticed."

      I took a seat on the edge of the examination table and watched her as she moved around her desk. Every one of her mannerisms was graceful, every movement refined and elegant. Even her fingers were soft and deliberate making it look more like she was playing the piano than typing on a keyboard.

      "Okay, let's bring up your file," she said.

      She set her coffee cup down and yawned before rubbing her eyes.

      "Excuse me," she said. "I'm exhausted.

      "Late night?"

      "You could say that."

      "Go anywhere exciting?"

      She kept her eyes on the screen, deliberately avoiding my gaze and replied, "No. Nowhere exciting. Anyway, what can I do for you? You're in a lot of pain?"

      "Aw, God. I'm in agony."

      “You look pretty happy for being in agony,” she said, raising an eyebrow at me.

      I grinned sheepishly. “Well maybe not agony exactly, but it does hurt pretty bad.”

      "Okay, let's take a look at you. Lie back."

      She yawned again, took a gulp of her coffee then popped a breath mint into her mouth. I watched her chew, the hollows of her cheeks pulling themselves in tight as she sucked.

      "So it's this muscle right here," she said, leaning down.

      As soon as her hands landed on my leg a shock of electricity ran up my thigh right to my crotch. And as her fingertips rolled up my pants leg, I felt a warm feeling spread throughout me. Just the mere touch of her was enough to relax me like no pill could.

      "Does it hurt when I do this?" she asked.

      She bent my leg at the knee, the heat of her hand burning right into me.

      "Oh, yeah. It's sooo sore."

      "Uhuh. And this?"

      "It's torture."

      "On a scale of one to ten how bad is it?"

      "Oh, like a ten. Definitely a ten."

      “If it was a ten, you’d be in the hospital right now,” she said flatly.

      Damn, she knew my game. “Well maybe more like a seven,” I admitted.

      "And have you been doing your exercises?" she asked.

      "Religiously. Every single day."

      She gently squeezed my thigh and I flexed my muscles against her hand.

      "Do you know what I really need?"

      "No," she replied. "Tell me."

      "For some extra private appointments."

      "Private."

      "Yeah, you know. Like you come over to my place or I come back to your place so you can really show me how to-"

      "Stop right there," she snapped and reeled away from me. "I don't do ‘private’ appointments. I never go to a clients' home, and they most certainly don't come to mine."

      She was done with me and moved back to her desk where she picked up her coffee and swiveled around in her seat to turn her back to me.

      "If you need some extra therapy in between our sessions, I can suggest my coworker Curtis. He's an expert at working knots out of muscles. He has fists like a jackhammer."

      "Uh, no. Thanks. I'll just stick to our appointments."

      She remained with her back turned to me, her eyes fixed on the database of appointments in front of her.

      "Look, I'm sorry," I said. "I didn't mean to come across like a creep. It's just that... I'll come straight out with it. I think you're incredible. And not just because you're super hot, which of course you are, but because I really think we click."

      She shot me a skeptical look but said nothing.

      "I know. I know. I bet you get guys hitting on you all the time in this place. Bet you don't go a single day without coming into contact with some creepy old man who wants you to touch him."

      "There’s plenty creepy young guys too," she added, looking right at me.

      "Ouch. Yeah. I deserved that."

      She turned back to her screen and sipped her coffee. By the deafening silence, I could tell she was waiting for me to take the hint and leave, but I didn't give up on things so easily.

      "Okay, you've found me out. I did come here just to see you, not just because I'm in pain. Although to be fair my leg does hurt like a motherfucker. But the truth is that you really made an impression on me. And I'm not the kinda guy to just sit around and wait for things to happen. So here I am."

      She set down her coffee, rubbed at her eyes and swiveled back around to me.

      "I'm flattered, really I am," she said. "I’ve told you before that I don’t go out with patients. It’s unethical. Not to mention, the last thing on Earth I want to do is go on a date with you. Or with any guy for that matter."

      I froze for a second, and then the penny dropped.

      "Oh, shit, you're gay! I'm so sorry. I had no idea."

      Of course, that had to be why she wasn't interested in me like most girls were. It wasn't that she didn't like me. She didn't like any man.

      "I'm not gay," she replied, flatly, bursting my bubble. " I was just hoping for maybe a beer or two."

      For a split second, her tongue darted out over her bottom lip, then she shook her head and stiffened back up straight in her seat.

      "No, I can't," she said.

      "What about the next night?"

      "Wow, you really don't give up."

      "I'm not a quitter," I flashed her my most devastating grin.

      For a second, she almost wavered, but just as I got my hopes up, she said, “No. I don't date clients. Now, if you don't mind, I need to get ready for my patients who actually need my help today.”

      She stood up and showed me the door. Inside, it felt as though my ego had been given a slight bruising.

      “See you next week,” she said as I left. “Make sure you keep up those exercises.”

      I still couldn't believe she was turning me down. I had really thought that if I turned on the full Jared charm, it would work. I felt a little off kilter to be honest.

      “Until then if you have any emergencies, I'd suggest calling your physician instead of me.”

      I was going to turn and make one final cheeky quip as I said goodbye, but before I could, she gave me a polite smile and closed the door on me. For a second, I stood stunned in the hallway staring at the door.

      “That was cold,” came the receptionist's caustic voice from the waiting room.

      She was gloating at my bad luck, smiling smugly from behind her desk.

      “Sure was,” I mumbled to myself as I walked away.
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      "You'll never guess who came back today," I said to Ruby as I slid into my usual seat at the back of Flannigan's.

      She was singing along to a Jefferson Airplane song that was playing out the jukebox and sipping on a rum and coke.

      "I don't know. Who?"

      "Just guess."

      "Ugh. I hate this. Just tell me."

      "No, you have to guess!"

      " I don't know!"

      "Fine. It was Jared."

      She sucked on her straw, her eyes widening as she heard his name.

      "Really?"

      "Yep."

      I took a long gulp of my own drink. It had been an arduous day, and after working a twelve-hour shift followed by trying to file all the paperwork for my new practice, I was shattered and in desperate need of some fun.

      Looking up at the clock, I saw it was almost midnight already, and in less than six hours’ time I'd have to be back up for work. But the last thing I wanted to do was head home and lay in bed worrying about when Billy was going to strike next.

      "And?" Ruby asked, bouncing in her seat excitedly. "I thought he wasn't due back to see you until next week."

      "He wasn't. He came back to ask me out."

      "He did? So, when are you going out?"

      "I'm not going anywhere with that egocentric jerk," I said. "Seriously, the way he just turned up today as though I had to see him just because he said so. He just rocked right in thinking he was royalty and I should be honored to be graced with his attention.”

      "I think you're looking too much into it."

      "I'm really not. He's honestly the most arrogant son of a bitch I've ever met in my whole life."

      "So why are smiling so much?"

      "I'm not, am I?"

      Catching sight of myself in the streaky mirror behind her, I saw I was grinning like a schoolgirl.

      "Okay, I'm maybe smiling a little bit. I can't help it. He’s hot, all right? But that doesn’t change the fact that he's an arrogant bastard."

      "A sexy as fuck arrogant bastard."

      "Yeah, totally. The problem is that he knows how hot he is. I can't help but think he's expecting me to fall at his feet like other girls probably do."

      Ruby thought for a second as she sucked on her straw. I saw her eyeing up the jukebox and already planning what song to put on. Meanwhile, all around us, the bar was starting to fill up. I couldn't help but look over my shoulder thinking Billy might turn up, and I hated this new anxious side to me. I'd never worried about anything like this before. It felt so alien.

      "I really think you should have said yes," Ruby eventually said. "What's the worst that can happen? Besides, you could really do with some fun right now. Especially after last night."

      "Yes I could, but that’s not the point. I cannot ethically date a patient. I could lose my license. Besides, guys are bad news."

      "They're not all bad news."

      Deep down, I knew that, but I couldn't shake the feeling that if I blocked men out of my life altogether, I'd have less drama. Without a man I'd be free, and after being stifled by Billy, I wanted all the freedom I could grasp.

      "If you don't want him, I'll take him," Ruby joked. "Honestly, the things I would do to have a Navy SEAL in my bed."

      I rolled my eyes at her and turned around to face the bar. If Billy was planning on turning up, I wanted a clear view of the whole room.

      "What's up?" Ruby asked. "You seem so tense."

      "Just got a lot to think about. I should really be at home right now filing an absolute fuckton of paperwork for the new practice."

      "You need to take a break. Once your contract is up you should go on vacation or something. Go somewhere hot and let your hair down. Seriously, you need to relax."

      "Relax? I don't feel like I'll ever relax again after last night. I'm afraid to be in my own home, and the dogs were literally useless. The big slobbering idiots."

      "Slobbering idiot?" came a voice from beside me. "I hope you're not talking about me."

      I looked up and saw Alan struggling to carry an armful of empty glasses.

      "Aw, hey Alan. I was hoping to bump into you. I've been meaning to say thank you."

      "Thank you? Now what would you possibly be thanking me for?"

      "The way you threw Billy out on his ass the other night. It was really something."

      "Believe me," he said, flipping the sweaty hair out his eyes with a shake of his head. "The pleasure was all mine. I don't welcome cowards who hit women into my bar."

      "He hasn't tried to turn back up, has he?"

      "Turn back up here?" Alan laughed with another flip of his bangs. "Nah. He's an asshole, but he's not that stupid. He knows better than to come back and get his ass handed to him again. Why do you ask?"

      "Ah nothin'. I was just wondering."

      He must have seen the anxious look in my eye or noted how stressed I looked, because with a great big clatter he set all the glasses down on the table beside us and squeezed into our booth.

      "I hope you don't think I'm prying," he began, running his calloused hand through his longish black hair. "But you've been coming here for a long while and... well, I'd like to think of both of you as friends as well as customers."

      He paused for a second, looked at the queue of people waiting to get served at the bar and knew he didn't have much time to waste.

      "So I mean it when I say I care about you as much as I care about all my regulars," he explained. "If that asshole gives you any more trouble, I want you to tell me, you got that?"

      "Thanks, Alan. I'll be sure to tell you."

      "You better. But if I'm being perfectly honest with you, I reckon he's skipped town."

      "You really think so?"

      "Yup. This town ain't no big city. Everybody knows everybody here, and he knows he ain't welcome. This town ain't too kind to assholes like him."

      I so badly wanted to believe that he would have left, that I'd never hear from again, but something at the back of my mind was telling me I wasn't going to get away from him so easily. And it felt as though the damage done to my back door was just the beginning.

      "I've not seen hide no hair of him since I sent his ass tumbling out the door," Alan chuckled. "Believe me, he's well gone."

      He glanced back over to the bar where the throngs of thirsty customers were growing impatient.

      "Anyway, sweetheart, I better get back to work. I swear I'm the only sucker in this place that does a fucking thing."

      He placed his hand into mine and gave it a rough squeeze. Then he picked up all the glasses again, balancing them up his arms like a circus act as he snaked his way through the crowds of people.

      "See? There's nothing to worry about," Ruby said. "Alan's probably right. Billy's not going to stick around and show his face again. He knows there's only trouble for him if he stays around."

      "Then who was it who broke into my back door and stole my spare keys? Because it sure as shit wasn't just some random burglar. If it was, they would have taken something valuable. I mean my purse was on the kitchen table. My laptop was in the next room. I had a designer pair of sunglasses on the counter. There was all of that but the one thing they chose to steal was the keys that open my front door? Nah, it was Billy who broke in. It has to be. And if he's taken the keys then he's planning on coming back to my house."

      Ruby's face was scrunched up she contemplated the implications of what I said.

      "Shit," she replied. "You're right. If he has the key to the front door then he could-"

      "Be there right now. Hell, he could climb into one of my closets and hide there until I get home. And then what? He butchers me in my sleep because those dumb cops from last night couldn't do shit?"

      Ruby shook her head and sighed before sucking up the last of her rum and coke and looking out despondently over the busy bar.

      "You'd be better off telling Sheriff Baxter. He's a nice guy. He'd do something about Billy. Unlike that little jerkbag with the attitude last night."

      “Unfortunately, the one thing those asshats from last night were right about is that they can’t just take my word for it. I have to have actual proof that it was Billy.” I yawned as exhaustion set in.

      I couldn't remember the last time I'd slept a full eight hours, and I was really feeling the effects of my drink. The one thing I wanted to do was curl up in bed and sleep the days away, but I knew I'd never feel safe in my bed again. Not until it could be proven that Billy couldn't get near me.

      "I don't like seeing you like this," Ruby said, rubbing my arm. "I've never seen you nervous before. It's horrible. You usually never let shit get to you."

      I didn't know what to say. Last night had shaken me up more than I cared to admit, and it had turned me into something I wasn't. I was nervous and paranoid, always looking over my shoulder. I wanted to feel like the old me again, strong and carefree.

      "You could always come stay with me,” Ruby suggested.

      "Really? You wouldn't mind?"

      "Why would you even ask me such a stupid question? No, I wouldn't mind. I'd rather you were with me and safe. Besides, I live in an apartment on the top floor with a secure entrance. There's no way Billy can even reach you up at mine."

      "But what about the dogs?"

      A petrified look flashed in her eyes for a second, then she said, "Bring Rolo and Reuben too. The cats will hate it, but we can maybe work something out."

      "It's going to be chaos."

      "Yeah, but at least I'll know you're safe. I'd rather you were living in chaos than fear."

      She had a point.

      "I don't know what I'd do without you," I said. "You're the best."

      I leaned over and squeezed her as tightly as I could.

      "I know," she croaked as I squeezed the air out her lungs. As I held her in my arms, I could feel her body tense up. Then she looked back out toward the bar and dug her nails into my arm.

      "Megan..."

      "What? Why are you staring like that? You look like-"

      I swung around to see what she saw. The first thing I noticed in the crowd were the familiar tattoos snaking their way up muscular arms. Then I saw the face I hoped I'd never see again. Saw the look in his eyes that told me he had nothing but trouble on his mind.

      “What the fuck? I told you all he wasn’t gone. He’s not going to let me go that easily. Especially now that his ego’s been bruised.”

      I was babbling nervously, trying to block out the fearful thoughts in my head.

      “Just chill,” Ruby said. “Ignore him. Focus on me.”

      But chilling was the last thing I was capable of doing. I searched frantically around the room for Alan or one of the bouncers, but the place was so busy they were all lost among the dozens of people.

      “Shit! This can't be happening.”

      “Just look at me,” Ruby said again. “Pretend you haven't even noticed him.”

      But that was impossible to do when all I could feel was his gaze burning into the side of my head.

      “I can't ignore him,” I said, my fear turning to anger. “And if Alan isn't going to hurl him outta here then I will.”

      “What do you mean?” Ruby asked.

      But I was already jumping out my seat, my heart beating in my throat and a bottle of beer in my hand as a weapon if I needed it again.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” I raged as I walked right up to him.

      He looked shocked to see me so angry, but there was an amused glint in his eye, like he could pick up on some of the fear I tried so hard to disguise.

      “Just grabbing a beer,” he replied with a smug grin. “There's no crime in that, is there?”

      “No, but it's a crime to break into someone’s house.”

      His smirk grew wider and he crossed his arms and leaned back as though he was proud of his handiwork.

      “I have no idea what you're talking about,” he laughed.

      “You're a fucking liar. I know it was you.”

      “Then why didn't the police arrest me?”

      The rage bubbled up inside me.

      “Just give me back my fucking keys, you asshole. I'm not afraid of you. I swear to God if I see you around my house again, I'll put a bullet in you.”

      It was an empty threat and he knew it. I didn't even have a gun in my house.

      “You'll put a bullet in me?” he chuckled. “And just how are you gonna do that?”

      I looked back up at the bar hoping to see Alan, but he was busy serving a baying crowd of customers and barely had time to breathe let alone intervene on my behalf.

      “Just get the fuck out of here,” I told him. “If I see you again, I'm calling the cops.”

      I stormed away back to Ruby as he laughed at me. Somehow, his mocking tone and laughter angered me more than anything else.

      “That bastard!” I fumed as I took my seat. “That piece of shit thinks the whole situation's funny.”

      “Well it looks as though he got the hint. He's leaving.”

      “He is?”

      We both looked up to see him disappear back through the crowd toward the door.

      “What a creep,” Ruby said with a shiver. “Think he just came here to torment you then leave.”

      “That's what it looks like.”

      “Loser.”

      “But a dangerous loser. I swear to God, I've never seen that look on his face before. It was like he was enjoying every second of trying to scare me.”

      “Fucking psychopath.”

      Now that he was out of sight, I took a deep breath and let my shaking arms settle.

      “I'm going to the bathroom,” I said, standing back up.

      “You need some company?”

      “No. I'll just be a second.”

      Pushing my way through everyone, I burst into the bathroom where groups of girls crowded around the mirrors applying their makeup. Some of them looked barely old enough to drink, with their short skirts accentuating the youthful shape of their skinny legs.

      “Hey, did you seem him?” a blonde girl asked as she piled pink lip gloss onto her lips.

      “Who? David?”

      “No! Jared!”

      Another girl lifted her head from the mirror and jiggled her boobs inside her push up bra.

      “That hot guy who was on TV?”

      “Yeah, the one who took on the Mafia.”

      “Wait, he's here?”

      If my heart wasn't racing fast enough already, it was now. I stared into the mirror and ran the cold tap before dabbing freezing water onto my face.

      Jared's here... And by the way those girls are talking about him you'd think he was a rock star.

      “He's sooooo hot,” the blonde one said as she stroked another layer of thick mascara onto her lashes. “And I heard he's single too.”

      “I heard he lives up the mountain.”

      “Ooh, that's hot. I love a red-blooded mountain man.”

      “He could kidnap me and take me up to his cabin any day.”

      The all giggled in unison sounding like a bunch of squawking seagulls and I rolled my eyes.

      Did every girl in this town want to throw themselves at Jared's feet but me?

      Drying my face, I glanced down to the girls, then back to me. I looked nothing like them, and a sense of pride swelled up inside me.

      It's me he wants. Not you.

      I swanned past them with a smile. If only they knew.

      For second, I'd almost forgotten about Billy, and as I walked out the bathroom, I only thought about Jared. The nerve of him turning up like that today. I'd never known a guy with so much nerve.

      I went to the ancient jukebox and tried to pick out a song to get myself out of the funk I was in. I slipped a dollar in the machine, but nothing happened.

      “Oh come on, you’re going to give me shit today too?” I said aloud as I slapped the side of the machine.

      “Having some trouble?” asked a voice in my right ear.

      I jumped and spun round. There it was. That smug grin again and those stormy, mischievous eyes. I was instantly gripped by fear, but it soon turned to anger.

      “Can you not take a hint, Billy?”

      “Hey, I'm not doing anything wrong.”

      “You're stalking me.”

      “Stalking you? Don't be so over dramatic. I just wanted to talk.”

      “Did you just want to talk when you busted in my back door?”

      A wolfish smile spread across his face. Leaning against the jukebox, he traced his fingers down the side of my arm. I was instantly repulsed and recoiled from him.

      “Don't fucking touch me. Get out my way now or I'm calling the cops.”

      “What are you going to tell them? I'm not doing anything. Yet...”

      I looked back down to the table where Ruby sat, but she was bobbing her head along to the music, oblivious to where I was. In the distance, I could just about make out the top of Alan's head.

      Will someone just notice him!

      “I'm not going to tell you again,” I seethed. “Don't come near me.”

      I turned to walk away.

      Fuck the music, I just need to get outta here.

      But as I turned to leave, I felt a vice-like grip clamp around my wrist.

      “Where do you think you're going?”

      “Get your fucking hands off me unless you want another bottle smashed into your head.”

      But he just laughed and tightened his grip on me.

      “You think you're so fucking smart. Think you're so fucking special. You think you can just use me and discard me like I'm some plaything? Well you fucking can't. Because you can't get rid of me so easily.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      Suddenly, a white heat came over my mind. I wasn't scared any more, I was mad as hell. With all my strength I kneed him as hard as I could in the balls and he instantly crumpled and fell to the floor. But it did nothing to subdue him. If anything, it just made him madder.

      “You bitch! You fucking bitch! You’re going to be sorry!”

      He was on his feet in a split-second and lunging at me. I took off, running toward the crowd as fast as I could. As long as I could just be near people. If only people could see what was happening, then they could put a stop to him.

      “Get back here!”

      “Stay away from me!”

      His hands were on the back of my shirt, yanking me toward him.

      "Ruby!" I called through the crowd, but she was still singing along to the music, completely unaware of the drama unfolding just a few feet away.

      I screamed for Alan, but he had his head down pouring a series of shots along the bar. My voice dissolved into the music as I called out and it seemed that although I was surrounded by people, no one was noticing what was going on. From the distance, it probably looked like little more than just a lover's tiff, just two people drunkenly arguing.

      "You're coming with me," Billy said in my ear as he pulled me close to him.

      I could smell the sweat on his skin, could smell the vodka on his breath.

      "I'm not going anywhere with you!"

      "You don't have a choice."

      I tried to shake him off, tried to hit him to release his grip on me. But it was like his anger clouded his senses, and he couldn't feel a thing. Despite digging in my heels and struggling against his grasp, I could feel him drag me toward the door.

      "Let go of my fucking arm! Billy, you're hurting me!"

      "Hey! What's going on?"

      A voice pierced the music, and before I knew it, there was a body coming between us.

      "Get your fucking hands off of her."

      I looked up and saw a light glowing around the head of my savior like a halo.

      "Jared!"

      "Is this guy giving you trouble?"

      "Yes, he’s trying to make me leave with him."

      "It's none of your fucking business," Billy raged. "I'm just taking my girlfriend home. She's had a bit too much to drink."

      "I'm not your girlfriend anymore, you psychotic asshole!"

      My eyes pleaded with Jared's and in that moment, as our gazes connected, I knew he understood and had my back.

      "Look, just take your hands off her now," he said to Billy.

      "Or what?"

      "Or I’ll disconnect them from your arms."

      "Is that a threat?"

      "You're goddamn right that's a threat."

      Only now did Billy let me go, but only to push himself into Jared in a pathetic display of machismo. Billy was a big guy, but he was no match for Jared. As he squared up to him, he was a full six inches shorter, and his muscles dwarfed in comparison to Jared's.

      "Get your fucking nose out my business!" Billy yelled, shoving Jared in the chest.

      Jared had remained calm until then, but as Billy made the first move, his feathers became officially ruffled.

      "Wrong move asshole."

      Like lightning, he threw a punch and his fist crunched into Billy's jaw in an uppercut that sent him staggering backward into the jukebox before sliding down onto his ass. The crowd parted as he fell, people gaping and gasping as he landed in a crumpled, unconscious heap.

      Right then, I couldn't believe I'd been so afraid of the lifeless rag doll that lay in front of me.

      "Are you okay?" Jared asked, laying a hand on my shoulder.

      “I am now,” I breathed, feeling a sense of relief wash through me.

      Jared squeezed my shoulder a little tighter and gave me a reassuring smile. Inside, a little explosion of warmth flooded my stomach. I was well and truly fucked.
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      After the commotion inside, the barman, Alan had emptied out the jukebox and handed at least twenty bucks to Megan as some sort of compensation.

      "Keep meaning to get the machine fixed," he said. "And a new bouncer too. That asshole should never have let Billy in here."

      "It's okay," she said, waving him back inside. "He'll know better than to come back now."

      "Yeah, well you're lucky that tonight of all nights we had a hero at the bar," Alan replied, reaching out to shake my hand. "You really did us a service tonight."

      "It was nothing. I couldn't have lived with myself if I didn't step in."

      He shook my hand again, more vigorously this time, then ventured back inside the bar leaving the two of us shivering as the snow began to fall.

      Her hand was shaking as she held her purse, but I wasn't sure if it was from the cold or from the shock of the fight.

      “Thank you,” she said, her breath coming out in puffs on the frigid air. “I'm not a violent girl, but I'd be lying if I said I didn't enjoy you swing a punch at that piece of shit. He's had it coming.”

      “He said he was your boyfriend?”

      “As of two days ago he's my ex,” she explained.

      “He been giving you a lot of trouble?”

      She gave me a look that said, don't even go there.

      “Do you want me to drive you and your friend home?” I asked. “It's getting late.”

      “No, it's fine. We'll call a cab,” she said, shaking her head and stuffing her hands into to pockets.

      “I insist,” I said. “I can't let you go home alone.”

      “No, really we're fine.”

      “I'm taking you home and that's that.”

      She smiled and glanced away, her cheeks red and rosy from the cold. Even inside her oversized padded coat she somehow looked glamorous.

      From the main door, the sound of giggling girls burst out of the bar as a group of college chicks drunkenly spilled out into the street. One of them was wearing a dress so small it looked like it she’d left half of it at home.

      “Hey! It's Jared!” one of them yelled and waved over at me.

      They all shrieked and cooed, and I cringed at them.

      “Hey, wanna come party?” a petite blonde with her ass hanging out of her dress yelled.

      “No, I'm fine,” I said, waving a hand dismissively.

      “Aw, come on! Free drinks for the hero!”

      “No. Really. You girls have a good night now.”

      “Aaawww!” an obnoxious redhead whose fake tan had gone streaky down the backs of her legs moaned. “Don't be such a party pooper. Why won't you come with us?”

      “Because I got a better offer,” I said and turned my back to them. “Jesus,” I said to Megan. “What a rough bunch.”

      “Not your type?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “What? Easy and orange? I think the fuck not.”

      She laughed, her face lighting up as she did. It was the first time since I’d stepped in between her and her asshole ex that she'd relaxed, and her blue eyes shone in the dim light, the only hint of color in the dull darkness.

      “Hey! I've been looking all over for you,” came a voice that pierced through the drunk girls' shrieking.

      We looked over to see Megan's friend slipping out the bar while pulling on her leather jacket.

      “Where did you go?” she asked. “I've been looking everywhere for you.”

      “Sorry, I needed some fresh air,” Megan explained.

      She wrapped herself up tighter inside her coat until all could see was her pink nose shining out from the fur of her hood. I had the strongest urge to lean in and tap it, but I didn't entirely trust her not to bite my hand off.

      “Hi,” her friend said, standing between us. “I don't believe we were properly introduced. I'm Ruby.”

      “Jared,” I said, shaking her icy hand.

      “I know who you are. Everyone does.”

      She giggled and twirled her hair nervously.

      “So, it really is getting late,” Megan reminded us. “We should probably get going. I've got to be up for work in a few hours.”

      “No worries,” I said. “My truck's just around the corner. Are you far from here?”

      “Not too far. Just a few blocks,” Ruby replied. “You coming in for a night cap?”

      “He's not,” Megan chimed in. “He's just driving us home.”

      Ruby looked mildly disappointed, but not as much as I felt. Leading them around to the truck, I unlocked the doors and cranked the heat up as I climbed in.

      “Wow, this thing’s a beast!” Ruby said as she pulled herself up into the back seat.

      “Well it takes a beast to climb Renfrew Peak,” I said, turning the keys in the ignition.

      Beside me, Megan warmed her hands against the heater and shivered.

      “So it's true?” she asked, her breath clouding in front of her face. “You really live up that mountain?”

      “Only halfway up.”

      “Seriously? That's still further than most people have been. I've always wanted to climb it.”

      “You should. I can show you the track I take when I go out hunting,” I suggested.

      “You hunt?” Ruby gasped from the back seat. “As in actually killing an animal?”

      “Yeah, I even eat them too.”

      “Eeew!” Ruby grimaced.

      “That's actually pretty cool,” Megan said. “You're a real bonafide mountain man.”

      She pointed out the window to a nearby turnoff and said, “Ruby's apartment is just right here by the way.”

      I parked out front and looked up at the apartment building. This area was the nearest thing little Station Springs had to a hipster neighborhood. Which I suppose made sense as to why Ruby lived there. She looked like the kind of girl who brewed homemade kombucha and made organic hummus.

      “Thanks,” Megan said as she looked into the back seat.

      She was signaling something with her eyes to Ruby, and the next thing I heard was the click of the back door opening.

      “Thanks for the ride,” Ruby said. “Catch you later.”

      She slid out of the truck into the snow, then disappeared up the path toward the building. We watched her loiter around the hallway just inside the door, fumbling in her bag for her keys. Beside me, Megan made no attempt to leave just yet.

      “Thank you so much,” she said. “Not just for the ride home, but for Billy too.”

      “Hey, I was just being a gentleman.”

      “I don't really care for chivalry,” she replied, pulling her hands away from the heater and thrusting them inside her sleeves. “I usually sort my own problems out.”

      “Hey,” I said, reaching out to touch her arm. “There's no shame in needing help now and again.”

      She looked down at her lap. I could tell she was really shaken up by what happened but didn't want to admit it.

      “I should really get inside,” she sighed, reaching for the door handle. “I gotta catch some sleep before I go to work tomorrow.”

      But I didn't want to let her just leave.

      “Think we can maybe, you know, meet up sometime?” I asked. “No pressure. Just a coffee and a chat if you want.”

      She tightened her hood around her head as she braced herself against the cold.

      “But of course, you don't date patients,” I reminded myself.

      “I suppose if we were to run into one another at the coffee shop one day, it wouldn’t be a date would it?”

      I was so shocked at the suggestion that I couldn’t think of a quick enough response.

      “See you around,” she said, and pushed open the door.

      “Wait! Give me your phone.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Because I want you to call me if that asshole ever comes near you again, you got it? I wouldn't think twice about flattening him again.”

      She handed it to me, and I quickly typed in my number.

      “I think you have a knight in shining armor fantasy,” she said, returning her phone to her pocket with a cheeky grin. “Goodnight,” With that she leaned over and pressed a soft kiss to my cheek.

      She jumped out of the car, her white coat dissolving into the snow. I watched her as she jogged up the path to the main entrance of the apartment building. It amazed me that even after a few beers, she still managed to look graceful running through the snow while most girls looked like yetis.

      As she reached Ruby in the doorway, she turned around and gave me a wave. I waved back and she disappeared out of view. As I turned back to the road, I could still feel the tingle of her kiss on my cheek. And as I looked in the rear-view mirror, I noticed my cheeks were red.

      You've never blushed in your life before. What's got into you?

      I turned the truck around and made my way toward Renfrew Peak. I felt like a schoolboy again with my first crush.

      That girl was going to be the death of me.
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      After Jared had dropped us off at Ruby’s, we made a quick run to pick up the dogs at my house before going back.

      "Come give Mommy kisses," Ruby said to her cats as they swarmed around our ankles as we entered her apartment. As soon as my boys strolled in behind me, Ruby was forgotten in a fit of hisses and barks.

      I erupted into an explosion of sneezes and felt my eyes water already.

      "Aw, fuck. I forgot to grab the Benadryl.”

      "Take the spare bedroom," she said. "It's the only room the cats aren't allowed because it's where I grow my chives and wheatgrass. It gives them upset tummies and..."

      I tuned her out. Right then I didn't give a shit about her cats' tummies. All I cared about was the way my lips had felt on Jared’s cheek.

      What the hell were you thinking?

      "You okay?" Ruby asked, waving a hand in front of my face. "You're all spaced out."

      "Just had a crazy night. I need to get some sleep."

      "Don't wanna stay up for one last drink?"

      "No thanks. I'll catch you in the morning. I'll be up bright and early to make pancakes for breakfast."

      "You better not skip on the chocolate sauce."

      "When do I ever do that?" I laughed and opened the door to the spare bedroom, ushering my dogs in with me.

      It was the only room in the apartment that wasn't covered in cat hair. It was, however, filled with plants with every surface covered in some sort of herb. I’d probably be up all night trying to keep the damn dogs from eating something they shouldn’t.

      "Jesus Christ it's like the Little Shop of Horrors in here."

      "You'll get used to the smell of the Rosemary beside the bed," she assured me, but I doubted it.

      She hung up her coat and cranked the heating up to tropical temperatures, pressing her hands against the radiator.

      "By the way, Megan?" she said, rubbing her hands together.

      "Uhuh."

      "I'm sorry."

      "For what?"

      She lowered her head and leaned against the wall. At her feet, her cats mewed and pressed their heads against her shins.

      “I shouldn't have left you alone,” she said. “I should have known Billy would turn up again.”

      "It's fine," I said. "There was no way you could have guessed he would have done that."

      "Suppose not. But I still feel like shit.”

      “Well, you shouldn't. You did nothing wrong. Anyway, I better get to sleep, otherwise I'll feel like death in the morning.”

      She gave me a weak smile and said, “Me too. Although I need to feed these little fellas tuna before bed time.”

      I gave her a quick hug goodnight while trying to get Rolo and Rueben to settle onto the floor next to the bed.

      I closed the door and lay back on the bed.

      "What a fucking night."

      Looking over at the clock, I saw I could get four hours sleep if I was lucky, but I wasn't tired. As I peeled off my clothes and lay beneath the covers, all I could think of was Jared.

      I never was into blood sports, and the idea of violence always repulsed me, but I had to admit that seeing Jared hit Billy gave me a little thrill of excitement that came from some primal, primitive part of my brain. He was the first man to ever protect me like that. The first to want to fight for me.

      Then there was the way he looked at me afterward, like he actually cared about me. Billy had never looked at me like that. Nobody had. I lay staring up at the ceiling thinking about the feel of his skin against my lips and how his eyes were dancing when I said goodbye.

      There was a spark between us like nothing I had felt before. Like nothing I knew existed. I felt giddy with excitement when I thought of him.

      What the hell is wrong with you? You're acting like you've just met a guy for the first time in your life!

      But that was how it felt. I'd known Jared was attractive from the first moment I'd lay eyes on him, but now I could see beyond his looks to the protective, strong, and gallant man he really was. And the way he dismissed those young girls as though they were nothing...

      Most guys would have reveled in their attention, would have been at their heels at the promise of a party, but he couldn't have looked less interested if he’d tried. Maybe I'd gotten him all wrong. Perhaps he wasn't the egocentric hotshot with a God’s gift complex I thought he was.

      Closing my eyes, I tried to recall the feel of his stubble, tried to remember the way he tasted and the smell of his skin. I thought about where his lips could go and imagined them on my neck, dusting the tops of my collarbones, moving down toward my chest.

      I imagined his hands drifting down to my waist to pull me on top of him. Imagined the feel of his hard, muscular body against mine. My hand was unstoppable as it slid down beneath the covers between my legs.

      It had been so long since I'd had the urge to touch myself, but now it felt as though I couldn't hold back for a single second. When my fingers slid into my panties, I was wet and slick already, the nub of my clit burning hot and desperate to be rubbed.

      Running the fingertip of my middle finger around it in a circular motion, I felt my breath quicken and felt the need to spread my legs further apart and rub harder.

      "Oh God," I breathed quietly beneath the covers.

      I kept Jared in my mind as I pressed my fingers more firmly against my clit, wishing it was his tongue. If only I hadn't kissed him then said goodbye. If only I had stayed and kissed him harder. On the mouth. Torn the clothes from his body and given him the night of his life.

      Already, I could feel myself close to climax and I held back for a moment, not wanting the pleasure to end too soon. It was the sweetest torture as I pulled my hand away and tried to take a deep breath to refrain from coming.

      When I felt the urge to reach orgasm subside, I returned my hand to my pussy and it grew even wetter. My index finger slipped inside me easily followed by my middle one as I ground my clit up against the palm of my hand.

      "Aw, fuck!"

      I bit the corner of the duvet and clenched my eyes shut.

      How big would his cock be? I wondered. Would he be as big as I hoped he would be?

      I imagined taking my time pulling his zipper down bit by bit until the sight of his cock straining against his boxers came into view. In my mind I leaned down and kissed him through his underwear, feeling the heat and throb of his cock against my lips.

      Slowly, I would take him out his boxer shorts and stroke him. Softly at first then harder until he moaned and begged to enter me. Only then would I slip my panties to the side and take him up inside me. Letting him fill me up over and over again as his mouth sucked hungrily on my breasts.

      “Oh, God!”

      I bit down on the duvet as hard as I could, but it did nothing to stop the moan that escaped my mouth as I reached a hard, earth shattering orgasm that made my legs shudder uncontrollably and my eyes roll back in my head. Beneath me, the springs beneath the mattress squeaked as I thrashed against them.

      “Are you okay?” came Ruby's worried voice from the hall as she dashed out of her bedroom.

      “I, uh, just saw a spider,” I lied as I struggled to catch my breath.

      “You need me to come in and-”

      “No! I mean, no. It's cool. I got it.”

      “Okay, well goodnight.”

      I couldn't help but laugh to myself as I heard her close her bedroom door.
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      The snow was so heavy that by the time I reached the road up to my cabin, even my monster of a truck was struggling to get through it.

      As the windshield wipers worked on overdrive, and my headlights burned through the falling snow, I felt as though I was at the end of the world. When all I wanted to be was back down in town with Megan.

      The only thing that warmed as I returned home was the memory of her kiss. I could still feel it, the sweet scent of her strawberry lip balm mingled with the strong aroma of peppermint breath mints.

      At last, my headlights landed on the outline of my cabin. Although in this weather it looked like a toy shack crafted from matchsticks shrouded in cotton wool snow.

      I wrestled the door open against the wind and landed knee deep in thick, fluffy snow that I struggled to wade through. By the time I reached my front door, digging my way down to reach the steps, I was exhausted. Staggering inside, I quickly lit the fire and collapsed onto the bed.

      Maybe the boys were right about me living up here. Maybe it is madness.

      In a matter of weeks, the snow was going to be impossible to travel through, and reaching town was going to be an expedition rather than a simple commute.

      As the heat from the fire enveloped the room, and for the first time all day I relaxed, I lay exhausted. Deep inside my thigh, a dull ache pulsed. I lowered my hand to the scar where the bullet entered and felt its rough texture through my pants.

      I had been so angry to have been shot. It made me feel weak. Made me feel like a victim. But as the months passed, and I started to recover, I knew I was nobody's victim. I was a survivor of the Mob as much as I was a survivor of war. And in a peculiarly fateful way, if I had never been shot, I would never have wound up in Megan's office.

      Megan... I thought as I kicked off my shoes and peeled off my clothes. What I would do to have you here with me right now.

      It felt as though she had been dropped into my life right when I needed her the most.

      Crawling beneath the covers, I breathed in the smoky smell of the fire and melted into my bed. Instantly, I fell into a deep sleep, sinking down and down into a velvety bliss.

      Dreams came easily to me, arriving at first in abstract images as memories of the day floated by. I dreamt of that cheap receptionist and how she didn't come close to Megan no matter how hard she tried. I dreamt of the way Megan lay her hands on me, so caring and compassionate, but there was no weakness in her touch. She may have been trying to help me, but her grasp on me was firm and commanding. Everything about her was the perfect combination of soft and strong, feminine and powerful.

      I dreamt of hearing her shrill, frightened voice across the bar and catching a glimpse of her face through the crowd. Seeing the fear in her eyes, seeing the hatred on her face as she looked up at that asshole.

      I dreamt of my knuckles hitting his face and still felt the ache across my fingers. They'd be bruised tomorrow, but it would be worth it. I'd hit him a hundred times again if it meant he'd stay away from her.

      I dreamt of her entering my truck and never leaving. Of kissing me but never stopping. I dreamt of her pulling open her thick, padded coat to reveal she had nothing on underneath but a lace bra and panties. They accentuated the definition of her lithe muscles and the curves of her hips and breasts so perfectly.

      “I just want to thank you for saving me back there,” she said, climbing up onto my lap.

      She straddled me and lay her hands on my biceps to feel the strength of them.

      “You're so strong,” she breathed in my ear. “You really know how to fight.”

      Then suddenly, the truck didn't exist, but we were back here in the cabin and I was looking up at her, strong thighs clamped around either side of me as she held me in place.

      The light from the fire glowed behind her, kissing the silhouette of her bronzed skin. I reached up and cupped her breasts, but she slapped my hands away.

      “Wait,” she ordered.

      Beneath her, my cock was hard as a rock and pulsing against her. Feeling how big I was, she looked down and grinned hungrily, licking her lips as she pulled me free from my underwear.

      “You're so fucking huge,” she said, surprised.

      I could feel her hands struggle to accommodate my girth as they worked their way up and down me slowly, inch by inch as she slowly lowered her mouth to my tip.

      I drew in a sharp breath. She groaned as she sucked me, cupping my balls gently as I felt an intense pleasure like no other invade my body. I could feel myself reach a fast climax, but before I could, she pulled her mouth away and sat up straight.

      “Don't stop!” I begged her, but she only laughed.

      Slowly, she began pulling her bra straps down over her shoulders.

      “Let me touch you,” I said, desperate to feel her breasts in my hands.

      “No. You have to wait,” she insisted, and once again slapped my hands away.

      “You're torturing me.”

      “Good.”

      She unclipped her bra from behind and it fell down to her waist, revealing her pert, perfect, tanned breasts. Her nipples were large, hard and pink, and I longed for them in my mouth. But whenever I tried to lean up, she would push me back down.

      When I didn't think I could take any more of her teasing me, she spread her legs and hooked her index finger into her panties and pulled them to the side. Her pussy was pink and wet and ready to be entered.

      “Oh fuck,” I whispered, willing to do anything to taste it.

      With her teeth sunk into her bottom lip, she pushed two fingers inside herself and let out a groan. I nearly came right there just watching her and had to fight with all my strength to not pounce.

      “You like that?” she asked. “You like watching?”

      “Oh, fuck yeah.”

      “I bet you'd like to slide that big cock right in this pussy too.”

      “You're fucking right I would.”

      With her other hand, she massaged the tip of my cock and smiled when I groaned.

      “You like that?”

      “More than anything.”

      She stroked me harder until I could feel my balls contract, ready to blow.

      “You're so close, aren't you?”

      “So close.”

      “I bet you'd like to come inside me.”

      Leaning over me, she positioned herself just over the tip of my cock. I could feel the heat from her, could anticipate just how good it would feel to be inside her.

      I tried to lift my hips to meet her, but she pushed me back down.

      “Wait.”

      “You're killing me.”

      Bending down and pressing her breasts against my chest, she kissed me hard, groaning as she reached a hand between her breasts to massage her clit.

      “I need you so much,” she whispered against my mouth.

      Only now, did she allow me to touch her, taking my hands in hers and guiding them to her body. Her skin was hot and soft, her muscles solid.

      “You feel so good,” I said, running my hands up over her stomach.

      I took her breasts in my palms and pinched her nipples between my fingers. She let out a slight whimper as it stung.

      “Do it harder,” she ordered.

      I pinched them again, this time making her scream then giggle.

      “You make me so wet,” she purred.

      She took my cock and pressed it lightly to her pussy lips.

      “I've been wanting to do this since I first saw you,” she said.

      Her eyes bore into mine as she lowered herself down onto me.

      “Oh, God. You're so big,” she moaned, struggling to take in my size.

      Then she was easing me into herself, rocking backward and forward on me in an increasingly steady rhythm. She lifted my hands to her breasts and ground down ever harder, moving faster and faster as her moans turned to screams.

      “Aaah! You feel so good,” she breathed, throwing her head back.

      She rocked even faster, the headboard of the bed banging wildly against the wall like the beat of a quickening drum.

      “Harder!” she screamed and slid my hands down to her hips.

      I grabbed onto her as hard as I could and drove myself up inside her as deep as I could go.

      “Oh, fuck,” I grunted through gritted teeth.

      “More!”

      I fucked her harder, feeling myself tip over the edge and lose control.

      I could feel my mind detach from my body, could feel the entire world vanish until there was nothing but the throbbing, divine heat around my cock, and the feel of her in my hands. Our moans melted together, our limbs beginning to shake as we both reached climax.

      “I'm coming!” she screamed and dug her nails into my chest.

      I thrust inside her as deep as I could one last time and my balls pulled themselves tight. An explosion of red-hot euphoria burst out of me as I yelled at the top of my lungs.

      She shook violently on top of me, her thighs gripping hold of my sides as her nails bit hard into my skin.

      “Oh, God!” she screamed.

      I could feel her pussy contract around my cock, could feel the torrent of liquid heat and pleasure gush out of her. Then she was collapsing onto my chest, breathing hard with her nails still stuck in my sides.

      I moved my arms to hold her, expecting them to feel the heat of her skin. But all I felt was nothing, and when I looked down, I saw there was nobody on top of me.

      With a shock, I woke up and sat bolt upright in my bed. The cabin was cold, the fire burning out hours ago. There was no sight of Megan.

      But I was so sure she was here. I could feel her, smell her, hear her.

      “Jesus fucking Christ that was the most vivid dream of my life.”

      I climbed out of bed and poured myself a stiff drink.

      “I could have sworn she was here.”

      But as I looked out the window at the snow falling and listened to the wind howl, I was reminded that I was very much alone.
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      This has been the longest day of my life, I thought as I wrapped up my last session of the day with my final patient, Gus.

      He was an old, sweet guy who was struggling to recover from a hip replacement, and he was always my most friendly patient of the week. But he was also the most talkative.

      Usually, I was happy to indulge him in listening to his boring stories, but today I couldn't stop yawning and staring up at the clock. I'd had less than four hours sleep the night before and had been working overtime. I was beat, and in desperate need of a hot bath, a quick dinner, and a quiet night sleep.

      Not that I was going to have much luck with that. That morning I'd tried to chill out in the shower for ten minutes and spent the entire time listening to three of the cats clawing at the door while the other two did their business in the litter trays and my dogs chased them all at varying intervals. And my breakfast had consisted of shoveling cereal into my mouth while the little furry bastards tried to drink the milk from my bowl. I'd been finding cat hairs between my teeth ever since. I close to just going back to my place and taking my chances with Billy breaking in again.

      “So like I was saying,” Gus continued as he took forever to tie up his shoelaces. “It was nineteen-sixty-five, and everyone was full of acid except me. I was a good Jehova’s Witness back then and enjoyed spending my weekends and evenings knocking on doors to spread the Lord's word. That's how I met my Betsy of course and...”

      Oh my Gooood will you shut up?

      But I couldn't bring myself to tell him to leave, so I just smiled politely and nodded in all the right places until he was finished.

      “I can't thank you enough, Megan,” he said, slipping on his coat. “You're by far the best Physical Therapist I've ever had, and I can tell you I've had plenty. You're always so happy to listen to me. Of course, I don't have Betsy with me any more to listen to my stories.”

      My heart began to break as I imagined him stepping out of the office to make his way back home to his empty house. I had known the old man for a few years now and was aware his wife had died, but until now, I'd not thought in too much detail about how it might have impacted him.

      “Is your son driving you home?” I asked.

      “Who? William?” Gus laughed. “Good Lord no. He's on vacation in Florida right now. Doesn't have time for his old man. I'll be walking my way down to the bus stop like I do every week.”

      “Wait, I'll call you a cab. It started snowing earlier. I couldn't let you get the bus.”

      “Oh, no. You don't have to do that.”

      “I insist.”

      Taking his arm, I helped him wobble into the waiting room where Lucy was filing her nails behind the desk.

      “Call a cab will you, Lucy?”

      She ignored me and continued filing her nails.

      “Lucy!”

      She looked over as though I was interrupting her.

      “Call a cab for Mr. Roberts, please.”

      With a tremendous sigh, she reached over for the phone.

      “That one,” Gus said as he shook his head at Lucy. “Doesn't know the meaning of work.”

      She overheard him and glowered in his direction. I would most certainly not be employing anyone with her lack of work ethic or social skills in my own clinic.

      “They said it'll be five minutes,” she announced before slamming the phone down.

      I sat beside Gus as we waited, still staring at the clock and dreaming of a hot bath and a big dinner. My stomach rumbled at the thought of a pizza, preferably without any cat hairs.

      Looking out the window, I saw the sunset turning the sky an inky indigo. I wondered what Jared was doing out there tonight. All day long I had expected him to just turn up, but he never did, and I'd hovered my finger over his name on my phone a dozen times.

      I decided to make him wait. The last thing I wanted was to appear like all the other desperate girls who were trying to get his attention.

      “That's the taxi here,” Lucy said after a few minutes.

      “I'll help you out,” I said to Gus.

      “You'll do no such thing. You've done quite enough already. Please. I'll be fine.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Most certainly.”

      He hobbled off, clutching his cane, then stopped as he reached the door.

      “Goodnight, Megan. You're one of a kind. I'll sure be sad to see you leave.”

      I watched him walk down the path to the waiting cab where the driver helped him into the passenger seat.

      “You're leaving?” Lucy asked.

      “Yep. Only got a few weeks of my contract left here then it's off to greener pastures.”

      “Where's Greener Pastures?” she asked. “Is that in Colorado?”

      My God she's an actual idiot.

      “It's Denver,” I told her.

      “You're moving to Denver?”

      “Yep. Opening my own physical therapy practice. Well, trying to. I seem to have about ten thousand things left to do before that happens.”

      “But all the patients are really going to miss you,” she said. “You're the first person everyone always asks for an appointment with. Are you not going to miss some of them?”

      “Of course I will.”

      “Like Jared?”

      It was a loaded question, and as she turned to me and set her nail file down, I saw her eyes were twinkling.

      “Jared is just another patient,” I lied. “There's no reason I would miss him any more than any of the others.”

      “And the test determined that was a lie,” Lucy announced in her best Maury voice. “I might seem stupid but I’m not. Everyone knows you and Jared have a thing going on.”

      “Who's everyone?”

      “Everyone who saw you at Flannigan's last night when the fight broke out? Although from what I heard, it wasn't much of a fight. Apparently, Jared knocked Billy out with a single punch. That's some pretty crazy shit.”

      “Wow, gossip gets around this town fast. You can't sneeze in this place without the mayor giving a press conference on it.”

      I looked back up at the clock and saw how the day light was dwindling outside. It was far too late to be still stuck at work.

      “Right, I'm outta here,” I said. “And you should be too. This place'll be closing up soon.”

      “I'm waiting on Dr. Curtis,” she replied with a cheeky grin. “We're going out for cocktails.”

      “You and Dr. Curtis? You're kidding me. He's like three times your age.”

      “What can I say? I like a more sophisticated gentleman.”

      I shuddered and walked away.

      “Enjoy your cocktails,” I grimaced.

      I didn't know who had a rougher deal, Curtis or Lucy. At last, as the last of the sun dipped into the horizon and darkness descended over the building, I grabbed my things, zipped up my coat and walked out into the night.

      Usually, I would feel a wash of relaxation come over me as I left to go home, but tonight, I found myself looking over my shoulder into the dark corners of the parking lot. I knew it was unlikely Billy would be there looking for me, but I hadn’t thought he'd turn up at Flannigan's again either.

      I'd never forget the look in his eyes as he cornered me. Dark, dishonest and totally psychopathic. I used to think I could trust him, but now I was coming to realize I never even knew him. The controlling, deranged side was the real him. And I never wanted to see it again.

      Hurriedly, I half-jogged over to my car. The temperature had dropped along with the sun, and a light flurry of snow had mixed in with the auburn leaves.

      Before I could start the engine, my phone rang, and I was pleased to see Ruby's number flash on the screen.

      “Hey, Roobs!”

      “How's it goin'? Please don't tell me you're still at work!”

      “Just leaving.”

      “For Christ's sake, Megan. You need to take it easy. Take a day off or something. After last night you need to take some time to look after yourself.”

      “I'm fine,” I insisted. “The world can't just stop because I had a bad night. Besides, I love my job.”

      “And I love knowing you're okay. I worry about you.”

      “You don't have to.”

      “But I'm your best friend. It's my job to worry about you. Now tell me when you're coming home. I'll order a pizza and the two of us can pig out. How does that sound?”

      “Sounds amazing. But I gotta swing by my house first and pick up a few clothes and things. Won't be long.”

      “Awesome. By the way, I just gotta tell you that I'm coming around to the idea of being a dog person.”

      “You are?” I laughed.

      “Rolo and Reuben have been angels all day, despite the cats swiping at their ears and trying to steal their food.

      “My boys are the best,” I said, looking forward to seeing them and getting a slobbery cuddle with the both of them. “Anyway, I better shoot. My phones only on ten percent. You need me to get anything?”

      “No, just hurry up and get back. I'm starving!”

      I hung up and blew hot air into my cold hands. It was a short drive to my house, and I blasted the radio to keep me company along the way.

      Arriving out front of my house, I looked up at the empty building and felt sad at the sight of it. It didn't look like my cozy, warm home anymore. Instead it appeared dark and dingy and tainted. Unlocking the front door, I flipped on the light and stared right down the hall into the kitchen where I could see the back door was still barricaded with the kitchen table. Looking up at the hook, I saw where my spare keys used to hang.

      He took them. I know he did.

      And that means he's planning on using them.

      That's when the thought struck me.

      Is he here now? Is he in the house waiting for me?

      My heart began to race as I stared at closets and closed doors and imagined he was behind each and every one of them ready to jump on me.

      “Stop it,” I told myself. “You've got nothing to be afraid of. He's not here.”

      But I couldn't shake the feeling that I was being watched. And suddenly, I didn't feel as though I was in my own house anymore, but a hostile zone where I was no longer safe.

      But at the same time, I wasn't going to let Billy scare me like this. He was just a loser, just some coward.

      “If you're here come out now!” I shouted to the empty house. “I mean it. If you're here come and get me. I'm not scared of you like you want me to be!”

      There was no response but an eerie silence and my own voice echoing back at me.

      “That's what I thought. I'm just letting my imagination run away with itself.”

      Moving upstairs, I entered my bedroom and began packing my things into a suitcase. I didn't know how much longer I was going to stay with Ruby, but a girl could never have too many sets of pajamas and leggings.

      With my case packed, I hurried downstairs, entered the kitchen and grabbed my last bottle of wine from the pantry.

      “Right, time to go get that pizza.”

      My stomach growled in response. Back out in the car, I took a minute to look up at the house. I had no idea when I'd be back.

      Sliding the key in the ignition, I started to relax as I thought of a quiet night in with Ruby and our fur babies. All seven of them now. Her landlord was going to go nuts when he found out.

      Looking down at the clock, I figured I could be back at Ruby's in under ten minutes if the roads were empty.

      Ten minutes until pepperoni and Netflix. Ten minutes until I could climb out my uniform and slide into my furry slippers and snuggle up under a blanket in my fleece pjs.

      Except, as I turned the key in the ignition and pulled away from the curb, I heard a loud, rubbery flapping sound coming from one of the back wheels.

      “What the fuck?”

      I switched the engine off and jumped out. I expected to find something caught in the back wheel like a shopping bag or a piece of garbage. What I saw instead knocked the breath out of me.

      The back tire was slashed to pieces as though someone had angrily hacked at it with a carving knife.

      “No. No!”

      I knelt down and felt my hands along the damage, praying that my eyes were deceiving me. But I was seeing it clear as day as my fingers felt the loose ends of the rubber and the metal rim of the bare wheel.

      He must have been watching.

      Reaching for my phone, my immediate thought was to call the cops.

      “Nine-one-one what's your emergency?” came the clipped female voice.

      “My ex slashed my tires! He's been stalking me.”

      “Okay, please remain calm, ma'am and we'll do what we can. Is he still there?”

      “No, I can't see him. But he must have been watching me. He must be around somewhere! Can you send someone right away to seven-three-seven Brisk Avenue?”

      “Do you believe he's armed?”

      “At least with a knife, yes.”

      “Okay. I'm gonna send some officers around straight away. Go somewhere safe to wait.”

      The phone clicked as she hung up and I was left standing in silence.

      I stared at my phone. I saw it was only on two percent battery and looked up the road hoping to see the red and blue flashing lights of the police. But I saw nothing but darkness.

      Shit, they could take forever! And what am I supposed to do? Just stand here like a dummy and wait? I've seen far too many horror movies.

      I looked back down at my phone and saw my battery had shrunk down to one percent.

      Think fast! Who can get here?

      My mind immediately went to the one person who could help, who had saved me before and said he would again. Pressing his name, I waited with bated breath to hear his voice and hoped to God my phone wouldn't die.

      “Hello?”

      “Jared!”

      “Megan! How's it goin?”

      “Not good. Remember you said if that asshole came creeping around again you'd-”

      “Beat his ass again? I would never forget. Is he back?”

      “He slashed the shit out my tires!”

      “Bastard. I'll be right there.”

      I gave him my address just before my phone died. Then I waited. Still, there was no sign of a cop car, and I kept looking up and down the sidewalk for any sign of my neighbors. But I was completely on my own. Except I didn't feel alone. I felt as though I had eyes on me.

      If Billy was watching me for long enough to know I'd left my car unattended for a few minutes, then he had to be watching me now too. And he had something big enough to do serious damage to my tires.

      I found my eyes focusing on the shadowy spots of my garden where the trees clustered in the darkness.

      He's in those shadows. He's watching me right now.

      “Come on. Come on. Where are the fucking cops?”

      I burrowed myself down deep inside my coat, grabbed my keys and darted for the house once more. But all the way up the steps to the front door, I was thinking He's out there. He's watching me.

      In the bushes, something rustled and I jumped, keys between my fingers weaponized in case I needed to use them. But the rustling turned into the flapping sounds of a bird as it flew through the leaves.

      Hurrying inside, I locked the door, double checking that it wouldn't budge. Then I turned on all the lights.

      “You thought you'd never see me again, didn't you?” came a voice behind me.

      I froze and felt the hairs rise along the back of my neck. Slowly, I swiveled my head around. In the doorway to the kitchen Billy stood wearing all black. Even his gloves and hat were black, his scarf pulled up high over his nose. All I could see were his icy blue eyes; cold, stormy, and deadly.

      “The cops are coming,” I told him. “They're on their way right now.”

      Somehow, despite his face being covered, I could tell he was smiling. I could see the amusement in his eyes and the intention behind them. He was loving every second of frightening me. Loving the thought of having control over me in my own home.

      I should have never come back here. I should have known he would be waiting.

      Straining my ears, I tried to listen out for the sound of the police, but all I heard was Billy's heavy breathing. The small patches of skin I could see above his scarf were bright red and sweaty, but he wasn't flustered or afraid. He was excited.

      Slowly, keeping his eyes on mine, he moved his hand around to his back. He pulled at something in the waistband of his jeans, a slight metallic sound ringing out through the hallway.

      My mind raced.

      Is it a gun or a knife he was holding?

      Frantically, my eyes darted around the hall for something to protect myself with, but all I saw was my old landline phone and the keys in my hand.

      “Where's your new boyfriend?” Billy mocked. “Doesn't look like he's here to save you tonight.”

      He laughed; his voice slightly muffled by his scarf. I kept my gaze toward the back of his hand.

      What the hell is he hiding back there?

      What does he want to do to me?

      My heart raced a mile a minute as I tried to think fast, my eyes constantly scanning for a weapon.

      “Don't be stupid, Billy. The cops are gonna be here any second now.”

      Come on. Come on! There must be something here to protect yourself with.

      I cursed myself for not having the dogs in the house.

      I should never have come back here! I should have gone straight to Ruby's!

      With my keys in my hand, I edged back toward the front door, the only way out.

      “Thinking of going somewhere?”  Billy smiled.

      Slowly, he moved his hand out from behind his back. I hoped to God he was just playing with me, but as I saw what was clutched between his gloved fingers, I knew he was deadly serious. A large, serrated hunting knife appeared in his hand. I knew how easily it could rip apart my tires, so I could only guess what it could do to me.

      “Put it down, Billy. Don't do something you'll regret.”

      “Oh, I'm not going to regret a thing. I'm going to enjoy every second of this.”

      For a second, we stood facing each other, staring into each other's eyes as we guessed who would make the first move. I couldn't breathe, couldn't think, couldn't move. All I could do was stare at the knife and imagine it going into my body.

      Get the fuck out, I told myself. Run!

      In one swift movement, I turned the doorknob, ripped the door open, and ran out into the night.

      But he was quick on my heels, his heavy boots crunching up the path behind me. I could feel him approach, feel him breathing down my neck. Then a yanking motion jerked me back as he grabbed the hood of my coat. I fell flat onto my back and looked up to see the white light of the moon bouncing into his eyes. He towered over me, knife still in his hand.

      “I bet you thought you'd seen the last of me last night. Bet you thought you'd won. But I'm just getting started.”

      I moved to stand up, but he slapped me hard across the face and pushed me back down into the ground. Kneeling down, he pulled the scarf from his face to reveal his chapped lips. The smell of hard liquor and cigarettes stung my nose.

      “You'll not be seeing that new boyfriend of yours again,” he said. “You'll not be-”

      The sound of an engine screeching to a halt followed by the slamming of a door interrupted him.

      “Hey!” Jared screamed.

      He was jumping out of his truck and running at full speed toward us.

      “Get the fuck away from her!”

      “Be careful! He has a knife!”

      But Jared wasn't afraid. He was angrier than ever and launched himself at Billy, the two of them tumbling into the snow with their fists flailing.

      Billy drew back the knife, lifted it overhead as though he was going to plow it into Jared's chest. But before he could, Jared punched him hard in the throat and kicked him square in the chest. Billy flew backward just as Jared caught the knife in midair.

      I ran to his side as Billy reached a hand to his throat and coughed uncontrollably. He curled himself up in the fetal position as he struggled to breathe and whimper.

      “Fucking coward,” Jared spat.

      He looked down at the knife in his hand and shook his head.

      Billy spluttered and groaned in response still clutching at his throat, his face bright red and covered in sweat.

      Finally, the sound of sirens filled the air, and we looked down the road to see a police car swinging round the bend. I expected to see Billy attempt to make an escape, but as he tried to stand, he fell back down again, holding his hand to his chest where Jared kicked him.

      “You broke my fucking rib,” he gasped.

      “You’re lucky that’s all I broke. Seriously, asshole. You should have learned your lesson from the last time.”
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        * * *

      

      I stood in my living room looking out the window as the police car disappeared into the distance with Billy in the back. Across the road, the neighbor's curtains twitched. If only they'd paid an interest earlier...

      “Are you okay?” Jared asked, approaching me from behind.

      “Yeah. I think so.”

      But inside I was terrified. Even more so now that it was over, and I had time to think about what happened.

      “If you hadn't arrived just when you did, I think he really would have killed me.”

      He rubbed my arm gently to comfort me, and I leaned my head into him. It naturally settled into his shoulder, like our bodies were supposed to fit together.

      “Thank you,” I said, although that didn't feel like enough. “That's the second time you've saved me in two nights.”

      “I was happy to do it,” he said and pulled me closer to him.

      He brushed his fingers through my hair, and I melted further into him, breathing in his scent. Looking up into his blue eyes, I saw they were soft and kind.

      “You could have been hurt,” I told him. “That knife Billy had was no joke.”

      “You think that's the first guy I've wrestled with a knife?” he laughed. “Besides, he didn't even know how to use the thing.”

      I marveled at his ability to see the funny side, to appear unphased by everything. Was he really not afraid of violence? Of dying? Or was he faking it?

      I was starting to think the cocky masculine persona was no charade, but his true self. He really was a tough as fuck alpha, a war hero, a survivor of the Mafia, a bulletproof badass with a heart of gold.

      As I stared up at him, feeling the strength of his arms as he wrapped them around me, I felt as though I was looking up at the strongest man I'd ever met.

      In all my life, I'd never looked for strength in anyone but myself. I wanted to fight my own battles, but right then, I needed him and not just to save me.

      Reaching up on tiptoes I kissed him, gently at first then harder when he brushed his tongue against mine. He smelled like the cold air from outside but tasted sweet and warm.

      Our bodies mingled together so naturally, our limbs locking together. I couldn't stop my hands drifting inside his coat and up under his sweater to feel his stomach, yearning to feel his muscles.

      “Wait,” he gasped in between kisses, cupping my face and pushing me away. “This isn't why I'm here. I came to help you-”

      “Shut up.”

      I silenced him with an even harder kiss and reached further under his shirt to feel the strength and definition of his chest muscles. He was solid and strong, his touches firm but gentle.

      When his hands moved down to my hips, pulling me toward him, I reveled in the sensation of being gripped by his powerful hands. He groaned as I kissed him, and as I pushed myself against him, I could feel he was hard inside his pants. The excitement grew within me as I pressed a hand over his crotch and felt the size of him through the fabric.

      “Let's go upstairs,” I whispered in his ear, and he didn't need to be told twice.

      Scooping me up in his arms, he pulled me to his waist, and I wrapped my legs around him. Compared to him, I was nothing but a doll in a giant's hands. But I felt protected by his side, felt feminine being held by his muscles.

      He carried me up the stairs, kissing me all the way up until we reached the landing.

      “Bedroom's that way,” I giggled.

      I didn't recognize the sound of my voice. It was as though my body had been overtaken by some youthful, carefree spirit. I had never felt giddy like this in any man's arms before. I had always believed that the feeling of being swept of your feet by a prince charming was nothing but a fairy tale.

      But Jared was all real, and so was the hunger inside me for him. I grew impatient as he carried me down the hallway and began tearing at his clothes the second we tumbled in through the door.

      He lay me down gently on the bed, but I was in no mood to be treated delicately. I leaned forward and ripped at his belt, dropping it on the floor with a clunk.

      “Take it all off,” I ordered, tugging at his shirt and sweater.

      He tore the rest of his clothes off in record time until he was standing in just his boxer shorts. They struggled to contain his size, and as I placed a hand over his crotch, I could feel the heat of him.

      Pulling down his underwear over his buttocks, I kissed the v-shaped muscles beside his hipbones, and he shuddered slightly as it tickled. Then I let his boxers drop to the floor. There was something so powerful about having him stand over me, naked and ready while I remained clothed.

      “You're still dressed,” he said. “We'll have to fix that.”

      He pulled my shirt up over my head, kissing my neck as I lay back. Kneeling between my legs, he ripped down my pants, tearing off each of my shoes as he threw them onto the floor. For a second, he just looked down at me, his eyes shining as he admired me.

      “You're so fucking perfect,” he said, cupping my breasts over my bra.

      Leaning down to kiss my stomach, he pulled the straps of my bra down, kissed each of my breasts and sucked on my nipples. My legs parted for him; my panties soaked through.

      He ran a hand down my stomach and in between my legs, lightly tickling me over the lace of my panties.

      “Fuck, you're so wet,” he whispered as he kissed my neck, then my chest before maneuvering himself down onto his stomach. Lying on his belly, he stared up between my legs and smirked, like he knew just how much he was going to pleasure me. With his eyes still on mine, he pulled my panties to the side to reveal my wet lips.

      With a smile still on his face, he blew on me. It was nothing but air but coming from his lips it felt so heavenly.

      How can this feel so good? I asked myself as I threw my head back. How can this turn me on so much?

      I looked back down and saw he was still focused on my face, his cheeks slightly red and his lips moist. Pressing two fingers against my pussy, he parted my lips and pushed his tongue in between them, licking me with a long, flat, slow tongue.

      I felt an immediate surge of pleasure, and felt my lower body begin to tremble.

      “Aw, fuck.”

      Lowering my hand to his head, I entwined my fingers in his hair and pulled his head in closer to me. He responded with a groan as he ran his tongue faster over my clit.

      “Oh, God!”

      I didn't know somebody's mouth could feel so good. I had never reached such a state of euphoria at the hands of any man. Just when I thought it couldn't get any better, he slipped his middle finger inside me, then another and opened me up.

      He moaned as he sucked my clit, enjoying every second of tasting me. Meanwhile inside me, he pumped his fingers in and out, reaching my g-spot with ease.

      “Wait,” I gasped.

      It just felt too good, too intense. So different to anything I had experienced before. A scream came out my mouth before I could stop it and my thighs began to quiver no matter how much I tried to hold them in place.

      “Oh, fuck!”

      I was reaching an orgasm like no other, attaining a height of bliss I didn't even know was possible. He moaned as I began to come as though he was lost in his own pleasure.

      “I'm coming!” I cried, my legs still trembling. “Oh, God. Jared!”

      His fingers pumped even harder inside me, his mouth sucking as hard as he could. I couldn't hold it back any longer and my pussy erupted as I came, juices flowing out of me and down Jared's face as I squirted.

      I couldn't stop screaming. Couldn't stop shaking. It was as though I had totally lost control of my body as it became invaded with the strongest, longest orgasm of my life. Meanwhile, he continued to suck, his fingers buried deep inside me.

      “Stop!” I said, pushing his head away. “I can't take any more.”

      He sat up, wiped his face with his hand and grinned cheekily.

      “You sound so hot when you come.”

      I couldn't breathe, and lay there, sucking in air as I looked over every inch of his body. His cock was standing to attention, the tip throbbing, raw and red hot.

      “I've never...” I gasped. “I've never come like that before.”

      He grabbed onto my thighs and they continued to tremble in his hands. With a lick of his lips, he looked down over my twitching body with a proud, satisfied smile.

      “I'm not finished,” he said. “Roll over.”

      I flipped over onto my stomach, still breathless and lay my sweaty face down onto the pillow.

      “Spread your legs wider,” he ordered as he pushed them apart.

      I lay there, ass in the air exposed and ready for him. Every second I spent waiting for him to enter me was torture. Looking over my shoulder, I watched him stroke his cock, ready to penetrate me.

      He's so fucking big, I thought. This is really going to hurt.

      Gradually, I could feel him press the tip against me and I braced myself.

      “Hurry up,” I told him, reaching around to guide him inside me. “I need you.”

      He paused for a second just to tease me.

      “What are you waiting for?”

      He leaned down and swept the hair from my face and kissed my cheek tenderly. Then, without warning, he thrust deeply inside me with a grunt.

      Surprisingly there was no pain, just a pleasure like no other, like he was hitting each and every nerve ending inside me just right.

      I cried out for more and pushed my ass up against him, desperate to have him deeper.

      “Harder!”

      He groaned as he pushed himself even further inside me and reached forward to slip a hand round between my legs. Rubbing my clit as he fucked me, he kissed my neck, with every hair down my back prickling.

      “Harder,” I cried out. “Fuck me harder.”

      With an iron grip, he latched his fingers onto my hips and thrust with all his strength until I could feel the trembles of a second climax.

      “Oh, fuck you feel so good.”

      I looked over my shoulder as he bit down on his lip, his eyes clenched tight. Lowering my hand to my clit, I rubbed it hard and could no longer fight off another orgasm. I came, feeling a climax drive itself through my body like a wave of ecstasy as I splashed juices all over Jared’s balls.

      Screaming as I gripped the bed sheets, I pushed my ass up even further against him. I could feel his thighs shake, the sweat on his skin sticking to me. The grip of his hands grew even tighter until his nails scratched my skin.

      He grunted one last time, a long animalistic noise that became a growl as he reached orgasm.

      “Fuck. Fuck! FUCK!”

      He drove himself inside of me as far as he would go, then he fell limp onto my back. Breathing hard, he kissed my shoulder and stretched his fingers down across my arms to hold my hands.

      Neither of us could speak. We could only lie in shock as we recovered from the strength of what we felt. I could have lay under him forever feeling his weight and strength on me, and my eyes flickered shut as my exhausted body finally relaxed.

      He rolled off and lay on his back, staring up at the ceiling, dazed. I kissed his cooling body and wrapped an arm over his chest.

      “I've never done that before,” I told him. “Squirted I mean. I wasn't even sure it was a real thing. Thought it was just something you saw in porn.”

      He grinned, proud of himself and stretched his arms up so I could see the full size of his chest and biceps.

      My God have you ever seen such a perfect specimen of a man?

      He patted his shoulder and invited me to lay on top. Curling up against him, I relished the warmth of his body.

      This is just what I needed.

      But the magic of the moment was soon broken by the sound of the doorbell. I tried to ignore it, but it rang again and again.

      “Aw, shit. I better get that.”

      Reluctantly, I climbed out of bed and pulled on my bathrobe before hurrying down the stairs to the sound of the doorbell still ringing.

      “I'm coming. I'm coming!”

      As I reached the door, I expected to maybe see the police back to tell me something about Billy, but instead, I pulled the door open to see Ruby standing on my doorstep looking both angry and anxious.

      “Where the hell have you been?” she shouted and stormed inside. “I've been calling you for hours, but it kept going through to voicemail. Wait... Why are you all sweaty?”

      I felt my cheeks burn red hot as she stared.

      “You Devil,” she laughed. “Did you just-”

      I nodded and gestured upstairs to where he lay in my bed.

      “Tell me everything,” she insisted.

      “Not now. I'll fill you in later.”

      “No, now!”

      “Later!”

      Ushering her into the living room, I handed her the bottle of wine and switched on the TV.

      “I've had the best and scariest night of my life,” I told her. “You're never going to believe what happened.”
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      As I woke up, the first thing I wondered was why it was so warm and why the bed was so comfy. Then I tried to figure out why the bed smelled so nice.

      Opening my eyes, I was faced with a floral bedspread and baby blue curtains. One the wall was a plaque that read - My children have paws. Proud Rottie Mommy.

      Then it all came back to me and I couldn't stop the smile spreading across my face. Lowering my hand to my balls, I felt the ache deep inside them, a nice reminder of last night. I'd had the greatest orgasm of my entire life and had fallen asleep afterward not feeling a pain in my leg for the first time in months.

      Rolling over, I hoped to feel for Megan's silky body, but all I felt was an empty bed. As I sat up, I could hear the sounds of breakfast being made downstairs along with voices. The smell of bacon wafted up the stairs making my stomach growl.

      Slipping into my clothes, I looked in the mirror and tousled my hair.

      "You handsome bastard," I said to myself with a wink before sauntering down the stairs.

      As I entered the kitchen, I hoped to get my hands on Megan again, but as I entered, I saw Ruby sat at the table cradling a cup of coffee.

      "Morning," she smiled at me with a knowing look in her eyes.

      "Morning. I didn't know you were here."

      "Thought I may as well stay the night. Although I better leave in a second. God knows what the dogs have done to my furniture."

      "It's your cats that wreck your furniture," Megan said, turning around to slide bacon onto a plate. "My boys are angels."

      She was smiling radiantly, her skin glowing. Her eyes shone as she handed me my breakfast, her gaze making its way up and down my body.

      "Good morning," she said. "Hope you like your eggs runny."

      "Who doesn't?"

      "Take a seat. I'll make another pot of coffee."

      As I began to eat, I was acutely aware of Ruby staring at me. By the look in her eyes, I could tell Megan had told her everything.

      "I heard about what you did to Billy," she said. "Twice in two nights. He'd have to be a moron to come back for a third."

      "I wouldn't put it past him," I said, chewing on a crunchy rasher of bacon. "The guy's a class A lunatic. But I suppose the cops will have him locked up for a bit after that last stunt."

      She laughed and nodded in agreement before sipping on her coffee.

      "I was always telling Megan to dump his ass. Always got a real bad feeling about him. His aura was all wrong and cloudy."

      "His aura?" I asked, looking up from my plate.

      Megan shot me a look to silence me, but it was too late because Ruby was already starting to gibber.

      "Yes, his aura is the only one I've ever seen that's completely black. Yours though, it's a lovely iridescent turquoise."

      "Fabulous," I replied, sarcastically. "I'm always going to the doctor to find out how to make my aura more iridescent."

      Megan sat down beside me and patted Ruby on the arm.

      "Hey, how about you head back to your apartment? The cats will need fed, right?"

      In unison, the three of us all looked up at the clock and saw it was reaching seven o'clock. Soon enough, we'd all have to go back to work and go about our day, but that was the last thing I wanted to do. I wanted to spend the entire day in Megan’s arms, my face between her breasts as I sunk myself into her time and time again. I didn't want to return to the real world.

      "I guess I better," Ruby sighed. "And I've got such a long day ahead of me. Got my least favorite patient later."

      "Oh? You're a health professional too?" I asked her.

      Again, Megan shot me another look.

      "Sure," Ruby replied as she walked over to the sink to rinse out her coffee cup. "Crystal therapy mainly although I also do a lot of energy healing and work with people's past lives and their angels. Things like that."

      Did I just hear right? Did she just say angels?

      Somehow, I couldn't imagine that Megan would be best pals with some hippie who gabbed about angels and auras. She was a tough, down to Earth chick, so where did all this woo woo stuff fit in?

      "But Megan doesn't believe in all that stuff," Ruby added as she reached for a towel. "She's still very much focused on things she can see and touch rather than feel. Anyway, I better be on my way. See you later, Megs?"

      "Sure. Catch you later."

      They both hugged quickly before Ruby made her own way out. As soon as the front door slammed shut, Megan leaned in and said, "I'd love to see, touch and feel you again."

      She laughed airily and cupped me beneath the table as she kissed my cheek.

      I was hard again in an instant with a raging erection.

      How is she doing this to me?

      I pulled her into a kiss and slid my hands up her thighs, but she pushed them away.

      "I can't," she giggled as I kissed her neck. "I've got to leave for work soon."

      "Call in sick," I told her. "I think you need some bed rest. Doctors’ orders."

      "I can't do that!" she squealed as I slid my hands up her shirt. "Seriously, I have to go. And just so you know, this means I’ll have to pass you off to another therapist."

      “But I don’t want another therapist. I only want your hands on me,” I told her.

      She shook her head. “I told you before it’s unethical to get involved with a patient.”

      I pretended to pout but admired her ethics and morals. I reached for her again and she slapped my hand away.

      "Aw, no. Come on. I say the two of us head on back upstairs and not leave until we get hungry again."

      "Hmmm, that sounds wonderful, but I really can't."

      "Is there nothing I can do to tempt you?" I asked, stroking her softly between her legs.

      I felt her twitch ever so slightly, but she clamped her thighs shut and shook her head.

      "Sorry. No."

      "You're making me a very sad man," I told her.

      Clearing the table, she moved over to the dishwasher where she placed the plates and cutlery. Looking around the room, I saw the place was immaculate, sparkling as though it was a show home. It made me wonder what she'd think of my crumbling cabin.

      "You want me to help you clean up?" I asked, standing up to hold her from behind.

      "No, thanks. I'm good."

      She straightened up, slipped out of my grasp then looked up at the clock.

      "Want me to give you a ride seeing as your tire still needs to be fixed?"

      "Would you?"

      "Sure."

      I moved to kiss her, hoping that if I made her hot enough, she wouldn't want to leave.

      Stay with me, I thought. Stay here and let me explore your body until neither of us can walk.

      But she pushed me away and moved to grab her coat.

      "Sorry, but I really don't wanna be late. I've got a busy day ahead of me."

      I couldn't help but feel deflated.

      "Is there really nothing I can do to make you stay at home?"

      "Nada," she replied. "Although I'd give you ten out of ten for effort. Come on, let's get going."

      Outside, the snow had melted, but the air was still chilled. Across the road, I noticed a few of the neighbors had begun placing pumpkins along the front of their porches.

      "Hey, are you going to go see Red Cherry at the Halloween festival?" I asked remembering the upcoming Halloween parade.

      "You bet your ass I am."

      "Maybe we could go together?"

      "Like a date?"

      "Yeah, like a date."

      I unlocked the truck and she jumped up inside. I couldn't help but notice she didn't answer my question. As I sat beside her and switched on the engine, she was still ominously quiet.

      "So, you wanna go?" I prompted.

      "I was gonna go with Ruby," she replied.

      "Well, we could totally do something else. What are you doing this weekend? You wanna grab a few beers? Maybe go see a band or something like that?"

      She lowered her head and stared at her lap for a second before averting her gaze and looking out the passenger window.

      "Look, Jared..."

      Her voice was sullen and sorry, and I just knew she wasn't about to give me good news.

      "Jared last night was fucking phenomenal. Seriously, it was the best but..."

      "But..."

      "I'm not looking to, you know, date someone. It's too soon after Billy and I'm moving away soon. I'm not really looking to get involved with anyone. The timing's wrong and-"

      "Wait. You're moving away?"

      "Going to Denver," she replied, and it felt as though a rubber band had snapped itself right across my chest.

      "So," she continued, turning back to me sheepishly. "Last night was fun. Really it was. You're so incredible but... It was just that... fun. Just a one-night stand, right?"

      I stared at her for a second, hoping she wasn't being serious.

      No, I thought. It wasn't just meaningless fun. It was the best night of my life.

      "Right?" she replied.

      "I thought we really had a connection," I said. "Last night wasn't just a one-night stand. Not for me. There was really something between us. I felt it and I know you felt it too."

      She glanced back out the window and closed her eyes for a second. When she opened them, they were blank, as though she had disappeared inside the thoughts in her head.

      “I did feel it,” she admitted. “I really did but...”

      She turned to me and leaned over to take my hand.

      “I'm just out of a relationship. And a terrible one at that. And I'm not going to be around for much longer, Jared. The timing's just all wrong.”

      She pulled away and looked sadly up at her house.

      “Do you not want to see if we could make it work?” I asked.

      She shook her head and brushed the hair from her eyes before sliding her seat belt over herself.

      “I can't,” she said. “I really like you, Jared. I like you a whole lot, but it just won't work.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "Jesus, who fucking died?" Jackson asked as I entered the office and slumped into my chair. "You look miserable as shit."

      "I'm fine," I lied.

      "Really?" Lucas asked from his desk with a raised eyebrow. "For the first time ever, I just heard you enter the office without singing some cheesy, crappy song."

      I wasn't much in the mood for singing. All I could think about was Megan's words. It just won’t work.

      How could she know that for certain?

      What we’d shared the night before was so real, so intense. There was no way she could just pass that off as one night of fun.

      "Hey, buddy? You okay?" Dylan asked as he emerged from the kitchen with a protein shake. "What's with the long face?"

      "I'm just tired," I repeated, although I could tell nobody bought it.

      "Are you sure? You don't look like yourself. You're frowning like a bulldog."

      "I'm fine!" I insisted. "And surely there's more interesting shit going on around here than what dog I most closely resemble."

      "Actually, there is," Lucas said, rising from his seat. "I was waiting until you all got here before I shared the news. A call came in early this morning from Sebastian, the Halloween festival organizer about the Red Cherry gig."

      Jackson almost exploded, his eyes growing wide like saucers.

      "Please tell me what I hope to God you're going to tell me."

      "If you're hoping I'm going to say we've been asked to cover their security then you're right."

      "Yass!" Jackson fist pumped. "Finally, a fun gig that won’t end in murder and mayhem."

      "Seriously!" I asked, suddenly perking up.

      "Yup," Lucas grinned. "Apparently their guitarist Marcus has a stalker, and by the sounds of it they're a real scary motherfucker. They've been breaking into his hotel rooms, hiding in his bathroom, and sending all sorts of weird shit in the mail to his home. Even turned up at his mother's house."

      "Wow, that’s pretty ballsy," I said.

      "Exactly. Anyway, that's why they're really ramping up the security for the gig," Lucas explained. "Which suits me just fine. Imagine us four knuckleheads getting to knock back a few beers with THE Red Cherry. How fucking wild is that?"

      For a brief moment, I forgot about Megan, and thought only of meeting my childhood idols. I felt about fourteen years old as I thought about getting their autograph.

      "But that's not everything," Lucas continued. "The organizers of the festival want us to do security for their family friendly afternoon segment as well."

      "They still do that?" Dylan asked as he walked over to the weights in the corner of the office. "I thought people were getting bored of all that schmaltzy stuff."

      "Apparently not," Lucas said. "This year they're getting in Senator Ogilvy to give a Bible reading and-"

      "Senator Ogilvy?" I interrupted, rising from my seat.

      "Yeah. Is there something wrong with that?"

      Jackson and I exchanged panicked glances then looked back to Lucas's inquisitive face.

      "I know him," I replied. "Or at least I used to."

      "Is that going to be a problem?"

      "Nah it won't," Jackson chimed in. "He hasn't seen him in years. Probably won't even recognize you. Will he, Jared?"

      "Probably not," I hoped. "Not seen him since I was nineteen."

      Lucas was staring at me intently, his eyes narrowing. As he lowered himself back into his seat, he picked at his fingernails and asked, "How do you know the Senator?"

      I breathed out a long exhale and leaned back in my seat, staring up at the ceiling.

      Just tell him, I thought. He's going to find out eventually.

      "I used to date his daughter." "Oh shit!" Dylan called out from the corner of the room as he cackled like a hyena. "Please don't tell me you did her dirty."

      "I didn't," I replied.

      "Then it won't be a problem," Lucas concluded. "It was years ago, right?"

      I nodded.

      "It'll be no big deal," he said. "I'm sure it's all water under the bridge."

      But I knew it most definitely wasn't.
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        * * *

      

      "What you up to?" Dylan asked, looking over my shoulder as he crunched on a pack of peanuts.

      " You know the old dude, Burt Phillips who lives over on Barrach Street?"

      "The retired lawyer?"

      "Yeah."

      "Christ, I didn't even know he was still alive."

      "He's still kicking it at ninety-three," I replied. "Anyway, he got his security guard to send in some CCTV footage this morning."

      "Why us?" Dylan asked as he popped peanuts between his teeth. "Why not the cops?"

      "His exact words were, ‘you boys will know what to do. Those damn cops are too soft nowadays’. Anyway, he's convinced someone's been sneaking around his house at night."

      "Burglars scoping the place out?" Dylan suggested. "I drive past his house on my way in the morning. It's a mammoth of a house. Secluded too. And an old guy living there all alone is an easy target."

      "Yeah, probably something like that. But I can't see much from the footage. His cameras are pretty old so I can't tell if I'm looking at a burglar, a fox, a ghost, or a just some dust particles."

      Dylan leaned in closer and stared into the screen.

      "Wow, that really is a shitty camera. The footage looks like it's been taken in a blizzard."

      "To be honest, I doubt we'll find anything. But I suppose I'll keep looking. What are you up to, though? Please tell me it's more exciting than this."

      He grinned and pulled up a seat.

      "Actually, I came in to get the deets on the Senator's daughter. Did you really date her?"

      Fuck. I knew no one would just let this lie.

      "Yeah, I dated her for three years. We went to the same high school."

      "And?"

      "And that's it."

      But that wasn't it. And Dylan knew I was hiding something.

      "So you were childhood sweethearts," he said tipping his head back to get the last of the peanut dust into his mouth. "Ogilvy's not gonna care about that."

      " It's not as simple as that."

      Dylan balled up the empty bag and tossed it into the trash.

      "Wait. Don't tell me you got her pregnant" he said.

      "No! No. It was nothing like that."

      "Then what was it?"

      I could see the concern in his eyes, and I knew that he genuinely cared and wanted to know. And if I couldn't trust Dylan, a member of my own team, with the details of what happened, then who could I trust?

      Taking a deep breath, I wheeled my chair away from my desk and held my head in my hands. I had buried the story deep down inside me for so long, but I should have guessed it would resurface at some point. I knew I couldn't keep it a secret forever.

      "Her name was Marie." I began. "And she died."

      A stunned silence hung thick between us as Dylan took it in.

      "Aw, buddy," he said, leaning over to pat my back. "I'm so sorry. What happened?"

      "She... Fuck, I haven't talked about this in so long. Not even to Jackson."

      And out of nowhere, I was reliving that day when I was nineteen and standing beside her coffin, tears streaming down my face and her mother's cries echoing throughout the church.

      "She overdosed," I said.

      Dylan reeled back in his seat, shocked.

      "Fuck, buddy. That's heavy. How come you never told any of us?"

      "Because I was just a kid when it happened. It fucked me up. It was one of the reasons why I joined the Navy when I did. I just needed to get away from the pain, from the memories."

      I could tell Dylan didn't know what to say and just hung his head solemnly.

      "She wasn't a junkie or nothing like that," I explained. "She was a really, sweet, honest, God-fearing girl. She was pretty much the most innocent person I'd ever met in my whole life."

      "So how did she get involved in drugs?"

      "A skiing accident," I said. "She broke her right leg and her pelvis in three places. She was in agony, obviously, so the docs put her on serious pain meds. The kind that really knock you out."

      "Opiates," Dylan nodded. "I've known a fair few vets addicted to those too."

      "It was just too easy for her to rely on them," I said. "And suddenly they stopped working like they used to, and she had to take more and more. Then when she couldn't get prescribed anymore, she turned to local dealers for cheaper, stronger pills. In a matter of months, she went from high flying student with a place promised for her at an Ivy League college to a zombie. She quit school, quit everything."

      I could feel my throat close up and swallowed down the sadness. I had shed so many tears for her all those years ago, I wasn't going to open the floodgates again.

      "When I got the call from her mother to say they'd found her dead in her room, I just about collapsed from the shock. I knew she was in trouble, but I had no idea just how deep she was in. I had tried to help her so many times, but I guess I should have tried harder. "

      "Don't," Dylan said. "Don't blame yourself. It wasn't your fault. You didn’t give her the pills or encourage her to take them."

      "But her father never saw it that way. He blamed me. Said it was me who got his little girl hooked on drugs. But I had never so much as smoked a cigarette before. I wouldn't even have known where to score pills if my life depended on it."

      "He blamed you, so he didn't have to blame himself," Dylan said. "Because he can't process that his baby girl was in trouble, and he couldn't save her."

      "I suppose you're right," I said, remembering the look in his eyes at her funeral. Remembering the way he had looked at me with such anger. "You made her a junkie," he'd spat at me. "It was you who did this to her."

      But no amount of pleading could convince him that I had nothing to do with her death. I had begged her to get help as much as he did.

      "I think you're right," I told Dylan. "He could have stopped her buying the pills, sent her to rehab, cut up her credit cards. Anything. But he didn't. He was far too focused on his career to give a shit about his kids. He barely even noticed her. Not until it was too late."

      The two of us sat in silence for a second. In the distance, we could hear Lucas and Jackson laughing as they lifted weights, the music blaring out from the TV behind them.

      "I don't know what he'd do if he saw me at the festival," I said.

      "Maybe he's come to terms with it all. Hopefully with time he's learned it was no one's fault."

      "Yeah, maybe... But I doubt it."

      I looked down at Lucas and Jackson who were in a competition to see who could perform the most squats.

      "I'm going to have to tell Lucas," I said. "I don't want my past jeopardizing our jobs."

      "He'll understand," Dylan replied with a brotherly smile and a slap on the back. "We all do."

      "Thanks. I don't know what I did to deserve you lot."

      "You're one of the life's rare good guys," he said. "Now come on. How many squats do you reckon you can do?"
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      “I think your boy stood me up,” my coworker, Maggie said.

      “He’s not my boy,” I replied with a little more irritation than I should have.

      Maggie just laughed. “Sure. You just tossed a good-looking hero at me for no good reason.”

      I looked up at the clock and drummed my fingers along the desk. It was five past eleven already, and Jared should have arrived five minutes ago. If anything, I was expecting him to arrive early. But over the last few days since I'd seen him last, I'd not heard a thing from him. Hadn't so much as got a text.

      I guess he really did get the hint when I told him I wasn't interested in a relationship, but I hoped he hadn't given up on me entirely. We were having fun. And that one night we'd spent together had been a phenomenal night. He was right when he said there was something between us.

      Seeing that she wasn’t going to get a rise out of me, Maggie walked back to her desk to work on treatment notes from her last patient. As it rolled around to ten past eleven, I ventured out into the waiting room where Lucy, to my surprise, was actually working, filing away appointment cards.

      "Quiet morning?" she asked without looking up.

      "No, just needed to stretch my legs," I lied.

      She looked at me like she didn’t quite believe me, but then shrugged and went back to what she was doing.

      "So," I said, trying to make conversation. "How was your date with Dr. Curtis?"

      "Oh God don't go there. The guy's a creep!"

      "Really? I can't imagine that."

      “Ugh, don’t try. It was pretty awful.” She looked up at her computer screen and then glanced at me with a knowing smile on her face.

      “You didn’t come out here to gossip with me about my date, you’re looking for Jared.”

      “No,” I said. “He’s not even my patient anymore. I just needed to stretch is all.”

      She looked at me liked she didn’t believe a word out of my mouth. “And why would you pass him over to Maggie?” she asked, her eyes widening with each word.

      “I should get back to my notes,” I said, walking away quickly before Lucy saw the answer written all over my face.

      I couldn't help but get a sinking feeling as I walked away back into my office. Before he had turned up out the blue when he didn't even have an appointment!

      As I slumped back into my seat, I had the strongest feeling that it had officially come to an end between us two, and it was my fault.

      Fuck, I shouldn't have been so harsh with him the other day. I shouldn't have made things so final. He's probably moved onto someone else already.

      "Fuck 'em," I said to myself as I jumped back off the chair and paced the floor. "I don't need men anyway. They're all nothing but drama."

      But I knew I was just lying to myself. As much as I tried to tell myself it wasn't the right time for a relationship, that I wasn't interested in men, I knew Jared wasn't like everyone else. He was something special, and that one night we'd shared was more than just a good time. There was real magic between us. A simmering, sensual, electric energy. It felt like I was reaching the heights of pure pleasure for the first time. And that in itself, scared the shit out of me.

      When the clock reached half past eleven, and I knew there was no way he was turning up now, I left my office once again in search of a coffee, but before I could reach the kitchen, Lucy's voice pierced my head.

      "Megan!" she squealed.

      “What is it?” I asked. She was looking at her phone, reading something that had caught her attention. " The guy that shot Jared. You know, the Mafia guy?"

      "Yeah. What about him?"

      "He escaped from prison last night. It's all over the news. Look."

      She thrust her phone at me where a mugshot of Mario Gianni filled the screen along with the headline - Mob boss escapes in daredevil breakout. Whereabouts unknown.

      "Maybe that's why Jared didn’t show for his appointment," she said.

      "Shit. That guy is super bad news.”

      "What if he comes back to Station Springs?"

      "Why would he do that?"

      "I dunno," Lucy shrugged. "Maybe to get revenge on the people that put him in prison?"

      "I doubt he’d risk getting caught again to do that."

      But as I said it, it suddenly seemed like a plausible idea.

      "Don't be worried," Lucy said.

      "Worried? About Mario Gianni?"

      "No, about Jared. He'll be fine. He’s a badass."

      "I'm not worried about Jared."

      She gave me her little Miss Know-It-All look and tapped her fingernails along the desk.

      "You don't fool me," she said. "I know you’re half in love with him."

      "In love with him?" I snorted. "I don't think so."

      "Well I do. Because if he'd saved my ass from a psycho ex-boyfriend more than once, I'd be in love with him too."

      I laughed and walked away back toward the kitchen.

      "You need to stop reading so many romance novels," I laughed.

      But the more I thought about it, the more I started to wonder.

      “No, it can't be,” I whispered to myself, dismissing the idea. “It was just amazing sex. Nothing else.”
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      I still couldn't believe it. I'd read the article over ten times since the news broke of Gianni’s escape, but it wouldn't sink in.

      "How?" I asked the room.

      We were all in shock, all of us scanning every news article we could find to learn more.

      "It shouldn’t have happened," Lucas said.

      "But it did. It says right here. At five this morning, guards went to check his cell and found it empty."

      Jackson, unable to stand still, was walking up and down the length of the office wringing his hands.

      "What incompetent asshole let this happen?" he raged. "They must have known he would be a risk. He’s got resources everywhere for fuck’s sake. "

      "Including among the guards," Dylan added.

      We all looked at him, hoping he was joking.

      "That's quite a bold claim to make," I said.

      "But it's true. I know we'd all like to think that prison guards are there to be trusted but... Look, I'm not accusing anyone of anything, I'm just saying Mario Gianni has a lot of money to throw around and he's a big name in the underworld. He could probably pay anyone to do anything, and that includes people barely making minimum wage working in the prison."

      "I reckon he busted his way out the old school way," Lucas said.

      "What? Chiseling away at the bricks inch by inch?" I laughed.

      "Yeah. He's not smart enough to do much else."

      "I dunno," Jackson said, scratching his chin in thought. "I don't reckon he has to be smart to get out of jail, just rich."

      "Regardless," I butted in. "I don't give a shit how he escaped. All I care about is that he has escaped. That means he's walking the streets. He could be anywhere right now. Five am was a long time ago."

      "Yeah, you're right," Jackson agreed. "If he had a plane waiting for him, he could be pretty much anywhere on the other side of the planet by now."

      We all fell quiet as we contemplated his whereabouts while Jackson continued to pace.

      "I reckon he's gone somewhere totally clichéd. Like Mexico," he said.

      "Nah," Lucas replied. "He's probably gone back to the old country. He'll be wanting to hide out in Sicily where he could be protected by his old man's family."

      "Or!" Lucas chime din. "He's hiding in plain sight. I'd place a bet on him returning to New York."

      But I didn't agree with any of their theories.

      "I bet he's coming here," I said.

      They all turned to me.

      "To Station Springs?" Dylan laughed. "There's no reason to come back here. All the treasure that was rumored to be in the bunker was mostly fake and his old family house has been bought. What would he want to be here for?"

      "Us," I replied. "I reckon he'll want revenge. If it wasn't for us, he wouldn't have been caught."

      "Nah, nah, nah," Dylan said dismissively. "He's an asshole, but men like him go where the money’s at. He's not going to break out of jail to come get us. And if he was really that bothered about getting to us, he'd have hired his cronies to do it for him. Remember, Mario doesn't do his own dirty work."

      "Not unless he's killing his own brother."

      "Anyway!" Lucas said as he flipped through the articles on his phone. "He'll get caught in a heartbeat. People who break out of jail don't last more than a couple hours. He's probably being detained right now."

      But I wasn't as hopeful as he was.

      Suddenly, the pain in my leg grew stronger, and I touched a hand to the scar beneath my pants, a reminder of that night at the bunker.

      "Your leg bothering you?" Dylan asked, noticing me wince.

      "Yeah. It's being a real bastard today."

      "Aren't you supposed to be at Physical Therapy today?"

      I looked up at the clock. It was approaching eleven already. I should have been on my way half an hour ago, but I knew I could never make any of my appointments ever again. How was I supposed to just lie there in front of Megan and have her work on me as though there was nothing between us, as though nothing had happened.

      She'd made it pretty clear she wasn't interested in me, or any guy for that matter. I was nothing but a quick fuck. Just some guy to give her a good night then it was goodbye forever.

      I should have felt the same way. It wasn't as though I hadn't had the occasional one stand before and I was no prude, but somehow, I was just so convinced what I had with her was more than that. That what we had was... real?

      Every single night since I'd seen her last, I'd lay awake having to force myself not to call her. There was nothing more I wanted than to see her, and as I fell asleep, I always thought of her body, of the way she tasted and the way she sounded as she came.

      Even thinking about her now made my cock twitch with the threat of an erection.

      Forget about her, I told myself. She doesn't want you. Just let her go.

      But I knew it wasn't going to be that easy.

      "No, " I said to Dylan. "I don't have an appointment today.”

      "Really?" Jackson asked, finally standing still. "I could have sworn you had an appointment today."

      "I also heard the two of you had a little thing at her house the other night," Dylan asked.

      "What? When did you hear that?"

      "Her neighbor across the road babysits for Tracey's cousin and she saw the whole thing."

      "Jesus Christ! What is it with this town? Why does everyone know everyone's business?"

      "Wait? Something happened?" Jackson asked. "Why didn't you tell us?"

      "Yeah, why didn't you say you were dating your therapist?"

      " Guys! Listen. It's complicated. And I didn't want to say anything because... Well, a gentleman doesn't divulge his secrets."

      "A gentleman!" Dylan scoffed. "That wouldn't exactly be a word I'd use to describe you. Anyway, from what I heard there was some sort of scuffle between you and her ex."

      “That's a fucking understatement. What did you hear?"

      " Just that you all made a hell of a lot of noise and the cops arrived."

      Jackson glared at me, angry for not telling him.

      "You got in a fight?" he asked.

      I opened my mouth to explain everything, but before I could, the main office phone rang. Lucas wheeled his chair over to it and answered in his usual chipper voice.

      "Hello, you've reached Securicorp? This is Lucas speaking. How may I help you? Uhuh.... Uhuh... This afternoon? Yes, I don't see why that would be a problem. We'd be happy to be there. Okay, see you soon."

      We all stared at him expectantly as he hung up.

      "Who was that?" I asked.

      "Sebastian. He just asked us to head on down to the Halloween festival venue to have a look around the place, so we can begin planning out our security measures."

      "Seems a bit over the top," Dylan laughed. "The festival isn't for a few weeks yet, and what exactly are we supposed to be checking out? A public park?"

      "I know. I know," Lucas rolled his eyes. "His exact word was ‘reconnaissance’."

      "You're kidding me," Jackson chuckled. "Really? It's not fucking Fallujah. It's a gig in Station Springs."

      "Apparently Red Cherry's management are adamant they know all the security plans beforehand."

      "Jesus, how bad is this stalker?" I asked. " I suppose there's no harm in heading on down there. Beats sitting around the office with our thumbs up our asses."
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      "Why are there so many people here?" I asked, looking down toward the park.

      The luscious spread of grass that been a hub of the town all summer had turned a crisp orange as the leaves began to fall. And the trees that lined the paths were strewn in orange and black Halloween bunting.

      "I have no idea," Lucas said, pulling his scarf up over his chin. "Looks like everyone who's working at the festival is here."

      "Come on," Jackson called, crunching his way through the leaves. "Let's head on down. It's freezing!"

      We all followed him down the hill toward the main entrance of the park that stood in front of the proud, sandstone town hall building. As we approached, a short guy in a pair of faded, ripped jeans and a leather jacket looked up and noticed us. He came running up to meet us like an excited child.

      As we got nearer, I saw he was at least twenty years older than I thought he was with badly dyed, black hair and an alarming amount of fake tan across his face. Dylan and I shared amused glances as Lucas stood out front to greet him.

      "Hello, you must be Sebastian. I'm Lucas. We spoke over the phone."

      "Aw, right! That's rad, Lucas. I'm so stoked you guys are here. This is gonna be a bomb festival. Station Springs is gonna be rockin!"

      He threw up Devil horns with his fingers and stuck his tongue out. I looked over to Jackson who was trying his hardest to suppress the urge to laugh.

      "Who the fuck is this clown?" Dylan whispered.

      One by one, he shook each of our hands and grinned to reveal teeth so big and white they looked like dentures.

      "So, you guys are all ex-Navy SEALS, right?"

      "That's right," I said.

      "You guys must have seen some crazy shit, ammiright?"

      We all just stared at him. None of us were in the mood to tell him shit about our experiences. What the fuck would he know anyway? The hardest job he ever pulled was trying to convince the world he was cool and still in his thirties.

      "Anyway," he continued, slapping his hands together. "I've invited so many of you here today because as you know, we've got the Red Cherry playing this year. Which is just uber, super cool. You know me and Max the bassist used to be best friends growing up."

      "Really," I said, not entirely convinced. "You and the best bassist on Earth, Max Blizzard were besties?"

      "Oh sure," Sebastian replied. "In fact. I was in his first band when we were teenagers. I was heading for the big time banging my drums, but you know how it is? I injured my shoulder in a wrestling accident and never drummed again.

      "This guy's a first-class bullshitter," Dylan chuckled in my ear.

      “He's an absolute tool,” I replied. “How did even get this job organizing the festival?”

      “Beats me.”

      “Okay,” Sebastian said. “We've got a fair amount of people here today. Let me introduce you to some of the guys. This is Jonathan.”

      He pointed to a slick, skinny guy in a beige suit and a pink shirt.

      “He's head of operations.”

      Jonathan gave us all a polite wave then returned his attention to the clipboard in his hands.

      “And this is Senator Ogilvy's assistant, Eleanor.”

      “Senator Ogilvy?” I asked. “He's here?”

      “Sure,” Sebastian replied. “I saw him a second ago.”

      “He's just getting a coffee,” Eleanor informed us as she tapped away on her iPad.

      “It's a bit premature for him to be here, isn't it?” I asked her.

      She looked up from her iPad, smiled as she looked me over and began twirling a loose strand of hair coyly.

      “Like you, he was called in to survey the location well in advance. And if you know the Senator, you'll know he likes to do things for himself. He's not the kind to let his assistant do all the work. Oh, look there he is now.”

      We all turned to follow her gaze up the grassy hill where a suited figure in a long, navy blue Crombie coat came striding toward us. You didn't even need to see his face to know who it was. His proud posture with his chest swelled out with self-importance told us.

      I could feel Jackson move protectively toward me.

      “Don't even look at him. Don't talk to him. Just pretend he's nobody.”

      But it was too late, because the closer he came, the more interest he showed in the cluster of men around his assistant.

      “Hello!” he boomed. “You all must be the boys from SecuriCorp. I've heard a lot of good things about you all.”

      “That's right,” Dylan said, taking the lead. “We're just here for a quick look around. Won't be staying much longer.”

      Ogilvy shook his hand and gave him a polite smile before moving onto Lucas. For the first time in years, I was face to face with him and to my surprise, he hadn't aged a day. If anything, he looked ever better than he did when I was a kid.

      He always was a handsome, strong-featured guy reminding everyone who met him of a younger Robert Redford. But he knew how charming his appearance was and how to pair it with his political power to make everyone he met swoon.

      I even saw a slight flicker of admiration in Lucas' eyes as he shook his hand.

      What the fuck do I do now? Shake his hand like everything's normal? Or do I leave? No, fuck that. I'm not running away from anything. I did nothing wrong.

      “So, Sebastian tells me you guys are ex-Navy SEALS,” he said, taking a sip of his coffee and looking around the group. “That's phenomenal. You really have my utmost respect. It's about time the young men of our country stood up and became heroes like you and-”

      He paused as his eyes reached Jackson's face, then mine. Blinking a few times as though he couldn't believe what he saw, he lost his train of thought and fell silent.

      A cloud of tension hung over the group. Ogilvy and I stared at each other. It was his move or mine. But before either of us could speak, Sebastian suddenly burst in between us.

      “Hey, guys! That's one of the team from Red Cherry's management, Nigel. Hey, Nigel! Over here!”

      Then tension dissipated as we all turned to see a member of the rock stars' entourage. I looked across the park to see a guy in leather pants and a black bomber jacket climb out of a black Mercedes. When I looked back round to Ogilvy, I saw he was gone. My eyes found him a few yards away, whispering furiously into his assistant's ear.
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      The afternoon passed and we were still lurking around the park talking trivialities with Sebastian and his team. But finally, people were starting to disperse and go home.

      “Think it's time to get outta here,” Jackson said, nodding toward his truck. “This has been a whole waste of time.”

      “Yeah, we would have been better off just sitting in the office with our thumbs up our asses,” Dylan agreed.

      Lucas was already walking toward the truck, eager to get away.

      “Hey, guys!” Sebastian called up the hill after us. “I forgot to say, I've got some programs to give you for the festival.”

      Everyone but me was almost at the truck by now, so I found myself saying, “I'll come get it!” and running back down the hill. “Get you guys back at the truck in two minutes!”

      “They're in my car,” Sebastian said as he led me down to the other side of the park. “It'll show the locations of all the events at the festival and what times they're all happening at.”

      People were starting to drift off, no doubt wondering what the hell they were doing there as much as we were. I couldn't help but think the whole day had been planned as some kind of ego trip for Sebastian.

      “Here,” he said, reaching into his glove box and pulling out a bunch of flimsy papers.

      “Wow, these are the most detailed things I've ever seen.”

      “I've got every inch of this place mapped out,” he said proudly, tapping the page in my hands. “This is gonna be the best festival ever. Seriously, Red Cherry are gonna rock the shit outta Station Springs. People will be talking about it for years. Like Woodstock.”

      I had my doubt this little dweeb could pull of anything remotely close to Woodstock, but at least Red Cherry were gonna be dynamite.

      “Anyway, I better get back to the office,” he said, shaking my hand before climbing into his car. “It's been great meeting you. The next time I see you this whole freakin' park will be bouncing!”

      “Yep. Can't wait. Catch you later.”

      He closed the door and drove off at full speed, his tires screeching down the asphalt.

      “Goon,” I said to myself as I watched him drive like a lunatic around the bend.

      Behind me, leaves crunched underfoot, and I was aware of a presence. I didn't need to turn to see who it was. I could smell the expensive cologne and sense the hostility.

      “You've got some fucking nerve showing up here,” Ogilvy seethed.

      I didn't turn around. Didn't want to give him the satisfaction of having me pay him any attention.

      “I'm talking to you, boy,” he spat and grabbed me by the shoulder.

      Now he had my attention. I spun round and smacked his hand off me, eyes blazing into his.

      “Call me boy one more time. I fucking dare you.”

      He took a step back and looked me up and down, amused.

      “You've grown up,” he chuckled. “Looks like war finally gave you some balls. Too bad they didn’t drop a little sooner.”

      “What do you want Senator?”

      “I wanted to see my daughter’s biggest mistake close up with my own two eyes.”

      My stomach clamped itself into a knot with anger. Up on the hill, I was aware of Jackson and the boys watching us. Slowly, Jackson began edging his way down.

      “You know fucking well I did nothing to hurt Marie.”

      “My little girl would have never gotten involved in that shit if she hadn’t been wasting her time with the likes of you.”

      He stepped forward and jabbed his finger hard into my chest.

      “Get your fucking hands off me.”

      The anger was evident in my eyes, and once again he realized I wasn't the scrawny teenager I used to be. I was a man bigger than he was and had fought bastards a lot bigger and badder than he was. Taking a step back, his eyes flicked over to Jackson who was steadily making his way toward us.

      “I loved Marie,” I told him. “I would have done anything to help her. It was me who tried to get her off the pills! Me who spent all those nights with her when she was sick. And where were you, huh? Out at charity galas living the high life when your own daughter was dying of an addiction. I didn't kill her. Your fucking apathy did!”

      A look of shock was slapped across his face as though I had physically hit him. He stood stunned for a second before the anger rose within him.

      “You little piece of shit!” he raged, lunging for me.

      He moved to grab me by the jacket, but before he could reach me, Jackson was flinging himself between us.

      “Woah! Calm down. Calm down! Come on, Jared. Let's get you outta here.”

      He dragged me away, but Ogilvy's eyes were still piercing mine.

      “You're never gonna get away with what you did,” he said.

      “Ignore him,” Jackson said, pulling me up toward the truck. “The bastard's out of his mind.”

      As we reached the truck, Dylan and Lucas jumped down onto the sidewalk.

      “Fuck, that didn't look good,” Lucas observed.

      “I'm guessing he hasn't changed his mind over the years,” Dylan said as he watched Ogilvy move toward his own blacked out car.

      “Changed his mind?” I said, getting in the back seat. “Nothing changes about Ogilvy. He's the same deluded asshole he always was.”
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      "Hello, Sabrina! Back again?"

      "Unfortunately. I absolutely destroyed my right calf muscle running a marathon recently."

      "Oof. Let's have a look."

      Sabrina had been one of my most loyal patients, not just because we got on well, but because she was forever injuring herself. A mother of three, full-time personal trainer, and competitive runner, she made me feel like a lazy oaf in comparison. Until I met her, I thought I was the fittest person I knew.

      "So where was this marathon?" I asked as she jumped up onto the examination table.

      "Texas," she replied. "It's still warm down there, but I'm not used to running on the dry ground so much. Think it really messed up my step."

      "You're a strong lady. I'm absolutely positive you'll recover in no time."

      "I hope so. I'm supposed to be running another marathon next month."

      "Probably best to sit that one out," I said, reaching down to pull up the leg on her purple yoga pants."

      "Anyway," she said. "How are you? The last time I saw you, you were talking about setting up your own practice in Denver. Is that still in the pipeline?"

      "The wheels are turning on that," I said. "I've got a few things left to do, but I'm due to move into the new place in a few weeks."

      "Already?"

      "Yep. This is my last week here, unfortunately."

      "Aw, don't say that. Who am I going to go see next? "

      She grimaced at the thought.

      "At least tell me you'll be hanging around long enough to see Red Cherry?"

      "You bet I am!"

      "They're already setting up the stage."

      "No way! Already?"

      "Yep," Sabrina grinned. "Aw, man I used to love them when I was a teenager."

      Looking down at her muscular leg, I gently lay my hands on her and tipped her toes back toward her, stretching the calf.

      "How does that feel?" I asked.

      "Pretty bad," she winced. "Feels like a red-hot poker's being stabbed into my leg."

      "Okay, I'll ease off. I think you've ripped part of your calf muscle. Looks like you'll not be running any marathons for a while."

      " That sucks. But after the next one I'm supposed to be going to be running at one in Utah and then..."

      She was talking, but I couldn't hear a single word, because suddenly, as I leaned over the examination table, I was gripped by a sense of nausea. Then as soon as it came, it was gone.

      What the hell was all that about?

      Blaming the fact that I skipped my breakfast, and drank too much coffee, I ignored it and carried on examining Sabrina who was still gibbering on.

      "Have you ever run a marathon?"

      "No, I haven't. I'm more of a resistance girl."

      "Oh, you should. It's so great for general conditioning. But it's terrific for mental health too. You do yoga, right? Well, you'll love it. You really get that buzz because..."

      I stopped listening again because once more I could feel a rising nausea burn its way up my throat.

      "I'm sorry," I said to her. "I have to pop out for a second."

      Rushing out the room, I ran across the hall into the bathroom where Lucy was standing in front of the mirror analyzing the pores on her nose.

      "Oh, hey, Megan. I thought you were with a patient."

      I ignored her and ran into the nearest stall just in time to vomit into the toilet. It rushed out of me suddenly and violently, and left me sitting on my knees with my head spinning.

      "Oh, my God are you all right?" Lucy asked, stepping into the doorway.

      " I must have eaten something bad," I replied, dabbing my watering eyes with toilet paper.

      "Are you sure? It's not like you to be sick."

      "I know. I don't remember the last time I threw up like that."

      I leaned against the wall for a second and tried to breathe.

      "I have no idea where that came from," I said. "Honestly, I was fine and then suddenly bam, I thought my stomach was being turned inside out."

      "I know what you mean. I never used to be sick. Ever. Not until I had my son. I swear the morning sickness hit me like a train."

      She reached into her purse to hand me some chewing gum and I gratefully took it from her.

      "Hey! You're not pregnant, are you?"

      "No!" I laughed. "I couldn't be."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Pretty damn sure."

      But as the word burrowed itself into my head, I suddenly thought back to that one night with Jared. It had been almost four weeks since I'd seen him last, and although I hadn't had a period, I didn't think that was anything new. They occasionally were a bit unpredictable and seemed to turn up whenever the hell they felt like it. It had been that way since I was thirteen. Not to mention, I was on the pill.

      "Megan? Are you okay?" Lucy asked.

      "Yeah," I lied. “I feel better now.”

      She got back to her feet and walked out of the room, returning a few moments later with a cup filled with icy water from the cooler in the hall.

      "I know that look," she said. "You need to take a pregnancy test."

      She reached out a hand and helped me to my feet.

      Shit, I thought as I looked at my pale reflection in the mirror. This can’t be happening.
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      Time seemed to move so slowly it almost stood still as I waited for my lunch hour to roll around. When it eventually came, I rushed to the nearest drug store at the end of the block and bought the most trustworthy, expensive pregnancy test on offer.

      When I arrived back in the building without my usual salad and coffee in my hand, and was instead carrying a small, secretive paper bag, Lucy guessed right away what I was doing.

      "You're doing a test, aren't you?"

      "No," I told her, hoping she'd mind her own business.

      But I wouldn't be so lucky. As I entered the bathroom, she was right behind me.

      "Do you really think you could be pregnant?"

      Once again, I was starting to feel a small swell of nausea in my guts. Taking the test out the bag, I stared at it for a while before ripping open the cardboard and sliding open the plastic stick.

      "That's the end you pee on," Lucy explained.

      "Yes. Yes. I know. I've seen enough movies."

      I entered the stall and locked the door.

      "You can go now!" I called out to Lucy as I sat on the toilet.

      "No, it's okay. I can stay if you want."

      "I don't."

      But she didn't budge. Instead, I heard her heels move over to the counter beside the sink where she sat and made herself comfortable.

      "You shouldn't have to do this on your own," she said. "When I did mine, I was just a kid. I had no one to sit with me as I waited for the result. It was the scariest two minutes of my life."

      I couldn't help but soften up to her. Maybe she wasn’t as horrible as I’d originally thought.

      With a tight grip, I lowered the test between my legs and felt the anxiety rise. When I'd finished, I pulled it back up, made myself decent and exited the stall. Lucy's eyes flicked to the test and said, "It's just two minutes."

      "It may as well be two years."

      I'd never in my whole life felt so impatient.

      Jumping up on the counter beside her, I held the test out in front of me and stared at the little window where the result would appear.

      "What are you hoping for?" Lucy asked.

      "I... I don't know."

      In that moment, I had no idea what I wanted. Sure, I'd thought about having a baby, but only when the time was right. When I was in a long-term relationship and stable at work. I sure as shit didn't want to get pregnant after a one-night stand when I was just about to move to a new city and start a new job.

      "I don't mean to pry but..."

      Lucy fidgeted with her nails and looked away from me.

      "Do you know who the father could be?"

      "It's not my ex," I said. "He always wore a condom. Complained about it every time. "

      "Jared?"

      She opened her mouth in shock and gasped.

      "Do not tell a soul!" I said to her.

      "I won't," she said. "Pinky promise."

      I looked into her eyes and gave her a faint smile. She might have been a pain in the ass and couldn't give a shit about her job, but I felt as though we were somehow bonded. As though I could trust her.

      “How long's it been?” I asked.

      “One minute thirty,” she replied, looking at the timer she'd set on her phone.

      “Shit. Seriously?”

      How could this be taking so long?

      “You know I'm probably not even pregnant,” I said, trying to calm myself down. “I was just sick. No big deal. Probably ate some bad sushi or something. How long now?”

      “Twenty seconds to go.”

      “I can't stand this.”

      I held my breath and felt my heartbeat rise with every passing second.

      My hand around the test grew sweaty, and I was clutching it so tight it shook in my hand.

      Slowly, a single pink line began to form in the window, and I started to breathe again.

      Just a false alarm, I thought. Nothing to be worried about.

      But as I started to relax, a second pink line formed beside the first.

      No... No. No!

      Lucy's head rested on my shoulder as she looked down, her hands gripping onto my arms.

      “Oh, my God!” she shouted. “You're pregnant. You're actually pregnant!”

      I kept staring at the two pink lines hoping that somehow there had been an error or I was reading it wrong. But it was right there in pink and white.

      I’m pregnant.

      I’m having a baby.

      I’m going to be a mother!

      And with that final thought, the nausea rose inside me once again and I dashed toward the nearest toilet.
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      Three weeks had passed since I'd seen Ogilvy, but the anger hadn't subsided. I never thought I'd have to see that asshole again, let alone be accused of being a killer.

      The worst thing about it was knowing I had tried my best to help Marie. I'd loved her so fucking hard. Cared for her more than her parents ever did, especially her dad. But somehow, I was the bad guy.

      “You okay?” Jackson asked as he walked past my desk. “You've been staring into space for five minutes.”

      “I'm fine.”

      “You're thinking about Ogilvy again, aren't you?”

      “I can't help it. I wanna kill him.”

      “Don't let him get to you,” Dylan said over the top of his computer. “Remember, he's a grieving dad. His head will be all over the place. Deep down he knows you're not to blame.”

      “I can't believe you're rationalizing his actions,” I retorted, annoyed. “The guy's pretty much accusing me of being a murderer.”

      Lucas walked out of the kitchen chewing on a candy bar and said, “I'd offer to kick his ass for you, but I don't reckon I'll be able to get away with beating on a Senator.”

      At the front of the room, the buzzer sounded as the red light above the door flashed.

      “Looks like we've got a visitor,” Lucas said, watching the light.

      “I'll get it,” I replied, grateful for the chance to get up and stretch my legs.

      As I walked to the main door, the pain in my thigh burning, I wondered who it could be. We had dozens of clients, but on-site visitors were rare, and the office wasn't exactly a friendly looking high street store. You had to know where to find us.

      Typing in the code to the pad to the entrance, I curiously watched the door glide open. I wasn't sure what I expected, but it sure wasn't the little old Hobbit in front of me.

      Standing in the doorway with an envelope in his hand was old Burt Phillips. Despite his age, he still dressed like he was due in court in a gray suit and brown brogues.

      "Burt?"

      "Hello, Jared. I hope I'm not interrupting anything."

      "You're not. Please, come inside."

      I motioned him inside and he entered at a snail's space, shuffling his feet as he struggled to walk. I offered him my arm to steady him, but he refused to take it. After what felt like forever, he fell into a seat at my desk and pushed the envelope over to me with his liver spotted hand.

      He looked like a decrepit old mummy underneath his suit, his skin papery and his eyes yellow. What little hair he had left was plastered down over his skull like cotton candy over a boiled egg.

      "What's this?"

      "I came as quick as I could," he said. "I've already given a copy to the cops, but I brought one here too. Thought you'd be interested "

      As I opened the envelope, a pen drive tumbled out into my hand.

      "My security guy put the video tape inside that stick thingmabob,” he said. “If you plug it in the computer, the tape will play on that screen up there."

      “Yes. Thanks. I'm familiar with how they work.”

      I pushed the drive into the USB socket of my computer and a moment later a file popped up.

      Behind us, the rest of the boys crowded around.

      "You get more footage?" Dylan asked.

      The old man nodded and licked his parched lips.

      Jackson took a bottle of water from the fridge and unscrewed it for him. Burt sipped thirstily like a baby bird and wiped his mouth.

      "Out the back of my house," he croaked. "There's an alleyway that leads down toward the edge of town where the road meets the forest. I've had my suspicion for years that people have been hanging around those woods."

      "Yeah, it's a popular place," Dylan said. "The kids are always throwing parties there."

      "These were no kids," Burt replied.

      I opened the file and a grainy image appeared on screen. Not quite as distorted as the last one he sent me, but not exactly clear either, it showed footage of a black car parked in the alleyway. For a long while, nothing happened. Then the driver's door opened and a figure in black emerged.

      "Wait until you see his face," Burt said.

      We all leaned in closer and I zoomed in, trying my hardest to figure out who I was looking at.

      "Right now," Burt said. "Blink and you'll miss it."

      The figure in black turned as quick as a flash then looked away again.

      "Wait," Lucas said. "Run it back."

      I rewound the footage a few seconds and watched again. This time, as soon as the figure turned its head, I slammed my finger on the mouse to click the pause button.

      For a split-second, we were all silent. Then we all reeled back as the face came into focus. It was slightly pixelated, but as the man turned his head, the light from a nearby streetlamp bounced off his face. There was no doubt who we were looking at.

      "Mario fucking Gianni," I breathed. "He's back in Station Springs."

      Behind me, the guys were raring to burst into action.

      "We need to find him!" Jackson yelled.

      "Right now."

      "We can't have him back here!"

      "I'm calling Sheriff Baxter."

      "Wait," Burt said as he raised his hand to silence them. "There's someone else."

      I pressed play and once again we all crowded around the screen as we watched the passenger door open. Out stepped another figure, this one taller and broader with more of a swagger. But this guy wasn't as smart as Mario, and stared right toward the light, his full face on view. At first, I was struck by how familiar he looked. Then I couldn't believe who I was seeing.

      "Holy shit, " I said. "You have got to be kidding me!"

      "Do you know that guy?" Lucas asked.

      "Know him? I’ve beat the shit outta him twice."

      As I stared at the screen, Billy's eyes met mine and I knew we had a problem on our hands. And so did Megan.
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      As the end of the day rolled around, I was still in shock. I went through the motions of treating each of my patients. Said all the right things, smiled, nodded, and acted as professional as I always did, but inside my head, all I could think was: Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.

      Lucy had been extra kind to me after I'd gotten the result, and I had begun to see her in a whole new light. She'd even gone out to get me some green juice with ginger for the nausea. But nothing was stopping the panic rise within me.

      I've got to tell Jared as soon as I can. He has to know.

      I was too shocked to think rationally let alone plan what I was going to do. When my last patient of the day said their goodbyes, I stood standing in my office for a long while, just staring at the wall.

      "What the hell am I going to do?"

      Then another thought came to me.

      I need to tell Ruby.

      She'd be so excited to hear the news and would probably start making a crystal dream catcher for the nursery. She'd be full of angelic predictions and stories of past lives, and that just wasn't something I could handle right now.

      I packed up my things and got ready to go home where the dogs would be waiting to give me a big cuddle.

      Down the hall, I could hear Lucy's raised voice and the clatter of a door.

      "Wait! You can't go down there!" she shrieked.

      I tore the door open and looked down the hall.

      "What the hell's going on?" I asked.

      But I got my answer in the sight of Jared blustering his way through the building.

      "Jared? What the hell are you doing here?"

      "I think you're in trouble."

      "What?"

      "Billy. He's in with the Mob."

      "What are you talking about?"

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone while pushing me back into my office. There was a crazed look in his eyes like he was a man on a mission.

      "Billy," he repeated. "You've no idea who he really is."

      "What the fuck, Jared? I don't see you for three weeks then you just bust in here gibbering about my ex and the Mob."

      "Look at this," he insisted, shoving his phone in my face. "Look who he's with."

      On the screen lay a blurry image of two men getting out a blacked-out car in an alleyway. On the passenger side, stood the unmistakable image of Billy. I'd seen that body tower over me. Seen it hold a weapon to my face. I wasn't in a hurry to forget it.

      "That man there," Jared said, pointing to the guy on the driver's side. "That's Mario Gianni."

      I couldn't take it in and just stared, stunned. I'd never seen Billy anywhere near anyone fro the Gianni organization, and I started to wonder just how well I really knew him. I knew he was a scumbag, but was he capable of being in with the Mafia? It seemed ridiculous.

      "It can't be," was all I could say. "Billy's an asshole, but he's not in the Mafia."

      Jared held me at arm's length and looked into my face.

      "When was the last time you saw him?"

      "When the cops hauled his ass off my lawn."

      "He's not been back since?"

      I shook my head.

      "Not as far as I've known, but I'm still at Ruby's. He’s out on bail last I heard, and I didn’t want to be alone in my house until I know he’s going to jail."

      Jared took back his phone and slipped it into his pocket.

      "He's in with some really serious people, Megan."

      His blue eyes were shining with a mixture of anger and concern.

      “Billy's out of my life now,” I told him “He got the message. And with any luck, he’s going to jail for slashing my tires and threatening me with a knife.”

      “Let's hope so. But him being tied in with Mario is bad news.”

      If I wasn't having a bad enough day already, the news of this tipped me over the edge. I lowered myself into my seat and rubbed at my forehead.

      You're going to have to tell him you're pregnant. Nothing's more important than that.

      But as I looked up at him, I couldn't quite bring myself to get the words out. Not then anyway.

      “Look,” he said, sitting beside me. “I know whatever we had together was... Well, like you said it was just a one-night thing, right?”

      Wrong. I wanted to live in that night forever.

      “But I do care about you,” he said. “And I don't want you getting into more of a mess with Billy and whatever shit he's involved in.”

      I cast my mind back, tried to think if there were any signs that Billy could be involved with the Mob, but I couldn't see any. He might have been a bit of a tough guy, but nothing more. At least that's what I thought.

      Looking back over at Jared, I immediately calmed in his presence. There was something about him that felt as though a safety net had been cast over me. I felt secure with him. Like I was wrapped in cotton wool. I had always prided myself on being fiercely independent, but he was the first person I could rely on to take my life in his hands.

      I reached the small divide between us and felt for the strength of his hand. He squeezed my fingers and right then, the spark was back between us like our bodies were connected by thousands of electric shocks.

      There was a flash of excitement in his eyes and he gripped me harder, rubbing the palm of my hand with his thumb. It felt so good to be touched by him again, and I couldn't stop myself leaning in closer and closer until I could feel his body heat.

      Don't do it. Don't kiss him here. Do you know the trouble you could be in?

      But in that moment, my mind and body were disconnected. I leaned in a little closer, then he took the lead, taking my face in his hands and kissing me. Softly at first, nothing more than a silken touch and a brush of his tongue. Then he kissed me hungrily, pressing his lips to mine with such force the two of us were breathless.

      “Wait!” I said, pushing him away and sucking in air. “Not here.”

      “There's only one place I wanna take you,” he said. “One place I know you'll be safe.”
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        * * *

      

      The truck ascended the rocky mountain road with a shudder as the tires moved over the loose, broken rocks.

      "Wow, it's so beautiful up here. Feels like we're a million miles away."

      He looked over and smiled. I got the impression he felt at home up here more than anywhere else. As though we were in his territory now.

      "I love it up here," he said, rocking side to side as we rounded a sharp bend. "Although it won't be long until I have to move back down to my apartment. Another few weeks and I'll be snowed in up here."

      It was the highest I had ever climbed Renfrew Peak and as I looked in the mirror to the town behind us, I saw it was nothing but a series of lights in the distance like jewels dropped onto a velvet sky.

      Well if there's one place Billy won't find me, it's definitely up here.

      At last, when the truck began to struggle, we turned another bend and a small, wooden cabin appeared.

      "It's not quite The Hilton," Jared warned me.

      "It's perfect,” I swooned.

      It might have been small and rickety, but it was just about the most romantic little spot you could imagine. Jumping down from the truck, I ran up and placed my hand on the ancient door.

      "It's like something out of a fairy tale," I said.

      "Literally nobody's been as excited to see the place as you," he laughed. "Usually people just complain about the crappy cellphone reception and lack of electricity."

      He creaked the door open and my nose took in the smell of the fireplace. My eyes, noticing the modest furnishing, fell on the old, brass framed bed.

      "It's like a museum in here," I said, walking up to the fireplace where a steel tea kettle lay perched.

      Jared threw a couple logs on the fire and began lighting the kindling before prodding it with a poker.

      "You're quite the expert at that."

      "I've done it a few times," he said, standing up straight and dropping the poker.

      The fire smoldered behind him, the amber glow of the firelight highlighting his high cheekbones and the sparkle in his eyes.

      "I haven't stopped thinking about you," he said, running his hands down my arms.

      Now's the time to tell him you're pregnant. He needs to know!

      But as I opened my mouth to speak, my heart thudding like a jackhammer, her leaned in and kissed me. In an instant, all my thoughts melted, and I fell against him, intoxicated by his kiss.

      "I've waited so long to do this," he said, kissing my neck.

      He peeled back my coat and unwound my scarf before brushing his lips down my throat, then my collarbones. I felt a rise of desire within me. Felt my skin come alive beneath his lips.

      Slowly, he unzipped my coat and let it fall to the floor. Then his hands were sliding up my stomach, pushing my shirt and sweater up over my head. Falling to his knees, he pulled down my zipper to reveal my panties, then yanked my pants down over my hips.

      For a second, he just lingered there, the shadows of the nearby flames dancing on his golden skin.

      Then inch by inch he leaned his face toward me until I could feel the heat of his breath through my wet panties. I was instantly flooded with desire and he knew it.

      I looked down between my breasts and saw his cheeky face. He loved what he was doing to me.

      Pulling my panties to the side, he slipped a finger between my lips and rubbed my clit. I felt the trembles of ecstasy already and let out a moan.

      Once again, I could feel his breath on me, and as he pushed one finger deep inside me, then another, he cupped his lips around my clit and sucked. An unstoppable moan escaped my mouth as I shook and struggled to stand. His response was to suck harder, running the flat of his tongue over my throbbing clit as his saliva mingled with my dripping juices.

      "Oh, God!" I cried and gripped his hair to pull his head closer to me.

      He slid his fingers in and out of me, faster and faster as his tongue ground down on me. I couldn't stop the impending orgasm, couldn't control my voice. I screamed as a rapid climax raged through me, my thighs quivering so hard I tumbled forward.

      Jared caught me, grabbed hold of me tight and released his mouth from my clit with a smile.

      "I love the way you moan," he said.

      When he stood up, I could see his erection tenting his pants. I pressed a hand to it and felt it pulse.

      "Fuck, I need you so much," he breathed and slid his hands onto my ass.

      Lifting me up, he carried me over to the bed and dropped me down. This time, there was nothing gentlemanly about him and he had no desire to take his time. Impatiently, he tore at his belt and jeans and pulled out his cock.

      "Come here," he grunted, pushing my thighs apart and pulling me closer to him. "I've needed you for so long."

      There was a flash of fear through me mixed with excitement. This was his home, his territory. This was where he was in control, where he had power. In this cabin, he was boss, and I loved seeing him flex that power.

      Kneeling between my legs, he pressed the tip of his cock against my pussy lips and looked into my eyes.

      "You're so fucking beautiful," he said, gliding his hand up my stomach to squeeze my breasts.

      He thrust into me hard, then harder, then harder still with his fingers dug into my thighs. I couldn't stop the screams erupting from my throat, nor could I stop the trembles of a second orgasm.

      The harder he fucked me, the closer I got until I was gripping the bed frame feeling as though I was losing total control of my body.

      There was no world around us. There was nothing but the feel of his cock plunging deep inside me and the constant euphoria that flooded my body.

      I pressed my nails into his back and pulled him down on top of me. Winding my legs around his waist, I drew him deeper inside me.

      "Fuck!" he grunted. "You feel so fucking good."

      He was losing control too, grabbing me wildly and pressing himself against me until I could feel his heartbeat against my breast.

      Gritting his teeth, he let out a yell that turned to a roar as his legs tightened up and his stomach pulled taught. Then, with one final spasm, he came with a violent shudder, just the sound of him coming making another orgasm swell up inside me.

      With my nails clawing at his back and my teeth sunk into his shoulder, I came with a deafening scream that echoed down the mountain. My mind was filled with pure white light and tingling ecstasy as my body entered Heaven.

      Then it washed through me and I was nothing but a breathless, sweaty heap. I opened my eyes and saw the shadows from the flames wriggle across the ceiling.

      "Oh, my fucking God, " was all I could say as I tried to regain my bearings.
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        * * *

      

      Sleep had come easy to me as I lay in his arms. But as I closed my eyes, my last thought had been - You have to tell him about the baby!

      As I drifted into a deep sleep, dreams had floated through my mind. I was at the Halloween festival and Jared was by my side. We were just a regular couple. Then suddenly he wasn't beside me and Billy was in his place.

      "You're not my boyfriend!" I yelled at him, but he only laughed and pointed to the stage where Red Cherry were playing.

      But as I looked up to see the lead singer, I saw he wasn't there, and in his place was Mario Gianni and he wasn't holding a microphone, but a gun. He was pointing right at me as he knelt down and beckoned me forward. I walked closer to him and he softly spoke to me, although I couldn't make out a word he said. And as his voice pierced my ears, I was suddenly wide awake.

      I sat up in bed, confused for a moment as to where I was, then I saw the dwindling flames in the fireplace glowing against the interior of the cabin.

      " It was just a dream," I told myself. "Just a weird, stupid dream."

      But then I heard it again. Voices. But this time they weren't coming from my dream, but from near cabin.

      "Jared! Wake up!" I demanded, shaking him by the shoulder.

      He grumbled and rolled over.

      "Jesus Christ, Jared!"

      He mumbled something incoherent, opened one eye then another and squinted at me.

      "What's up?" he yawned.

      "There's somebody here."

      "What?"

      He was alert in an instant and jumped out of bed.

      "Where?"

      "I heard voices and-"

      Before I could finish my sentence, the sound came again.

      "Who is that?" I asked.

      "We're about to find out," Jared, said stepping into his jeans and boots.

      Still shirtless, he ran to the door where a shotgun lay propped against the wall.

      "Wait! You're just gonna go out there?"

      "Got a better idea?"

      "Hang on. I'm coming too," I said, pulling my clothes on in a hurry.

      "No, stay here," he told me.

      "Like hell I am! I'm coming with you."

      He sighed, lowered his shotgun and said, "I have a spare gun under the bed. Know how to use one?"

      “I'm a quick learner.”

      “Hurry,” he said. “Grab it stay close to me.”

      He ran out into the snow, the butt of his gun pressed against his shoulder.

      Diving beneath the bed, I swiped my hand and over the dusty floor until it felt the corner of a box.

      "Aha!"

      I pulled out the box, expecting to see a small display case with a gun nestled inside it like the kind my grandfather used to keep in his safe. But to my surprise, I saw a tattered shoe box that looked as though it had been in the wars. Then, as I pulled off the lid, I realized it literally had been.

      The first thing I saw were Jared's old dog tags laying on top a pile of photographs. I picked one up and held it to the light where I saw Jared and a buddy standing in the middle of the desert in uniform with a series of sand dunes and rocks stretched out behind them. They both looked so young and full of bravado.

      I returned the picture to the box and continued my search for the gun, but all I could see were more photographs. Most were taken in various combat zones, with a few including happy images of Jared's family during the holidays.

      “Urgh, there's no fucking gun in here. Jared!”

      I was about to slam the lid back on the box when another picture emerged through all the others. This one too showed Jared, but he looked like little more than a kid. He was standing in the hallway of a high school, half the size he was now wearing baggy jeans, high-top sneakers and a white basketball top.

      He had his arm around a pretty girl with a dazzling smile, a glowing, olive complexion and waist length brown hair.

      Must be his first girlfriend, I thought. Cute.

      I moved to put the picture back, not having the time to think or care about his childhood sweetheart because I needed to find the gun. But as I moved to place the picture back in the box, my finger grazed something stuck to the back of it.

      Flipping it over, I saw a folded piece of paper. As I peeled it off the photograph, I soon saw it was a funeral program.

      “What the hell?”

      Unfolding it, I saw an oval photograph in the center of the page showing the beautiful, smiling face of the young girl. Below it was the words: Marie Ogilvy. 1986 – 2005

      It's the same girl, I realized.

      Feeling as though I was intruding on Jared's memories, I slammed the lid shut on the box, slid it back under the bed and continued to look for the gun. My fingers finally fell upon another, smaller box. As I slid it out and opened it, I saw a matte black Glock handgun. It fitted into my fingers easily and I gripped it tight as I ran to the door.

      “Jared!”

      He was at least fifty yards away, knee deep in snow, the sweat on his muscular back glistening beneath the moonlight. With a tight hand around the gun, I edged closer.

      Hearing the crunch of my footsteps, he spun round.

      “There's no one here,” he said.

      He walked back toward me, shotgun now at his side.

      “If there was anyone here I would have seen them. You can see for miles up here and...”

      His words trailed away when another noise traveled across the mountain. The distant rumble of an engine.

      “Who the hell is that?” I asked.

      Jared took off running toward the sound. I was on his heels, struggling to keep up with his long, quick strides in the deep snow. Pushing our way through the trees with nothing to light our path but the moonlight, we came through the other side where a narrow dirt track lay.

      As we arrived, we caught sight of taillights in the dark. Jared ran forward as the car sped into the distance.

      He ran after the car, but it was too fast and eventually, he slowed to a halt and watched the headlights disappear.

      “Who was that?” I cried.

      He shook his head, staring in the direction they departed. “Whoever it was, they weren't here for a friendly visit.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      “Tell the team,” he said, heading back toward the cabin. “I'm calling Jackson.”
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        * * *

      

      I was back at work, but wished I wasn't. Sitting in the kitchen on my lunch break I let myself drift away on a daydream. Lucy was beside me, gibbering to herself while noisily eating a salad.

      "So, I said to the girl behind the counter that I got the voucher, it's just at home and she was all like excuse me Ma'am, but that ain't gonna do and I was like..."

      I tuned her out and yawned.

      "You okay?" Lucy asked. "You look tired."

      "Yeah, had a pretty late night."

      "Did you do anything exciting?"

      Oh, just the usual. Had the best sex of my life in the cabin of a wild mountain man then ran out into the night with a Glock chasing down a trespasser who I was sure was a Mafioso.

      "Nah, not really," I replied. "Just the usual."

      I struggled to stifle another yawn and stood up to stretch.

      "I think I'm gonna go for a walk and grab a coffee at that new place around the corner. Want anything?"

      "Nah, I'm off the coffee," Lucy asked. "That shit gives me the jitters."

      I looked at the clock and saw I had a whole forty-five minutes until my next patient, which gave me ample time to head around the block. Grabbing my coat and purse, I headed outside leaving Lucy crunching on a mouthful of salad.

      The air was crisp with the sidewalk scattered in crunchy, orange leaves. I'd always loved everything about fall; the smell of bonfires, the excitement of Halloween, eating pumpkin flavored everything at every opportunity and getting to wear my big comfy coats and scarves once again.

      As I walked down the street, I admired the Halloween decorations of the nearby houses and listened to the sound of the crunching leaves. Somewhere in the distance, the sugary smell of a doughnut shop drifted toward me.

      Hmmmm... I should do this more often, I thought. Take the dogs up somewhere nice and walk for miles taking in the smells and sights of the changing seasons.

      I was so deep in thought I didn't notice the black Mercedes crawling beside me until it came so close the wing mirror almost bumped my arm.

      Assuming the driver was pulling in to park, I didn't think too much of it. But as I continued to walk, I became acutely aware of it still moving beside me, creeping along matching my pace. I stared into the windows but saw they were blacked out.

      Then, slowly, the back window glided down to reveal the handsome face of an older gentleman. I could just about see the collar of an expensive coat and cashmere scarf. He ran his leather-gloved hand through his salt and pepper hair, reminding me of Cary Grant.

      He looked right at me, his pale gray eyes setting me on edge.

      "Get in," he said.

      I looked around, hoping there was someone around to help if I needed them.

      "I just want to talk to you," the man said as the car came to a stop.

      A second later, his door clicked open, and he scooted up his seat to make way for me.

      "Please," he said. "Just two minutes."

      "No fucking way!"

      I was about to run with one hand searching for my phone to call the cops when he reached out and touched my arm. It wasn't a threatening touch, but a caring one.

      "Please," he said. "I'm sorry if I scared you. It’s just very important that I speak with you."

      "I'm not getting in the car."

      He sighed and gave an accepting nod.

      "Of course not," he said. "What about that place there?"

      He motioned toward the coffee shop.

      "You can leave anytime you want,” he assured me. “Just please, two minutes."

      Any rational part of my brain should have told him to fuck off. I wasn't the type of girl who just wandered off with any random man in a car. But there was something about his eyes that drew me in. Something that made me trust him.

      "You just need to speak with me?"

      "Yes," he nodded and stepped out the car before addressing his driver.

      "Wait for me, Jones. I won't be too long."

      "Of course, Sir," replied the driver.

      I watched as the mysterious man drew himself up to full size and it was then that I realized I'd seen him before.

      " Aren’t you Senator Ogilvy?"
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      "I'm sorry, I really didn't mean to creep up on you like that," he said, sipping an espresso. "That must have been quite a shock for you."

      We had taken a window seat at the front of the coffee shop. It was usually my favorite seat because it was the best spot to people watch. But today, I wasn't looking at anyone but him. He was devastatingly handsome in a mature way and exuded power.

      "I think there's been some mix up," I said. "Or some mistake. There's no way it's me you're looking for."

      "You're Megan Saunders, aren't you?"

      " Yes I am."

      I wrapped my cold fingers around my mocha and shivered.

      "How the hell do you know my name? What is this all about?"

      He could sense my rising annoyance and said, "I'll get to the point. As you know, the Halloween festival is tomorrow, and I'll be in attendance. These events are always an enormous source of time and resources, but they're also a risk."

      "A risk?"

      "Of terrorism. Busy events like this can always be a risk of some sort of danger whether it be a protest, a shooting, or a bombing perhaps."

      "I'm sorry. I'm not following you. What has this got to do with me?"

      He took another sip of his espresso and looked out the window then back to me.

      "As you can imagine, as a Senator, I need a tremendously vigorous security detail for the event. In fact, I met one of the security agents the other day. Jared Maguire."

      "And?"

      He nodded and took another sip of his drink before setting it down and reaching into his pocket. He pulled out an orange pill bottle and popped a tablet into his mouth like a Tic Tac.

      "Acid reflux," he explained. "Anyway, onto Jared. I've been watching him."

      " Is he in some sort of danger?"

      "No. You are."

      Anger flickered in his eyes as he looked back out the window.

      "That piece of shit ruined my life. He'll ruin yours too, you know."

      "I don't understand."

      Anxiety began to rise within me. What was he talking about? First, I found out Billy was involved with the Mob, and now I was going to find out something terrible about Jared too?

      The anger in Ogilvy's face subsided and was replaced with an intense sadness that made his gray eyes darken.

      "I had a daughter," he explained. "Marie. She was so perfect."

      His voice broke as he spoke of her and he leaned across the table and lightly pressed his hand on top of mine.

      "She'd be a little older than you are now if she were still alive."

      "What happened?"

      "Jared, the cretin. He introduced her to pills. Got her hooked on hard drugs and... And..."

      He swallowed hard and looked down at his lap.

      "My little girl had a promising future until she met that lowlife bastard."

      Then it all came to me. The pictures under his bed. The funeral program.

      "Oh, God. I'm so sorry," I said. "That must have been terrible for you."

      He composed himself, drew back his hand and sat up straight.

      "Get out now," he said. "Stay away from him. I know it's none of my business, and you must think of me as a frightful, invasive person to have been following you like this. But the truth is that I care. I couldn't bear for another girl to die because of Jared."

      "But he's not some drug dealing low life," I insisted. "He was a Navy SEAL. He's one of life's good guys."

      "There are some things you don't learn about a person until it's too late," he said.

      He glanced down to his watch then out to the street where his driver waited for him.

      "I'm terribly sorry, but I must be on my way. Promise me you'll stay safe. I couldn't save my own daughter, but perhaps I could save someone else's."

      He lay a hand on my shoulder and squeezed to say goodbye. Then he was gone. I watched him walk down the sidewalk toward his waiting car, then disappear inside.

      There are some things you don't learn about a person until it's too late.

      Ogilvy was right. I had thought Billy was the right guy for me until it was too late. Could it be possible I was wrong about Jared too?
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      "Hi Megan. It's me again," I said as I reached voicemail again.

      I was leaning out the window trying to get a better signal and could see down the mountain to where Station Springs lay. Squinting to see where her practice was, I imagined her down there moving gracefully between patients in her cute little uniform.

      "So, I've got the afternoon off work," I said. "And I was wondering if maybe you could get a chance to finish work early? Maybe grab a few drinks with me? Oh, and I picked up my tickets to Red Cherry tomorrow if you want to come with Ruby. Okay, well, I'll call again later. See ya."

      I hung up and thought back to last night. I remembered the way she cried out as my tongue sunk itself between her legs and the way she trembled in my arms. Then I remembered how she had lain on my chest and slept sweetly, and how I had never been so happy in all my life.

      When I drove her to work that morning, I felt as though I was floating. It had almost hurt to watch her leave and enter the practice. I had watched her walk across the parking lot hoping to God she'd change her mind and turn back.

      But then I recalled the sound of the car speeding into the night, the sound of the banging on the walls. What the hell was going on last night?

      I wouldn't go as far as to say I was afraid of who it could be, but I was definitely concerned. More for Megan than for me. Whoever it was that came all the way up here hadn't arrived by accident. There were only two reasons why they were here. Me or Megan.

      I had to come back to the mountain to do some digging and find out who it was, which was why I was back on the mountain now setting off in the direction of old Silas, my nearest neighbor.

      Pulling on my padded coat, I walked around the back of my cabin to where my snowmobile lay protected beneath a sheet of tarpaulin.

      I climbed on and took off, driving in the direction of the old man's cabin. It was so secluded you would never find it unless you were looking for it. Even I almost missed it.

      Nestled among the fir trees with a makeshift chimney spurting out thick, black smoke, it looked like the kind of place I'd enter and find myself being cooked alive by an evil witch.

      "Hello!" came Silas' gruff voice from the doorway as I climbed off my snowmobile. "What a pleasant surprise."

      "Here," I said, reaching into my backpack. "I brought you something."

      The old man shuffled closer. He was wearing nothing but a stained vest and holey pants held up by tattered suspenders, but he didn't appear to feel the cold. He scratched at his bloated stomach and looked down into my bag.

      "What the hell is that?"

      "It's a bottle of Jameson. Real whiskey bought from a store. It won't even make you blind."

      "Then what's the damn point of drinking it?" he chuckled, revealing a line of broken, brown teeth. "Well, I suppose you better come in then."

      He snatched the bottle out of my hand and staggered into his shack. If Megan thought my place looked like a museum, she had to see this place. I followed him in and felt the boards creak beneath my feet. A fire was roaring in the corner with what looked like a chunk of meat roasting on top.

      "You hungry?" he asked.

      "What is it?"

      "Oppossum."

      "Oh. No. I've just eaten."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Pretty sure."

      He took the whiskey and poured it into two metal cans before handing me one. I took it anxiously, worried I'd need a tetanus shot after drinking it.

      "So, what can I do for you?" he asked.

      "I've been wondering if you heard anything around here last night."

      He shook his head and drank his whiskey like it was water.

      "Last night I was drunk as a skunk," he said then let out a loud belch. "So just like every other night."

      He exploded into a fit of laughter and slapped his stomach.

      "So no. I heard nothing," he said, still laughing. "But maybe my CCTV saw something."

      "What?"

      "My cameras up there."

      He pointed to his roof as though we could somehow see through it.

      "You have CCTV?"

      He rolled his eyes and raised his palms to the ceiling.

      "Lord knows why. It was a Christmas present from my little nephew. He's all la-di-dah. Said I had to learn how to protect myself. I told him I protect myself just fine with this shotgun here but he don't listen. Anyway, he set them up. Said I had to enter the twenty-first century. That's easy for him to say. He's grown up in Station Springs his whole life. Doesn't know nothing about living up here and-"

      "The CCTV. Is it set up?"

      "Uhuh."

      "And it records?"

      "Yup! That's what my nephew tells me."

      "But how do you view the footage? You've not got a computer or a smartphone or anything like that."

      "I'm told it downloads onto some sort of card in the camera or some shit like that. But I don't know how these things work. Honest to God it was the biggest waste of money on Earth buying me those cameras."

      "I wouldn't be so quick to say that. Would you mind if I have a look at those cards in those cameras?"

      "Keep bringing me this golden nectar here and you can do what you like," he laughed, refilling his can of whiskey.

      I set my own drink down and hurried outside.  The roof of the shack was only a little taller than I was, and I could easily reach up on tip toes to release the SD cards from the back of the cameras. There were four in total, each one facing out in each direction of the mountain. Hopefully, one of them captured our late-night visitor.
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      “What you got there?” Jackson asked as I returned to the office and slammed the first SD card into my computer.

      “I'm not sure yet. Hopefully footage of the car from last night.”

      “From where?”

      “Silas.”

      “Get outta here. He got CCTV?”

      “Luckily for me he had. Not that he knows how to use it.”

      Jackson bent down toward the screen and shook his head.

      “I would have reckoned Silas thought technology was the work of the Devil.”

      “The smell in his cabin was the work of the Devil. Now let's see what we got.”

      I opened the video file for the last twenty-four hours and stared out at nothing but thick forest. Fast forwarding through it, the only thing I caught a glimpse of all night was a rabbit.

      “Urgh. Nothing. Let's try the next one.”

      The second SD card provided no greater insight apart from catching the back end of a deer as it ran at speed down the mountain. When the third card showed even less, and we were looking at little more than black screen, I almost gave up.

      “It's no use,” I said. “Don't think these cameras caught shit.”

      “Don't give up just yet. Try the last one.”

      I doubted it would pull up anything of interest, but I pushed it in anyway and opened the file.

      To my surprise, this one caught a decent view of the winding mountain dirt track that passed Silas' cabin before arriving at mine.

      “This looks promising,” Jackson said, leaning closer. “Run it on.”

      I flicked through the video, not expecting to see anything more interesting that what we'd already seen. That was until I saw the headlights of a car emerge through the darkness.

      “Bingo.”

      “Who the fuck is that?” Jackson asked.

      “Hopefully we'll find out.”

      “Wait... Looks like they're pulling up.”

      It was hard to make out the make and model of the car through the grainy footage and the meager light. But it looked far too small to be traversing the treacherous landscape of the mountain, and by the body language of the vehicle, I could tell the driver was inexperienced in the conditions.

      We watched as the car braked to a halt on the curve of the road, the trunk out of the camera's view.

      “This thing got audio?” Jackson asked.

      “Doubt it. Most CCTV systems aren't allowed to grab audio under the Federal wiretapping law.”

      Jackson gave me a sideways glance and looked at me as though I was stupid.

      “Do you really think Silas and his family are gonna give a shit about that? Turn the volume up.”

      I doubted we'd hear a thing, but I clicked on the volume button anyway. To my surprise, the sound of voices filled the room.

      “What you got over there?” Dylan asked as he wandered over.

      Lucas craned his neck like an inquisitive bird from his desk to see what we were up to. Then he jumped up and joined us.

      We all held our breaths as we listened to the unmistakable New York accent that filtered out through the speakers.

      “Billy what the fuck do I pay you for? You're a shit fucking driver.”

      “Boss, this road is crazy. I've never been up here before.”

      We all glanced at each other then back at the screen.

      “Billy and Mario,” Jackson said to himself. “Fuck.”

      We watched as the two got out the car to survey their whereabouts. Both were wearing scarves pulled up over their chins and woolly hats, but Mario's mannerisms were immediately recognizable. As was his voice.

      “We're fucking lost,” he said, looking down over the edge of the road toward the town. “I'm fucking sick of this place and its mountains. Whatever happened to living in the fucking city?”

      Billy walked over beside him and said, “Sorry, boss. We'll find his cabin soon enough. I wanna get that Jared asshole as much as you do.”

      I felt myself tense up with anger in my seat.

      “He thinks he's such a fucking hero,” Billy groaned.

      “Yeah well he wasn’t such a hero the last time I saw him. He was minutes away from death. And do you know what I did? Led him down to the bunker hospital. And how the fuck does his piece of shit security team repay me? They get me locked up. I swear to God when I find him...”

      “Shut up a minute,” Billy said. “I hear something.”

      In the distance, came the faint sound of my own voice echoing back at me.

      “Hey! Who's out there!” I yelled.

      “Aw, shit he's onto us,” Billy said. “Sounds like he's coming from down that way.”

      “Can you see anything?”

      “Nah, I can't see shit. Actually, shit... Hang on... He's running toward us. Looks like he's got a shotgun.”

      “Fuck this,” Mario groaned. “This has been a total fuck up. Tonight's not the night.”

      “I can take him on again. I ain't afraid of no shotgun.”

      “We'll get him later,” Mario said. “He'll be unpredictable if he's angry. Especially waving a gun. Besides, from what I heard he took you out twice without one. Get back in the fucking car and get me off this mountain.”

      The car sped off and, in the distance, you could vaguely make out the blurry shape of my body running out onto the road in the corner of the screen.

      For a second, we were all silent.

      “Jesus,” Lucas breathed out. “Do you know how close you were last night to getting wacked?”

      I was shaking. Not from fear, but from anger.

      “Revenge,” Dylan said. “That's what he wants. What do you think he's planning?”

      “Who knows?” Jackson replied, straightening up and blowing out a long exhale with his hands on his hips. “But we can't wait to find out. Send this footage to the cops right now. Let everyone know Mario's hell bent on getting back at us.”

      “But why was I first?” I asked the room.

      “Because you were secluded,” Dylan suggested.

      “And because of Billy's girl.”

      “Not to mention he seems to be under the impression you were indebted to him for taking you to the bunker's hospital,” Lucas added.

      Jackson lay a heavy hand on my head and said, “It's time to get the hell off that mountain.”
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      “Oh, my God! I can't believe this night is finally here!” Ruby screamed.

      She was in her favorite gig-going outfit; short leather skirt, knee high boots, and leather jacket. Underneath, her old Red Cherry t-shirt from her teenage years strained across her ample chest.

      “You look dynamite,” I said, pulling on my own leather boots.

      Ruby's apartment wasn't too far from the festival venue, and as I looked out the window, I could see hordes of people making their way down toward the park. Some dressed in Halloween outfits, others wrapped up tightly beneath puffy coats. Thankfully, the snow had stopped falling, but it was still bitterly cold.

      “I can't handle this!” Ruby said as she bounced up and down. “I feel like a kid again going to my first concert.”

      But the other occupants in the room weren't sharing our enthusiasm. Rolo and Reuben were lying on the couch staring at me with their chocolaty eyes begging me not to leave. Meanwhile the cats were sprawled out in the sunshine, barely noticing the rest of us existed.

      “Okay, be good,” I said to the dogs. “Don't let the kitties bully you.”

      They both licked my face in farewell then we were off. Ruby and I decided to join the rest of the revelers and walk down to the park. I could almost feel her buzzing with excitement beside me, but although I was happy to go to the show, I was all churned up inside.

      I kept thinking of Ogilvy's face when he told me about his daughter.  Kept thinking about what he'd said about Jared. Then I thought about the baby inside me. Thought about what I was going to do when so much else was going on.

      “You okay?” Ruby asked as she linked her arm into mine. “You look worried.”

      “I'm...”

      Pregnant? Scared? Confused?

      I didn't know what to say, so I just said, “Tired. I'm tired.”

      “You've been working too much.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      We kept on walking. Ruby bouncing down the road singing her favorite Red Cherry hits while I joined along trying to suppress the nausea in my guts.

      At last, we reached the park. It was already a sea of people facing the stage at the bottom in front of the town hall. Skeletons and ghosts hung from the trees and railings while above us, a string of pumpkin fairy lights hung over the crowd.

      “It looks incredible!” Ruby said in awe. “I had no idea they could make this little town look so cool. Ooh, look at all the beer stalls. Let's go get some drinks.”

      “I'll just have a water,” I said as she pushed her way through to the nearest bar.

      “What? Are you serious?”

      “Yeah. I'm not feeling great.”

      She gave me a puzzled look but bought me the water anyway. With our drinks, we pushed our way through the crowds until we were dead center of the park facing the middle of the stage.

      “Think we can get any closer?” Ruby asked.

      “Nah, it's like pushing against a brick wall.”

      The excitement of the town pulsed through the crowd. There was a sense of energy I'd never felt here before, a feeling that we were all united.

      Minutes passed and the tension grew as people became impatient for the band to appear onstage. Above us, the sky was beginning to darken making the orange Halloween decorations pop from their surroundings.

      People began to chant as the lights on the stage flashed on. Beside me, Ruby bristled with excitement.

      “Red Cherry! Red Cherry! Red Cherry! Red Cherry!”

      A rumble of anticipation traveled through the ground beneath our feet as thousands of people stamped their heels and yelled.

      At last, the figures of Red Cherry stepped out onto the stage and the crowd erupted into deafening cheers.

      “All right Station Springs!” the lead singer yelled into the microphone. “Are you ready to rock?”

      Once again, the crowd erupted into cheers so loud my ears hurt. Beside me, Ruby was ready to explode. We watched in awe as Marcus, the guitarist stepped forward then began playing his first riff.

      The crowd responded by jumping up and down and screaming.

      "This is wild!" Ruby shouted. "I can't believe they're really here."

      As the music started, the anxiety within me lessened enough for me to focus on the band and not worry about everything else. I started to have a good time, banging my head in time to the music and rocking my whole body.

      I was starting to enjoy myself until something sharp and hard jammed into my ribs.

      "Ow!" I moaned, thinking it was just some overly hyperactive dancer who had caught me with their elbow. "Watch what you're doing!"

      I carried on dancing, but once again, the sharp pain returned to my ribs and the heat of someone's breath reached my ear.

      "Just do as you're told and don't make a scene," came Billy's voice.

      Looking down to my ribs, I saw he had a gun pressed into my side. Shrouded by his jacket, nobody could see a thing. To the crowd, he probably looked like a regular guy sidling up to a girl.

      "What the fuck are you doing?"

      "Just follow me."

      "No!"

      I looked around at everyone, but they were all too busy dancing and screaming to notice.

      "Just do what I say, and you won't put everyone else in danger," Billy said, his lips pressed into my ear.

      Frozen to the spot, I stared at Ruby, willing her to notice. At first, she saw me standing still, then she detected the fear on my face. Then she noticed Billy standing behind me, and her eyes drifted down to my side.

      "Don't move," I told her. "He has a gun."

      "Make a sound and you're all dead," Billy seethed. "Now the both of you, follow me."

      I stood rooted to the spot and tried to wriggle against him. He responded by cocking the gun.

      "I'm not fucking around," he said in my ear. "Now just walk right outta here."

      "No. No you can't do this."

      "I swear if you make one more sound, I will shoot you where you stand."

      My first thought was to somehow escape and get somebody's attention. I craned my neck and looked around the crowd for signs of security, but it seemed as though everyone was congregated near the stage.

      Save yourself. I told myself. Fight him.

      But in that moment, I wasn't terrified for myself, I was terrified for my baby, and so I did as I was told. I would have done anything to not put the little life inside me at risk.

      How can this be happening with so many people around?

      But that's what made his plan so perfect. He was hiding in plain sight.

      "Keep moving," he told us both. "That's right, just walk on right out of here over toward the van there."

      Gradually, we pushed through the crowd until we reached the edge of the festival along the main road that led toward the center of town. At the bottom of the street, an innocuous, navy blue van sat parked. He pushed me toward it with Ruby beside me.

      I looked over at her and saw tears were streaming down her face. But I couldn't cry. All I could think of was how to get away from his gun. I thought about kicking him, hitting him, reaching for one of the many discarded beer bottles in the gutter to hit him with. But I knew one wrong move and he'd pull the trigger.

      The look in his eyes told me he meant what he'd said. He'd shoot me dead and Ruby too if I didn't do what he told me.

      We arrived at the van just as the side door slid open. A figure in black with a scarf over his nose and mouth quickly reached for Ruby and bundled her in. She screamed as he touched her, and he instantly clapped a gloved hand over his mouth to stifle her voice.

      "Get in," Billy ordered.

      He pushed me inside and I fell down on my knees. Then he was climbing in behind me and slamming the door shut behind him. The van was empty, dark and smelled like the cheap air fresheners they give away for free in gas stations.

      The floor was rough against my knees, and the four of us knelt down on the cold metal beneath us, the sound of heavy breathing permeating the air.

      "Please," I begged. "Don't shoot me."

      "What did I fucking tell you about not making a sound!"

      Billy lashed out and struck me hard across the face with the gun. It was the shock of the cold steel against my cheek that stunned me more than the pain. It wasn't until I felt warm liquid dripping down my face that I realized I was bleeding.

      "I'm begging you," I said in little more than a whisper as I clutched my face. "I'm pregnant."

      There was a sharp intake of breath from the corner of the van. I looked over and saw Ruby's eyes widen and the tears start to fall heavier.

      "You're pregnant?" she cried. "Why didn't you tell me?"

      "Shut the fuck up!" the other man yelled as he slapped her across the face.

      I was filled with rage. Nobody got to hit my best friend. But as much as I wanted to rush to her side, the cocked gun was still pressed against my ribs.

      The other man turned toward me and pulled the scarf down his face so I could make out his features in the faint light that shone in from the nearby streetlamp.

      "I've been watching you, " he said in a thick New York accent. "I know who you are. Know you've been in bed with that Jared prick. That fucker and his cronies put me behind bars. I'd tried to save him that night in the bunker. Had pretty much led him to my brother and the girls. And the asshole got me locked up!"

      "You're a murderer!" I blurted out angrily without thinking. "Criminals deserve to be behind bars."

      He was silent for a second, but I could see his cheeks turning red with anger. Then his arm shot out and his hand fixed itself around my throat.

      "Bitch!" he yelled. "I knew I'd fucking enjoy every second of killing you. Knew that the best way to get to those SecuriCorp assholes was through their women. Those heroes all come running for their damsels in distress, don't they?”

      He laughed maniacally and squeezed harder until I could feel a searing pain through my neck and head as my vision began to blur.

      “I told you you'd never get away with leaving me,” Billy's voice whispered as I started to grow faint. “Did you really think I was gone for good?”
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      I was trying to enjoy the band, but all I could think of was why I couldn't get a hold of Megan. Standing at the side of the stage, I scanned the crowd for her bouncing brunette head but couldn't see her in the ocean of people.

      “I've never seen so many people in this town before,” Jackson shouted over the music as he bobbed his head in time to the bass line. “It's crazy!”

      Walking backstage to the control center of the security operation, I saw Dylan in front of a wide range of screens showing cameras pointed in all directions across the crowd. I felt the need to look over every single one of them for Megan, but again, I couldn't place her.

      “How's it goin'?” I asked Dylan.

      “Wish I was out there with you guys,” he moaned. “Instead of being stuck in here watching the cameras. That stalker we're supposed to be looking for probably isn't going to show up.”

      He pointed up to the screen where I saw a dark van parking up beside the crowd.

      “It's been circling the venue for about twenty minutes now.”

      “Probably just looking for a space. It's packed out there.”

      “Maybe,” Dylan replied. “But I dunno. There seems something weird about it. Can't place my finger on why.”

      “You're just suspicious.”

      “We're literally paid to be suspicious.”

      “Good point,” I laughed. “I'll catch you later. Give me a shout if you notice it do anything strange.”

      He gave me a thumbs up and I aimed to go back to the stage, but not before my phone rang. When I saw Megan's number flash on the screen, I felt a surge of excitement.

      “Hey! I've been trying to call you all day.”

      There was no reply.

      “Hello? Megan are you there?”

      But all I could hear was the muffled sound of the music down the line along with what sounded like mumbling voices.

      Aw, shit. She's pocket dialed me.

      I moved to hang up, but before I could, a voice popped through the line clearer than all the others.

      "Don't move. He has a gun,” Megan's terrified voice echoed.

      "Make a sound and you're all dead," replied a man.

      Billy...

      Rushing back to Dylan I told him what I heard.

      “Seriously? She definitely said the word gun?”

      “Definitely. Did you not see Billy in the crowd?”

      “Hey, you pick out one individual ex-boyfriend in this crowd,” he said, pointing to the screens.

      All we could see were hundreds of rows of banging heads, every face a blur.

      “Wait. Who's that?” I said, pointing toward the van on the screen.

      Dylan zoomed in as three figures approached it walking at a clip. I caught sight of the unmistakable brunette hair and Ruby's bouncing curls.

      “That's them!” I said. “Zoom in some more.”

      “I'll try but this is pretty much as close as I can go.”

      Fiddling with the buttons, he drew in a closer image on the screen, the two of us leaning in as the side door to the van flew open.

      “Who's that beside Megan?” Dylan asked. “And why is he so close to her.”

      I saw the way Billy's arm was pushed up into her side, could see her fear from the way she moved.

      “He's got a gun,” I said. “Move. Now!”

      We sprang into action, running past Jackson on the way while radioing for Lucas.

      “South west corner of the park!” I yelled. “Dark van. Go!”
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      “Get off her!” Ruby screamed as she flung herself at Mario Gianni.

      But she was no match for him, and he pushed her away easily. She fell back against the side of the van, hitting her head with a cry as she fell.

      The pain in my throat was overwhelming, and no matter how much I tried to suck in air, nothing reached my lungs. Digging my nails into Mario's hands, I tried to release his grasp of me, but it only grew stronger.

      Tears streamed down my face as I grew dizzier, and as I tried to ball my hands into fists to hit him, I felt my limbs grow weak and limp.

      “Shit,” I heard Billy's voice say. “Security are coming already. They must have seen us.”

      “Drive!” Mario ordered.

      Billy jumped into the driver's seat and started the engine, the sound of the gears crunching as he pulled away.

      No! If he drives away, you'll never be seen again. He'll kill you and bury you both in the mountains. No one will know what happened.

      But more than anything, if I died, I would never get to be a mother, and the baby inside me would die too.

      The thought raised an anger and strength within me I didn't know I possessed. And although I was close to passing out, my windpipe closing over and my lungs burning. Although I could barely move, see or hear anything but the blood pumping in my head, I fought with all my strength.

      I kicked him as hard as I could with my hands feeling behind me for something, anything that could be used as a weapon. At first, all I could feel was the cold, metal floor. Then my fingertips grazed something heavy and long.

      A crowbar!

      As the last of my breath dissolved in my lungs, I struggled to reach it.

      You can do it! Just one more inch. Just one more breath. Just live a second longer!

      I pushed myself as hard as I could, my eyes boring into the eyes of my would-be killer. And with what could have been my dying breath, I reached across that one critical inch and wrapped my fingers around the crowbar.

      I had no time to lose, and with all the power I could muster, I swung it as hard as I could against the side of Mario's head. It landed on his skull with a thud and a crack.

      A rush of air entered my lungs as he fell away from me, dazed. He staggered backward, the shock in his eyes evident. Fortified by my anger and the fresh air in my lungs, I swung the bar one more time, hitting him across the head. Blood spattered out from his scalp, peppering the side of the van as he fell onto his back.

      Ruby rushed to my side and hugged me tight.

      “He's knocked out,” I said. “Quick! Tie him up!”

      She pulled off her scarf and quickly wound it around his wrists which she pulled up high behind his back.

      Behind us, sirens blazed. Looking out the back window, I could see a blacked-out truck racing toward us, the SecuriCorp logo emblazoned on the front.

      “Give up now,” I told Billy, the crowbar still gripped in my hand. “Don't be stupid.”

      He pulled on the steering wheel as we rounded the bend toward the town hall. The stage, now flanking us to the left, loomed over us, the bright lights shining into the interior of the van.

      I could see how much Billy was sweating. Could see the fear in his eyes. But I could also see how tightly he still gripped his gun as he drove.

      With the crowbar still tight in my hand, I leaned over the back of his seat, pressing the metal bar against his throat. Lightly at first, then harder.

      “Stop the van!”

      But he only pressed the accelerator harder.

      “Get back, you dumb bitch!” he struggled to say.

      He tried to reach around to punch me, but I pressed the bar deeper into his neck. He began flailing wildly, losing control of the wheel.

      “You psycho bitch!” he tried to yell as I pulled the bar back even harder.

      “Stop the van!”

      At last, he reached for the brake pedal, but not before he lost control of the van entirely. The first thing I heard was the screech of the tires followed by Ruby's terrified scream as the van went careening toward the stage.

      There was an almighty crash as the van hit the railings, then the deafening screams of the crowd as they dove out the way. The last thing I saw as the van crashed into the stage was the shocked face of the guitarist as we plowed into the stage beneath him, his Marshall amps wobbling and toppling down on top of us.

      The impact sent my head flying into the back of Billy's seat. When I opened my eyes, I was lying on the floor with blue and red lights filling the inside of the van as the police approached.

      Outside, I could hear the sound of doors opening and feet hitting the ground.

      “Megan!” Jared yelled over the chaos. “Megan hold tight I'm coming!”

      Thank God he's here to save me.

      But my optimism was too soon. Behind me, I could feel the rising figure of Billy as he pulled himself up from his seat, broken glass falling from his injured body.

      “Fucking bitch,” he seethed. “You're fucking dead.”

      I looked up over my head just as his hand reached down in the shards of broken glass on the floor. His fingers felt for his gun.

      Trying to sit up, I fell back, dazed as blood trickled from my head. Then I felt the cold steel of the gun press against my temple.

      You tried, I thought. You tried to save yourself and the baby but you failed.

      Things were moving in slow motion, and I closed my eyes and braced myself for death.

      But as I prepared myself for the end, the sliding door was ripped open and bodies flew into van. A gun was fired, the shot echoing in my head.

      You're dead, I told myself. This is the end.

      “Megan!” came a voice. “Megan, oh my God talk to me!”

      “Jared?”

      I opened my eyes and saw I was very much alive. Then I realized it wasn't me who had been shot. It was Billy.

      His body lay collapsed over the back of his seat, blood flowing from the wound in his chest. In Jared's hand, a gun was gripped, smoke drifting up from the barrel.

      I was too dazed to scream, too shocked to cry. Totally numb, I fell against Jared as he pulled me out onto the street as the police rushed in.

      “You saved me again.”
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      Detective Lewis sat across the table from me reviewing his notes.

      “It was a clean shot,” I told him. “If I didn't shoot, he would have killed her.”

      He gave me an understanding nod and said, “I know. I know. The officers who raced to the scene witnessed what happened. You're not in any trouble here. But we have to adhere to protocol.”

      He slammed his notebook shut, clicked his pen and rolled it across the desk.

      “If you ask me, you did the town a service. You're a hero. Although we all knew that. That's your second run in with the Mob now.”

      Hero. The word was always banded around.

      But did I feel like one? No. I was just doing what any member of society should do.

      “You're free to go,” Lewis said, shaking my hand.

      I stood up and moved toward the door, but as much as I wanted out the police station, I had to know one thing before I left.

      “Mario...” I said, turning back to Lewis.

      “In custody,” he replied. “Don't worry. He's not getting out again.”

      “Let's hope not.”

      I walked out the interview room and looked down the hall toward the reception. Groups of people were huddled around the front door.

      “What the hell's going on out there?” I asked a passing officer.

      “Reporters,” he groaned, rolling his eyes. “They all wanna get a peek at Mario Gianni before he's moved back to prison. He'll be in solitary for a long time I bet.”

      He paused for a second and looked in the opposite direction toward the fire escape.

      “They'll want to know everything about you too obviously. The hero saving the day again. It's big news when a mobster's van crashes into Red Cherry on stage only to be shot by a local celebrity.”

      “When you put it like that it sounds pretty wild.”

      “I'll help you sneak out around the back,” he said. “Help you skip out on the reporters.”

      He ushered me toward the fire escape, but I would have no luck leaving unnoticed. As soon as the door opened, I was blasted in the face by the flash of photographers' cameras.

      “Jared! Can you tell us how you took down the Mob once again?”

      “Jared are you being prosecuted for the shooting of Mob associate Billy Deacons?”

      “Are you aware of how close Marcus from Red Cherry was to falling from the stage?”

      “Jared? How do you feel about being called a hero?”

      “Jared?”

      “Jared!”

      I pushed my way through all of them without saying a word and pulled up my hood.

      I didn't care about any of their questions or Red Cherry or being called a hero. All I wanted was to see Megan.
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      “I really don't need to be here,” I told the doctor as he flashed a light in my eyes.

      “You were strangled and then knocked out in a car crash. You'll need both your head and neck x-rayed for fractures. Not to mention you're pregnant. It's better to be safe than sorry.”

      He pulled back and looked down at my chart.

      “You really had a rough time, eh?”

      “You could say that.”

      The curtain at the end of the bed twitched and an orderly poked her head around the corner.

      “Knock knock,” she said. “Megan has visitors.”

      I was too tired to see anyone. All I wanted to do was sleep, but beneath the bright lights of the hospital ward with the doctors poking and prodding me every five seconds, that wasn't likely.

      “Who is it?” I asked, my throat still hurting.

      The orderly grinned widely and said, “You're never going to believe this, but Red Cherry have just arrived to see you.”

      Suddenly, I was sitting up straight in bed with my heart ready to beat out my chest.

      “Are you serious?”

      She nodded.

      “Shall I send them in?”

      “Hell yeah!”

      She disappeared behind the curtain for a second and when she returned, she pulled it open. At first, all I saw were four pairs of leather pants.

      “All right, Megan! You all good there?”

      I stared, star struck and dumb as Marcus walked over to me smelling of tobacco and whiskey. He took my hand between his leathery fingers and said, “Aw, man when I saw that van moving toward us my life flashed before my eyes.”

      I was living my teenage dream.

      “Yeah man we heard all about what happened.,” Cash, the drummer, said as he came closer. “And you knocked out Mario Gianni with a crowbar. That's cold, man.”

      “Totally badass,” Marcus added.

      They all looked to each other and nodded in agreement.

      “So, we were thinking,” Marcus said, still holding my hand. “When you're outta here, we'd love to give you some free tickets to our next gig.”

      “I'd love that,” I beamed. “Where is it?”

      “Paris,” Marcus smiled.

      “Paris! Oh, my God!”

      Clearly, I've been put on some serious pain meds because I must be hallucinating.

      “Marcus?”

      “Uhuh, sweetheart.”

      “I'm sorry I ruined your gig last night.”

      “Ruined our gig?”

      “If it wasn't for me, we wouldn't have crashed into the stage.”

      He looked over to the rest of the band and they all laughed.

      “Aw, man, Megan. Do you have any idea how cool what you did was?  The amount of publicity we got from last night is off the freakin' charts. We're more famous than we've ever been!”

      They all laughed again.

      “I suppose we should be thanking you,” Corey, the lead singer, said. “There's never been a cooler headline than Red Cherry gig gets crashed into by Mob boss and pregnant kidnap victim at small town Halloween festival.”

      “Yeah,” I laughed. “That's quite a headline.”

      “Anyway,” Marcus said, letting go of my hand. “We got a flight to catch for New York. You stay sweet, Megan. And look after yourself.”

      He bent down and kissed me on the forehead. Then the four of them were disappearing out through the curtain and I was alone with the doctor once again.

      “You saw that, didn't you?” I asked. “Please just tell me that happened.”

      He had been standing open-mouthed like a fish the whole time. With a nod, he said. “Yep. That was all real. Red Cherry were literally just in here. And you're seeing them in Paris.”
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        * * *

      

      Sleep flooded my body in waves until I found the ebb and flow of the ward's activities drifting through my moments of wakefulness. I didn't know how long I had been there. All I did know was that when I woke up, there was a figure standing at the end of the bed.

      “Megan? Are you okay?” Jared’s voice was hushed and anxious.

      I could hear him moving around the side of the bed before his hands reached for mine.

      “Megan can you hear me?”

      “I can hear you fine,” I said. “I was asleep, not dead.”

      “Oh, God I'm so glad you're all right. I've been worried sick.”

      My mouth felt like it was stuffed with sandpaper and I sat up looking for a drink of water. Jared saw my eyes focus on the bottle on the bedside cabinet and held it to my lips.

      “I can do it myself,” I insisted, taking the bottle from him.

      “It's amazing how feisty you can be after what you've just been through. And you still manage to look so beautiful.”

      “I don't feel beautiful.”

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, he ran his fingers down the side of my face where the blood had dried.

      “You’re really something,” he said.

      “And you saved me. Once again. I'm thinking we should start some sort of loyalty scheme. Save me from death for the tenth time and you get a free coffee or something.”

      He smiled, but it didn't quite reach his eyes where a sadness lay.

      “I was so worried about you,” he said. “I thought you were dead.”

      “I would be if not for you taking Billy out.”

      I couldn't wrap my head around it. Deep down, I knew I should have been pleased he wasn't around to threaten me anymore, but I never for one second wanted him to die. But if it wasn't him it was me, so I had to be grateful he was gone.

      “Megan, I have something to tell you.”

      And I have something to tell you, I thought. You're going to be a daddy.

      But somehow, I just couldn't tell him. Not now.

      “Megan, I love you,” he said. “I’m totally in love with you.”

      He waited as though he hoped I would say it back, but I couldn't.

      “Jared, what we had was special and I will always be grateful for what you've done for me, but I met Senator Ogilvy,” I explained. “He told me what you did to his daughter.”

      Jared's face turned stony and he reeled away from me.

      “No,” he said. “I never did anything to hurt Marie. I tried to save her! You have to believe me. Her father is deluded. He's blaming me for something I didn't do.”

      “So you never plied her with pills?”

      “No! I tried to get her off them!”

      I so badly wanted to believe him, but I couldn't shake the look of grief I’d seen on the Senator's face. There was a such a deep pain in his eyes, such heartache. He truly believed Jared was to blame for his daughter's death.

      “Megan, please. Listen to me when I tell you this. I'm not responsible for Marie's death. You believe me, don't you? I'd never lie to you.”

      “I want to believe you but honestly, I just don’t know you that well.”

      It wasn't just me I was talking about. It was our baby too. And how was I supposed to let him be a father, when I suspected he was capable of being involved in drugs. When he could be behind the death of a young girl?

      “You have to go,” I told him. “Please. Don't make this any harder than it has to be.”

      “You don't mean that.”

      “I do. I'm sorry but I can't see you again.”

      I could physically see the exact moment his heart began to break as his face fell and his eyes crumpled up.

      “Megan.”

      “Please Jared. Go.”

      He stared into my eyes, pleading with me. Then he slid off the bed and walked away. As soon as the curtain fell behind him, I let the tears fall.
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      “What are you doing moping about for?” Jackson asked as we sat in the diner having breakfast. “You're the big hero of the town again. Can't walk two steps down the street without someone wanting to talk about you.”

      “Why would that make me happy?” I said, chewing on my pancakes without tasting them.

      “Because everyone loves you.”

      “Everyone but Megan.”

      He sighed and took a long sip of his coffee.

      “Get her out your head,” he said. “If she's too dumb to not see how amazing you are, then she doesn't deserve you.”

      Tracey was on the other side of the counter dropping coffee beans into the top of the machine.

      “Go easy on him,” she said to Jackson. “He's obviously heartbroken.”

      She gave me a kind look and set down the giant bag of beans.

      “How long's it been since you saw her last?” she asked.

      “Two weeks. Since she told me to leave her at the hospital.”

      “Two weeks is a long time. Maybe it wouldn't hurt to try again.”

      “I don't grovel.”

      “I'm not talking about groveling,” Tracey replied. “I'm just saying, the last time you saw her she was recovering from the worst night of her life. I bet she's looking back at things and regretting everything she told you. She just doesn’t know how to take it all back.”

      “You think?”

      “I know.”

      “So what do I do?”

      “You can stop hanging around here moaning into your pancakes for one thing and go down and see her.”

      “What? Like just turn up?”

      “Girls love surprises,” she said. “Just go see her.”

      “If you say so then I guess I can give it a shot.”

      She gave me a wink and I set my knife and fork down.

      “Let me know how it goes!” she called as I walked toward the door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Arriving outside her house, I expected to see her moved back in after Billy's death, but as I arrived, I could see right into the living room where all her furniture was gone.

      Walking up to the living room window, I cupped my hands over my eyes and looked inside. There was nothing. Not even a picture on the wall or a stray dog toy lying on the floor.

      “Can I help you?” came a terse, female voice from behind me.

      I turned around to see a real estate agent stepping out of her car and striding up the driveway.

      “You're not here for the viewing, are you? It's not for another hour.”

      “I'm looking for Megan,” I said. “She lives here.”

      “Not anymore,” the woman said, flipping her heavily sprayed hair over her shoulder. “She moved out a few days ago. Just placed the house on the market.”

      “She moved out?”

      “Gone to Denver,” she told me. “Said she was starting a new job there soon.”

      My stomach sank and my body felt like lead.

      “Oh...” was all my brain could muster to say. “Did she say exactly where in Denver she was going?”

      The woman glowered at me suspiciously as though I was some sort of stalker.

      “No, she didn't,” she replied, skirting around me to enter the front door. “All I know is that she moved somewhere close to both her work and a nursery for the little one on the way.”

      I froze, assuming I'd heard wrong.

      “Excuse me, what? A little one?”

      “Yes,” replied the woman. “Now if you don't mind, I have to set this place up for the viewing.”

      And with that, she closed the door and left me out in the snow staring in shock.

      She's pregnant?

      I'm going to be a father?
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      “How are you liking your new house?” Ruby asked over the phone.

      Since I’d moved, we'd taken to calling each other at the exact same time every night so we could pretend we were hanging out watching TV like we used to.

      “I love it,” I said. “And the dogs love it too. The only thing missing is you.”

      “I'll be there every other weekend,” she insisted. “It's not like I'll never see you again.”

      “It's just so weird not having you around.”

      “I know. I feel like I'm missing a limb without you being here.”

      She fell silent for a second. In the background I could hear her flipping through TV channels.

      “What are you watching tonight?”

      “Urgh, no idea,” she said. “Just trying to find something I've not seen a hundred times already.”

      She continued to flip so it sounded like she was endlessly tuning in and out of radio channels.

      “Fuck!” she suddenly screamed. “Turn to ADC now!”

      “Why?”

      “Just do it!”

      I fumbled for the remote wondering what could have got her so excited.

      “This better be good,” she said. “Because if you're making me tune in to one of your fucked-up horror movies again...”

      “I promise I'm not. Honestly, you need to see this.”

      Finding the remote, I clicked the buttons to find the channel and prepared myself to be totally underwhelmed by her television choices. It was most likely going to be some garbage about the paranormal.

      But as I focused on the face on the screen, I realized there was nothing spooky about what I was seeing.

      “Oh. My. God.”

      “Are you seeing this?” she asked.

      “I don't believe it.”

      A documentary was playing out with a concerned mother sitting in a black studio in front of a blonde reporter with a bad face lift and a serious expression.

      “So, as Senator Ogilvy's wife, you've had to become accustomed to having a certain amount of publicity in your private life,” the reporter said. “But I bet you weren't expecting this painful area of your life to be in the public eye.”

      The camera panned back to the older woman. She was beautiful and mature with a shock of white hair styled into a neat bob. Small, diamond studs adorned her ears and her face, though streaked with tears, was covered in perfectly applied makeup.

      “No,” she replied with a sniff. “When my daughter Marie died, the last thing I wanted was for it to be all over the news. But it was of course.”

      More tears fell and she dabbed at them lightly with a silk handkerchief.

      “Are you able to discuss the manner in which she died?” the reporter asked.

      She nodded solemnly and replied, “Yes. My Marie died of an overdose. At first, she was addicted to the pills the doctor prescribed her after her skiing accident. Then when they stopped working, she looked for stronger drugs. No one could have anticipated the downward spiral she would tumble down. No one.”

      “And your ex-husband, Senator Ogilvy,” the reporter continued. “He took the news badly, didn't he?”

      “Very badly indeed,” the woman replied. “He was unable to cope. Unable to accept what happened. So he searched for people to blame. Looked everywhere for a boogeyman he could blame her death on. But it was a tragic accident. Never for one minute was it anybody's fault but our own. We should have paid more attention to her. But how were we to know how it would play out?”

      I sat on the edge of the couch feeling my heart beat in my throat.

      “Megan? Are you there?” Ruby asked. “Did you see that?”

      “I saw it all,” I said. “Shit, I got it all wrong.”
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        * * *

      

      It would be a long while yet until my first patients would be arriving, but I was still in the new practice every day setting things up. Situated right in the center of the city, I had my sights set on it being a bustling, popular establishment.

      But not only did I need it to be a success for me. I needed it be one for the life inside me too. No longer did I just have myself and the dogs to think about, I had a child to think about now.

      Sitting alone in the deserted area that would be the new reception, I looked at all the plastic sheets and stacked chairs that littered the space and wondered how long it would take until it looked more like a practice than a building site.

      But as much as I tried to concentrate on the place, I still couldn't stop thinking about what I'd seen on TV the night before. Jared wasn't a killer or a pill pusher. He was just a heartbroken guy who had lost his first girlfriend to a horrible addiction. An addiction her own father couldn't come to terms with.

      I’d made a huge mistake telling him to leave but what could I do now? I’d already moved away and was prepping my new building for my dream job.

      Looking out the window, I saw the sun was beginning to set. Now the Halloween season was over, and Christmas was fast approaching, the nights were closing in earlier. The clock on the wall told me was almost seven o'clock and I still had a mountain of paperwork left to complete.

      I leaned back in my seat and wondered if I'd be lucky enough to get to bed before midnight.

      The buzzer from the intercom sounded, and for a second, I sat confused as to what the noise was. I wasn't expecting anyone, and it wasn't as though people would just be passing through here.

      Probably just got the wrong place.

      But once again, the buzzer sounded and, with curiosity getting the better of me, I ambled down to the main entrance and pressed the button for the intercom.

      “Hello? Who is it?”

      “There's a delivery,” came a crackling voice.

      A delivery?

      Must be some of the furniture.

      Pressing the button to let them in, I heard a buzz and a click and the door swung open.

      “Hi! I wasn't expecting a delivery. I was...”

      I stopped in my tracks and stared at the delivery driver, who wasn't a delivery driver at all.

      “Jared!”

      “Surprise,” he said, smiling uncertainly.

      In his arms were half a dozen shopping bags. I could see just by looking in the top one they were filled with baby clothes.

      “Jared, what are you doing here? Why didn't you tell me you were coming?”

      “Why didn't you tell me you were pregnant?”

      His voice was a mixture of anger and excitement.

      “I made a mistake,” I said. “I know you're not who I thought you were.”

      “And who did you think I was?”

      He set the bags down at my feet.

      “Look, I know all the things Ogilvy told you because he told them to me too. But I just want you to know that whether you want to be with me or not, I want to be here for our baby. I'll always be here for them. I've brought you some stuff, but I'll be back in a few days with more. If you want any money, just ask.”

      He turned to leave but I held him lightly by the arm and pulled him back to me.

      “Don't go,” I said. “I know you did nothing wrong.”

      The tension in his face softened.

      “I shouldn't have believed Ogilvy. I should have believed you. I'm sorry.”

      Wrapping my arms around him, I held him as tightly as I could.

      “Can we start again?”

      “Of course we can,” he said, kissing the top of my head. “Of course we can start again.”

      “I love you,” I whispered to him, reaching up to kiss his cheek.

      “I love you too,” he replied, his eyes glistening.
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      "Dude are you ready?" Jackson asked.

      " No I'm really not."

      "You'll be fine. I remember feeling like I was going to explode when I did it, but it was amazing."

      "Are you sure she'll say yes?"

      "Pretty damn sure! You saved her life three times and she’s carrying your baby. Who would say no to that?"

      Even with my big brother’s assurances, I was still nervous as hell. "Okay, I'm gonna go," I said.

      "Tell me what she says. But I'm pretty sure I already know the answer."

      I hung up the phone and clutched the ring box in my hand.

      Okay, you can do this. You fought the Taliban, you can propose to your girlfriend.

      So why did this feel so much scarier?

      Walking into the living room of my apartment, I saw her with her feet up on the coffee table eating a bagel slathered in chocolate spread.

      "I'm can't stop eating these," she said. "I'm like addicted to them or something."

      "You eat as many of them as you want," I said, sitting down beside her.

      On the couch next to her, the dogs were laying loyally by her side and glanced up protectively as I approached.

      "Thank you," she said, licking chocolate off her hands.

      "For what?"

      "Finally moving out your cabin and back into your apartment. I mean, I loved the cabin and everything, but I wouldn't want to go into labor up there."

      I smiled and leaned down to rub her swollen ankles.

      "OH, that feels like heaven," she sighed, leaning her head back. "I feel like a beached whale."

      "Well, you look gorgeous."

      She set down her plate and cuddled up beside me.

      "It's not long now," she said. "I can feel that they're coming soon."

      "You're not due for two more weeks."

      "But I can feel it. Like really feel it. I don't think we're gonna be waiting much longer."

      A swell of excitement spread a warm glow through my body.

      "Just promise me you'll take it easy," I said. "I don't want you pushing yourself at work when you're this close."

      "I'm fine!" she insisted. "Besides, Lucy has everything covered setting up appointments, and my replacement is getting on well."

      To my surprise, not long after she left for Denver, Dr. Curtis had been in touch to say he was retiring and selling the practice. . Except Megan had other plans.

      "I'll buy it," she said. "I'll sell my new practice, buy my old one in Station Springs and move back. It'll be everything I wanted. I'll be in my hometown with you and Ruby and Lucy and the other staff in the practice get to keep their jobs."

      It was an easy choice to make, and six months later she was back in her old office. Except this time, she owned it. A lot of changes had taken place since she returned, and the place was now heaving with a constant flow of new patients. Things couldn't be better for her and the money wouldn't stop rolling in.

      As for me, saving Megan and making the news once again made me even more in demand as a security specialist, and SecuriCorp had flourished even more. We even had plans on moving our office to bigger premises and taking on more security agents.

      And with the baby on the way, we had everything we ever wanted. Except the only thing I didn't have was Megan as my wife. With the ring box gripped tight in my hand, I stared deep into her eyes and said, "You know how much I love you, don't you?"

      "Of course. And I love you too."

      She noticed the nerves on my face and saw my fingers clutched around something tight.

      "What have you got there?" she asked.

      "Megan, I love you and I know that nothing makes me happier than knowing I get to spend the rest of my life with you."

      Sliding onto the floor, I fell down on one knee and flipped open the box to reveal a white gold band with a princess cut diamond in the center.

      "Will you marry me?" I asked.

      For a moment, she said nothing, and fearing the worst, I braced myself for hearing her say no. But she soon exploded into a scream and threw her arms around me.

      "Yes!" she squealed. "Oh, my God! Yes!"

      She kissed me hard, the bump of her stomach pressing into me. Right then, as I felt connected to both her and the baby, I felt as though I was at the center of the universe.

      "I love you so much," she said, and as she pulled away, I saw she had tears in her eyes.

      "I love you too."

      She stared at me lovingly, running her hands down my sides.

      "What did I do to luck out and get you?" she asked, then looked down at her ring. "Oh, my God, Jared. It's beautiful."

      "Not as beautiful as you,” I said. “Nothing ever could be."

      

      Extended Epilogue – Megan

      "Here, I'll get that," Ruby said as she reached down for the paint roller.

      "No, really I'm fine. I can do it myself."

      "No you can't! You're nearly nine month's pregnant for Christ's sake. You can't paint a room."

      "I can and I will."

      But even my optimism was maybe a bit farfetched today, and as I tried to reach for the roller, I felt ready to collapse.

      "Woah, come sit down," Ruby said. "Come on, you can decorate the nursery another time. Or better still, let Jared do it."

      "I'm okay. I just need a minute."

      Resting on a chair for a second, I looked around the room at the pale, neutral yellow walls and the crib. I ran my eyes over all the toys and knew everything was perfect. Everything except this one wall! I had painted it three times already and it still didn't look right. Nobody saw what I did, obviously, and Jared called me a perfectionist, but I was adamant I was going to get it right.

      "I can't believe he proposed to you last night," Ruby said. "On a scale of one to ten how excited are you?"

      "Twelve. Honestly, I've never been so happy in all my life. I nearly fainted when I first saw the ring."

      I looked down at it again and felt a surge of warmth, love and pride. Then I felt something else. Intense pains in my stomach.

      "Argh!"

      "What is it?" Ruby asked, jumping from her seat.

      "Shit! I think I'm having contractions."

      "No!" she panicked. "You can't be! I'm not ready for this!"

      "I don't care if you're ready. The baby is! Quick! Call Jared!"

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was rushed into the maternity unit where Jared was already waiting for me.

      " I came as quick as I could."

      "I'm dying," I said. "I literally feel as though an alien is ready push itself out of my body."

      "You'll be fine," he assured me. "I'm right here."

      But once again, my body was wracked with intense pain and I let out a scream as I grit my teeth.

      "Can somebody get her something for the pain?" Jared yelled to the nurses.

      It happened all in a blur. As I was wheeled into a delivery room, all I could think of was the pain and all the things I had learned beforehand flown out my head. I barely remembered to breathe at all let alone take deep breaths, and all the meditation techniques I'd learned were instantly forgotten.

      "Push!" everyone kept telling me. "Just push!"

      But I was pushing a hard as I could and all I could feel was increasing amounts of pain that made me dizzy.

      "Push!" Jared shouted as he squeezed my hand.

      "Come on, push!" Ruby encouraged.

      With one long scream and one final push, I felt a surge of pain and movement, and suddenly Ruby was clutching a hand over her face crying.

      "So beautiful!" she kept saying. "Oh, my God he's perfect!"

      Jared was too shocked to speak, and just stood there, holding my hand for dear life with his eyes watering.

      "It's a boy," the doctor said. "And he's perfect."

      A screaming bundle was placed into my arms and I began to weep with joy.

      "He's wonderful," I cried, kissing his tiny cheek. "Jared, he's so perfect, isn't he?"

      "He's the most perfect angel I've ever seen."

      "Have you decided on a name yet?" the doctor asked.

      Jared and I both looked to each other and both said in unison, "If it's a boy we decided on Marcus."

      "As in Marcus from Red Cherry," Ruby added.

      The doctor smiled and gave a little chuckle.

      "That's a great name," he said. "Congratulations to the both of you."

      "Hello, Marcus," I said. "It's nice to meet you."

      Jared touched his hand lightly to his son’s forehead and teared up.

      "I love you, Marcus," he said.

      Then he looked at me and said, "Can I hold him?"

      "Of course you can."

      I held him up and Jared took him in his arms gently, as though he was the most precious, fragile thing he'd ever seen.

      "Hey, buddy," he said. "You're the most handsome little guy I've ever seen in my whole life. I'm the luckiest dad in the world."

      But as I looked at the two of them with Ruby by their side, I knew I had everything I could ever want. It was me who was the luckiest person in the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Book Five - Big Bad Taboo Daddy

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        15 years age gap?

        It's naughty.

        It's taboo.

        It's scandalous.

        It's.... happening.

      

        

      
        Noah was my cocky forty-year-old client.

        Dark. Enigmatic. Incurably broken...

        And.... incurably fine.

        But, the beast in the perfectly tailored suit turns out to have a soft side.

        And he's one h*ll of a devoted father.

      

        

      
        I know I know..it's wrong...

        The young and innocent city girl with a big mouth...

        And a forty-year single dad with a big... ego.

      

        

      
        A scandal is the last thing my family needs.

        And Noah has more enemies than I can count.

      

        

      
        But the pink bars on the screen tell me that this little secret...

        Won't stay little for very long.

      

      

    

  







            Chapter 1

          

          

      

    

    






Noah

        

      

    

    
      In. Out.

      In. Out.

      The heaviness of my breath intensified as I felt a familiar burning sensation in my lungs. I increased my pace, and a delicious sense of heat and pain penetrated my entire body. Like a junkie, my body soaked it in and asked for more.

      The end of my run was near, but the energy coiled inside me was nowhere close to extinguished.

      A need to punch a hole through something or someone became agonizingly unbearable.

      Normally, my morning jog gave me release. It was my coping mechanism. But this morning, I wanted to yell in rage at the world, to make it pay for all the fucked up things that happened.

      Why her?

      Why couldn’t it be me?

      I didn’t have the patience to pretend I gave a fuck about someone else’s morning. She had been better at small talk, while I hated any resemblance of it. It was never genuine, always a waste of time.

      A small flame sat in my belly that I wanted to kindle into a wildfire. I wanted to take out my frustrations in a way that running couldn’t do for me anymore, to fight with claws and teeth bared. My desire to take down a bigger and more formidable enemy nearly consumed my being.

      The memories of a loving, happy family were shattered when my wife died of cancer. I was left to raise my daughter on my own and run the business my father left me shortly before losing my life partner. I didn’t know what to do with myself anymore. I wanted to be the best dad and the best CEO I could be. I wanted to be the best in general, but that wasn’t possible.

      My sturdy foundation began to crumble, and I was floundering on my own.

      I waved to the doorman as I entered front door of my building, cooling down as I rode the elevator up to the top floor. My heart pounded against my rib cage as I took slow, steady breaths. The condo I share with my daughter resided on the top floor of the building and dominated all of it. As I hurried across the entryway to my door, I pulled my sweat-drenched shirt overhead and headed straight to the bathroom. My reflection greeted me as I glanced in the mirror. I paused and rubbed my hand along my jaw.

      The beginning of a beard covered my face, and my inky hair stood on its own, disheveled and windswept. I stared and remembered a time when I would have actually cared about my appearance. I used to shave every day and never would have let my hair get so overgrown and messy.

      Now I didn’t give a damn. There wasn’t a reason to care anymore. It didn’t matter that I looked like a panther ready to strike, all dark with vibrant green eyes. I had lean muscles that were prepared for a fight at any moment and a beast inside me that wanted to bite.

      I didn’t give a fuck if I didn’t look like a proper businessman. I was capable of running a multi-million-dollar company regardless.

      As I showered, I let my mind wander. I’d never had any desire to take over my father’s firm. Even when I was younger and thought better of the world, I would have never stepped foot in the building. But it wasn’t up for negotiation. I’d promised my father before he passed away that I would take his place. I had no plan to break my promise. Not to mention, the most important person in my life who depended on me, my daughter, Tess, needed the stable homelife afforded by my steady and generous income.

      She was everything I wasn’t, so innocent and good.

      After her mother passed, I’d had no idea what I would do. She was more nurturing and capable of handling issues with a gentle hand. In all honesty, I don’t know if I would have made it to where I was today without Carolyn by my side, and when she died, I’d nearly lost my mind.

      Tess and I grieved heavily. Hours were lost to tears and remembering my wife’s memory. It wasn’t until I heard Tess sobbing alone in her room that the situation truly hit me. My baby girl, like me, was in pain, and she was letting that pain fester and threaten to explode.

      Tess pushed me to be a better person, a better father, and a better human being in general. And her life had never been an easy one. After she was born, she’d developed an infection that took her hearing. I had been devastated and terrified of what that meant, but Carolyn had taken the massive change in stride. She’d signed us up for sign language courses and eventually we figured it out together.

      But now, just as Tess was reaching that critical point in her life where a mother would be needed most, all she had was me. And I was determined not to fail her.

      The weeks after Carolyn’s death were filled with research on how to deal with grief. I quickly found that therapy was recommended for those who lost a loved one. I’d never been a fan of therapy; I didn’t like the thought of being vulnerable with a stranger. While I dreaded the thought of seeing a therapist, I knew that it would likely help Tess. I found a highly recommended therapist who was fluent in American Sign Language and was ready to talk with Tess about it when she beat me to the punch.

      She was stronger than me. Tess wasn’t even twelve yet, and she knew when to ask for help, a skill I still struggled with.

      Papa? Tess approached me while I sat in the living room one evening. She liked to make the sign for Dad with her fingers in the shape that indicated the letter P, her special sign for me. I muted the TV even though it was unnecessary.

      Yes, baby? I scooched to the side and motioned for her to join me on the couch.     What’s going on?

      I- Her lower lip quivered, and she took a deep breath to try and calm herself. Papa, I want to go to therapy. She was hiccupping, beginning to sob, but her signing was clear. There could be no mistaking what she’d said.

      My brows shot up toward my hairline. You want to see a therapist?

      She nodded silently. Her shoulders were coiled tight as if she expected me to be upset.

      Darling. I pulled her into a tight hug, then held her back at arm’s length so she could see me. I had long since adjusted to the fact that I couldn’t speak to my daughter and hug her at the same time. That’s fine. Thank you for coming to me. How long have you been thinking about this?

      A week or so...

      I’ve actually been looking for a therapist for both of us. I’ll call tomorrow and make appointments for us both.

      She pushed me to be better and allow myself to be weak when I needed to be. The animal in me demanded I always protect Tess, but there were things she needed to experience on her own.

      I’d become a guiding hand and had seen her flourish in school and at home. It made me want to laugh in the face of those who doubted me. After I saw her transform, I no longer cared what those voices said.

      I would do anything for my daughter without a second thought.

    

  







            Chapter 2

          

          

      

    

    






Jenna

        

      

    

    
      I hated checking my mailbox. Nothing but bills, bills, and more bills. Sometimes, if I was lucky, there would be a fist full of junk mail crammed inside. Junk mail was nice because I could just throw it out without a thought. I didn’t even have to read it.

      I longed for the days when I didn’t have to worry about paying anything. I would just look for something with my name on it, maybe a letter from my Grandma with a five or ten dollar bill slipped in. More than anything, I wanted to go back to when the mail didn’t bring me dread.

      Instead, I was stuck in the first couple days of the month with the arrival of bills looming over me. I was often reminded how close to the poverty line I lived. I was already ninety days behind on some things that I could let skate by for a month. Or two. Or three…

      The credit card people just loved when I let my payments slip past the ninety-day due limit. I was forced to pay more in late fees and interest than my original bills. It was mind-boggling that a five-dollar lunch would cost me a hundred dollars or more just because I used my credit card.

      I sometimes felt as if I was cursed forever, forced to incur the weight of bills and the wrath of my mother.

      No use prolonging the pain of anticipation. I opened my mailbox and let out a groan of frustration. More bills. Maybe I should become a psychic? I could always tell when those letters from Satan would arrive.

      I grabbed the envelopes and made my way upstairs to my studio apartment. I would have to make time to actually sit down and focus. A thousand different thoughts were trapped inside my head, and I couldn’t decide what to focus on first.

      My bills might have been a good place to start, but I couldn’t handle that at the moment. Not with my sister’s wedding right around the corner and my mother constantly breathing down my neck.

      “You’ll never be able to make a living off interior design, Jenna.”

      I felt as if her main purpose in life was to crush my dreams.

      The concept board I had just started sat on my mess of a table. My client was a bachelor who wanted his apartment made into a “sick man cave”. While I wasn’t a fan of his vision, I wouldn’t make a fuss. His idea of a cool place helped me pay my bills.  I just wished he’d stop flirting with me. Every time I stepped into his apartment, he’d followed me like an unwanted shadow. I could feel his leering stare burn holes into my back.

      But I wouldn’t allow an immature dickhead to deter me from fulfilling my dreams. I needed a portfolio to be successful, and doing the actual work was the only way to build one.

      My ass barely began to settle when a loud siren on my phone jolted me. I groaned into my hands and took a deep breath through my slightly stuffy nose. The siren was the ringtone I set for my ever-loving mother.

      Why a siren? It fit all too well when you considered all the drama caused by my sister’s upcoming wedding. My mother and sister shared the same pastime: driving me to drink. I had to give myself a bit of pep talk before I picked up my phone. I’d already been assaulted by their persistent nagging about the wedding so much that I often wanted to jump off the balcony of my apartment.

      With dread in the pit of my belly, I picked up my phone and swiped the answer call button. “Hello?”

      

      “Jenna?”

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “You have to go pick up your bridesmaid dress for your sister’s wedding today.”

      “My day’s going swell Mom, thanks for asking.” An awkward silence filled the air, just like it always did when I used my usual sarcastic remarks. I raised an eyebrow when her words processed. “Wait a minute. They told me it’d be ready next week. It’s done already?”

      Jessica’s wedding was in a week, and my heart raced with anxiety every time I thought about it. I’d wondered if PTSD after weddings was a thing. I could have sworn I was losing hair and years off my life from the whole ordeal.

      The most recent rain of fire came about after I discovered my hideous bridesmaid dress no longer fit me due to unplanned inches shed in my waist and hips. Believe me when I say I was not complaining. Unfortunately for me, my sister certainly cared. She had always been a control freak and constantly badgered me about my dress and threw a fit because it meant I had to get my dress altered so close to her big day. In all honesty, she probably hated that she hadn’t shed the pounds, but I wasn’t going to bring that up to Bridezilla.

      Jess and I came from a well-off family, grew up in the prominent community of Great Neck, Long Island, but sadly our upbringing was the extent of what we had in common.

      Even before we were a twinkle in our parent’s eyes, they were moderately wealthy. My father was a very shrewd real estate investor and had made a pretty penny that kept my mother and sister in designer dresses and handbags. I, on the other hand, didn’t want to be beholden to my father’s wealth.

      Since our teenage years, I’d prided myself in being an independent woman. I held down more than one job to pay my personal expenses and the same when I paid my way through the Pratt Institute for interior design. Honestly, I took pride in proving I could, even when it aggravated my mother to no end. In her eyes, I was being foolish for not taking money from my parents to use for myself. However, the thought of living off my parent’s wealth made me feel weak and opportunistic and that wasn’t how I wanted to live. I couldn’t respect myself doing that.

      My grandmother, Susie, was my inspiration in more ways than I could count. I gained my sense of independence through sheer osmosis of being around her. Jessica, however, was too busy with her nose stuck in her Barbie Dream Home, but I always listened attentively when Grandma talked about women needing to fend for themselves. She had been widowed at a very young age and had independence thrust on her. Regardless, she loved making everything around her beautiful, and that hobby became the seed that grew my own passion for interior design. My grandma was granted a sum of money after my granddad’s tragic death, and she wisely invested the money into various assets to support her six children. She loved to create an environment where her children and grandchildren could enjoy time together. I recalled our Thanksgiving and Christmas holidays filled with ambiances that caused jaws to drop, all thanks to Grandma Susie’s hours of labor.

      “Yes, your dress was finished just this morning. You’ll have to make sure it fits ok and bring it home. But make sure it’s put away safely. I don’t want to see any paint or spackle or whatever you use on that dress.”

      “I know, Mother. I’ll be sure to get it after I finish what I’m working on.”

      “Okay, good.” There was a beat of silence, and I felt a bead of anxiety well inside me. “And Jenna, don’t forget our deal.”

      I sighed and massaged the bridge of my nose. “Mother…”

      “Let me finish, Jenna.” Her voice was curt, and my dread worsened. “Your father and I previously agreed that we’d follow through on your grandmother’s dying wish to pass down her apartment in the city as your business studio once you turned twenty-eight, but—”

      She paused for dramatics. I pictured her sharp features unshaken as she spoke, ever cold in her delivery of news, good or bad.

      “Your sister and I want you to bring a date with you to the wedding.”

      I fought back a groan of annoyance. I should have known something like this would happen. My mother knew how important Grandma Susie was to me, and she had the nerve to hold the future studio over my head. Never mind the fact I was an adult and could take her to court for breaking the law, but she knew I’d never do that. Mostly because I couldn’t afford to.

      I rolled my eyes and pursed my lips. I could feel the beginning of a headache. “I’m probably not gonna be able to swing that.” I hated to admit it because it showed weakness in front of a predator. “I don’t know anyone I could I ask on such short notice.”

      Without missing a beat, Mother said, “Well then, I guess you won’t get your dear apartment. If you want it, you must bring a date.”

      She hung up without a goodbye, and I scowled at my phone as if my mother’s picture were on it. That really wasn’t the way I wanted to end our conversation. I placed my phone on the table and looked at the time. It was close to eleven and I wanted to scream. I had so much to do today and the damned shop Mother made me take the dress to closed at five-thirty.

      I picked up my phone again and dialed Sara’s number. Sara Mills had been my best friend for years. We met senior year of high school when she moved into the district and had been extremely close ever since.

      “Hey!” Sara answered her phone on the second ring. Her voice was cheerful as ever and brought a grin to my face.

      “Hey Sara.” I got off my chair and meandered around my apartment.  “Do you want to go to the mall with me?” I grabbed my wallet off the counter and took my keys off the hook by the door. I still had things to do at home, but I wouldn’t be able to focus with the thought of the dress looming over my head.

      “What’s up?” she sounded concerned when she heard the tone of my voice.

      “My mother, but what else is new?”

      “What did she do this time?”

      “She’s holding Grandma Susie’s apartment over my head to get me to do what she wants,” I grumbled.

      “What the hell? You know she can’t do that legally, right?”

      “I do, but she knows I don’t have the money to take her to court.”

      “Ugh. What does she want you to do?”

      “I have to bring a date to Jessica’s wedding.”

      “But the wedding is so close!”

      I snatched my favorite purse off my couch and nodded. I put my wallet in the purse and walked to the door.

      “I know, Sara. Believe me, I do. And I don’t know anyone to take.” I sighed as I unlocked the door and walked out, locking it behind me. “My grandmother’s apartment is so important to me. We always talked about it becoming my dream studio.” I grouched as I headed for the stairs, “Mom hates the fact that I’ve always refused money from her and Dad but would accept Grandma’s city apartment. She doesn’t understand. She never did. And now, I’m gonna be so fucked if I can’t find a date.”

      “I wish I had a brother to lend you.”

      I laughed as I rounded the first bend in the stairwell. “I wish you did too, but I’ll figure it out. By the way, you never answered my question.”

      “What? Oh - mall! Of course!”

      “Wanna pick me up? I don’t really have extra money for a cab and I really don’t want to walk.”

      “On it. Gimme a solid ten minutes and we’ll be cruising to the mall.”

      “Thanks. I really didn’t wanna go alone.”

      “Think nothing of it. I’ll be right over.”

      I clicked the end call button and grinned as stepped into the main lobby of the apartment complex. I lived on the third floor, and though we had an elevator that worked, it always made me nauseous, so I just used the stairs. Plus, all the walking made my legs look great.

      There was a little lounge area in the lobby, and I took a seat. I wouldn’t have to wait too long for Sara. She lived close and drove like a madwoman and texted me not even five minutes after we hung up. I could only hope the traffic wasn’t too horrendous. I walked out front with my purse draped across my torso and spotted Sara’s beat up purple 2010 Ford Fusion.

      I waved and hustled over to the car, climbing in and buckling up.

      “Ready to go?” Sara asked with a grin.

      I nodded. “I just want to get this over with.”

      “Valid, now letsa go!” Sara did a poor Mario impression and pulled out of the parking lot.
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Noah

        

      

    

    
      I took a quick, hot shower and massaged the ache out of my legs. I changed into a fairly casual outfit, a navy-blue button-up shirt with dark jeans and socks. I didn’t have to go to the office today, but I still did some work from home.

      I was able to work for about thirty minutes when my phone rang. My brows furrowed as I looked at the caller ID. It was Tess’s school, and I knew something was wrong. I answered with a curt, “Yes?”

      “Is this Mr. Clark?”

      “Yes. Is everything alright?”

      “Well sir, Tess didn’t show up this morning for her first period, and she’s absent from her second period as well.”

      I tried not to groan because I knew there was no need to panic. Tess wasn’t missing or in danger; she was simply having a bad day. She’d had such a hard time after her mother’s death and began to hide away in her room and not come out for hours on end. I could hear her cry herself to sleep. Even though Carolyn had been gone for two years, we still struggled to come to terms living life without her.

      Tess had been out so much she had to be tutored for a couple of months to make up what she’d missed while absent.

      “I feel as though Tess might need to see a therapist about some behavior correction. It’s not healthy for a girl her age to just skip school because she doesn’t feel well. Maybe she would do better in a special education environment.”

      My brow twitched in anger at the pretentious tone in the principal’s voice. She sounded so high and mighty, as if she knew what was best for my daughter.

      “With all due respect, ma’am, I think you should keep your opinions to yourself.” If the woman was anyone other than Tess’s principal, I would have likely ripped her to shreds for insinuating there was anything wrong with her. “Tess is already seeing a therapist by her own volition, and she doesn’t need any behavior correction.”

      I could hear the principal huff over the phone, preparing to say something I was certain would piss me off more. I was quick to hang up on her rather than say something I would regret. I wasn’t thrilled that Tess skipped school, but I knew why she did and where she would be.

      I put my phone in my pocket and grabbed my wallet and keys before I left the house. I made my way to the mall and tried to ignore the animal in me that wanted to roar in grief. I was able to find a parking spot close to the food court entrance. I got out of my car, wandering into the mall and using the escalator to get to the second floor as if I were in no rush. As I got off, I could see the silhouette of Tess through the shop window.

      She was nearly identical to me but with dark hair that fell past her clavicles and bright green eyes. They looked like malachite, with different shades of green flecked throughout.

      Next to Tess was a woman I’d never seen before. She was tall with defined curves accented by her form-fitting shirt and jeans. Her straight brown hair hung around the middle of her back and was tucked behind her left ear. What struck me was her wide brown eyes that reminded me of a doe. For a brief moment, I felt a surge of desire shoot through me. I pushed it back and ignored the warmth that brushed my stomach.

      I moved behind Tess and rested my hand on her shoulder. I hated sneaking up on her like that, knew it would scare the daylights out of her, but in a situation like this, that was inevitable.

      Tess whipped around to face me. In an instant, I saw all color drain from her already pale face.

      Papa… She gulped as she signed, and any frustration that fogged my mind faded.

      I sighed, and a heavy weight bore a hole in my heart. I hated that I couldn’t take my daughter’s suffering away from her. I hated that she had to feel even one ounce of it. But I couldn’t shelter her from everything, and she still had to learn that there were consequences to her actions.

      Darling, you’re supposed to be at school right now.

      Out of my peripheral, I could see the woman look between Tess and me.

      I know, Papa. I know I’m supposed to be there. I just couldn’t. I tried. I really did.

      Tess brought her right hand up to her face and tugged gently on her hair, a nervous tick she’d picked up after her mother passed. I stepped in front of her and dropped into a crouch. I was more or less eye-level with her, and I placed a large hand over the one pulling her hair.

      It’s ok. I took her hands in mine and squeezed them gently. I’m not upset with you.

      Tears pooled in Tess’s eyes and I pulled her into a hug. I heard her whimper into my shoulder, and I could feel her tears soaking through my shirt before she pulled back and looked up at me.

      I’m sorry, Papa! I made it all the way to school, but I felt so sick. I couldn’t be there. No one understands - not the teachers or even my friends. They try to be supportive, but they don’t get it! She hiccupped and blotted her tears on my shirt.

      I know, baby, I know. You just need to let me know if you feel like doing something like this again. I don’t want anything to happen to you.

      Okay. I’m sorry. I just had to come here.  I know it’s been two years since Mama died, but it still hurts so much. I wanted to come here because it almost feels like she’s with me. Like she’s just in the dressing room and is gonna come out any minute to ask what I think.

      Her hands flew faster than hummingbirds, and I understood exactly how she felt. The store was one of her mother’s favorites. She would always come and look at all the dresses. After we started dating and later got married, she would drag me inside to get my opinion on all the beautiful and bizarre things she would try on.

      I also felt like she was there. I didn’t really believe in the supernatural, but I did like to think that she watched over us. Maybe she did. I didn’t know for certain, but both Tess and I were emotional wrecks, even if I didn’t display my emotions publicly.

      I’d lost my mate, the woman I thought would always be by my side. And Tess had lost her mother, the most important person in her life, besides me. To be in the store she frequented didn’t help ebb the feeling of loss.

      You’re ok, baby. Do you want to stay here or go home?

      Can we stay here?

      That’s fine by me. I let Tess go and rose to my full height. I offered her my hand and she gladly took it.

      The woman who had been standing with Tess didn’t look at us and was instead busy looking at the jewelry display. I didn’t know her exact role in helping my daughter, but I couldn’t mistake the kindness and compassion in her eyes when she’d looked at Tess.

      “Thank you.” My voice was rough with emotions I tried to keep in check. “For keeping my daughter company.”

      The unnamed woman nodded and gave me a weak smile. “It was my pleasure.”

      I nodded in thanks and watched as she scurried out of the store. As she passed, I thought I caught the scent of lavender.
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Jenna

        

      

    

    
      I was surprised by the wave of attraction that ran through me at the sight of the stranger. I didn’t even know his name. I only knew he was a father with a sweet and very sad little girl.

      That and he looked something akin to a Roman statue. I could see the outline of his rippling muscles through his shirt, and his pants hugged his ass perfectly. When he crouched in front of his daughter, lust had curled in my stomach. Those pants should have been illegal. They fit him like a second skin, and I struggled to keep my mind off the thought of him without them on.

      When I ran into the girl, Tess, I didn’t want to leave her alone. Maybe it was some maternal instinct in me, but as soon as her calm demeanor broke, all I wanted to do was embrace her and tell her everything would be alright.

      I left in a hurry after the two decided to stay in the store. I spotted Sara as she strutted toward me with two black bags in her hand, and I stared in confusion. I wasn’t familiar with a store that had those bags. Sara hurried to reach me, and I gestured for us to stand off to the side of the store entrance.

      “What’s going on?” Sara stared at my dress-less hands.

      “So, while I was in the dress store, I noticed a young girl standing there and she just looked so lost. She didn’t have anyone with her and I was worried something might happen to her.”

      “Okay...”

      “Well, her dad came and found her. And...” Sara waved a hand to motion for me to continue. “Well, he was really fucking hot.”

      Sara smirked and nudged me. “Ooohh! Jenna thinks a boy is cute and he’s a dad!”

      “Cut it out!” I swatted her on the shoulder. She just continued to grin.

      “This is almost perfect though!” Sara laughed. “You haven’t gotten any in ages. Maybe you should ask this guy on a date?”

      “Are you crazy?” I hissed, “I don’t know this man!”

      “Yeah, but you said he’s hot.”

      “Yeah, so? He’s got a kid, so he’s probably married.”

      She shrugged. “Yeah probably. Too bad.”

      “Yeah, too bad.”

      “By the way…” Sara’s grin reminded me of the Cheshire cat and I knew she was up to something.

      “What?” I narrowed my eyes at her in suspicion.

      “I have a gift for you!”

      She lifted one of the black bags in front of my face for my scrutiny. She sighed and forced it into my hands. There was a fairly small package in the bag, and I decided to bite the bullet and look inside.

      “Sara!” I smacked her with a little more force than was required.

      “What?” She started to cackle. “I thought this could help with the little dry spell you were complaining about the other day! It’s actually perfect timing, too, since you found yourself a new hottie to fantasize about.”

      I growled and quickly shoved my gift into my purse. From my quick glance in the bag, I realized that Sara hid the receipt so I couldn’t return it. Could you even return vibrators?

      I looked towards the store and could see the father and daughter perusing through dresses. Tess held up a dress, and I could just make out a smile on her father’s face. I took a deep breath to try and calm myself and walked back into the store. I still had to pick up a dress.

      The little girl and her father were signing rapidly back and forth to each other. We’d had a deaf student in a few of my core classes in college who used an interpreter, so I had seen enough sign language to recognize it, but I didn’t have a prayer at keeping up with their quick as lightning hands. I only knew a few words and the letters of the alphabet. What fascinated me, though, was the way the man maintained eye contact with his daughter as they communicated. It was as if there was nothing in the world more interesting to him than what his child had to say.  It was heartwarming to see how much this man cared about his daughter.

      And that made him even more attractive.

      He chuckled at something she’d said. “Redecorate your room, huh,” he murmured.

      My heart leaped into my throat. Were they considering a redecorating project? If so, it had to be a sign, didn’t it?

      “Um, excuse me.” I waved and neared the two. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but if you’re thinking about redecorating a bedroom, I might be able to help.” I pulled one of my business cards out of my purse and handed it to the man. “I’m an interior designer.”

      He looked down at my card and read my name in his deep voice. “Jenna Robertson.”

      I nodded, smiling. “Yes. I have a degree in interior design. If you’re interested in hiring me, feel free to call the number on the card.”

      I smiled at the girl and heard my name called by the store owner who had gone into the back to find my dress. The girl waved as I turned to walk away. I returned the farewell and retrieved my dress. I didn’t want to stick around too long and possibly embarrass myself in front of the hot dad. I quickly found Sara sitting on a bench outside the store. She fiddled with her phone and finally noticed I stood in front of her.

      “Oh, hey! Did you ask the hottie out?”

      I rolled my eyes and ignored the blood that rushed to my face. “No, I did not ask him out. I gave him my business card. They seem to have a lot on their plate right now. It didn’t seem appropriate. Besides, I don’t even know his name. I think that would have been a little weird.”

      Sara groaned and threw her hands up. “You’re no fun!” She scoffed and moved on. “Is there anything else you want to do?”

      “As much as I would love to walk the mall with you, I have a ton of work I need to get done.”

      “That’s fair.” Sara stood and grabbed her ominous black bag. I didn’t want to even think about what she’d bought for herself.

      After we made sure we had all our belongings, Sara drove me home and I finished the work I’d stopped for my mother. It wasn’t until midnight that I crawled into bed and fell into a dream with the hot dad as the main star.
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      I felt the nearly scalding water run down my back. I let it pound into me, the pressure almost uncomfortable. I deserved the discomfort. Since I woke up that morning, a vision haunted my thoughts. Jenna Robertson. The beautiful stranger kept crawling to the forefront of my mind.

      I tried to push her away, but she was persistent. I couldn’t shake how patient and kind she was with Tess. Jenna didn’t know my daughter, but she felt the need to keep her company out of concern for her well-being. I only saw a brief interaction between the two, but I could imagine the impact she’d had on my daughter.

      Tess kept gushing about how sweet Jenna was and how pretty she was. It was the first time in a long while that I’d seen Tess so lively. I felt conflicted. I was overjoyed that she was happy, even if it was for a short while. But I also couldn’t shake the spot of jealousy that coiled in my stomach. I couldn’t make her smile like that these days.

      I came to the conclusion that Tess needed a mother figure in her life.  I knew that, but to see how quickly she warmed up to a stranger caused my heart to ache. I wasn’t always there when Tess needed me because of my work and having to run the company. I tried my damnedest to be a good father, but a young girl needs a mother.

      Tess was brilliant and so independent at twelve, partly from losing her mother. I couldn’t, with good conscious, smother and coddle her. I would always be there when she needed me, but I knew she would come to me when she needed help.

      I fought a growl as the image of Jenna with Tess crept into my mind again. The thought of my daughter couldn’t even keep the woman out! I couldn’t waste more time in the shower thinking about strangers. I grabbed my Old Spice body wash and cleaned myself with quick, mechanical movements.

      I almost found it funny that I used to take such care of my appearance. When I really thought about it, my wife had given me a little nudge to put in the extra effort. She was a huge fan of different skin care routines and would buy fancy body washes and hair products. The products would change from shower to shower, and I would just use what was there. Maybe she knew that. Why had I only noticed when she was gone?

      I finished my shower before my mind could dwell on my wife…or this new woman. I stepped out onto the floral bathmat Carolyn had chosen. I hadn’t been able to get rid of it. I grabbed a clean towel off the rack and began to dry myself off, then stopped in front of the mirror and looked myself over.

      My tanned skin was reddened by the heat of the shower, and a stray drop of water rolled down my abdomen. I wrapped my towel around my waist and entered my room, letting my hair air dry and do whatever it wanted.

      I changed into loose jeans and a plain black T-shirt. I had no need to go to the office today and really didn’t want to dress up if I didn’t have to.

      I headed for the kitchen but paused at Tess’s room. Her door was open a crack, so I peered inside. She sat at her old desk with her back hunched over. I saw some of her textbooks laid out, but she wasn’t reading. She had tears in her eyes, and one hand tugged her hair.

      In that instant, I wanted to fight - to protect my baby girl from the evils of the world. If it came down to it, I would fight any deity to protect my daughter. I would do anything for her. I hated to see her cry. It tore my already broken heart to shreds.

      I pushed the bedroom door open and inched forward. I sunk to my knees beside her      and kissed her cheek. Baby, what’s going on?

      Tess continued to hiccup, and her tears didn’t stop.

      Honey, you need to talk to me so I can help.

      She rubbed her hands over her eyes. She sniffled, and I reached for a box of tissues sitting on the corner of her desk. She grabbed a tissue and blew her nose. I let her take her time to collect herself. I had no idea how long she’d been crying, but I knew from experience that Tess needed time to calm down. I rested a hand on her back and stayed silent, waiting.

      Take your time, I signed.

      She nodded and I smiled weakly, even though she wasn’t looking at me. She was busy scrubbing her face and trying to get rid of any evidence she had been crying.

      Once she was calm, she turned to me. I’m sorry, Papa, Tess said, hands shaking as she signed.

      My brows furrowed in confusion. Why are you sorry, baby?

      I can’t keep doing this. I can’t stand my desk, I can’t stand my room. I feel like I can barely handle anything without thinking of Mom. And this room is the worst! It’s a baby’s room.

      I hid my emotions well and opened my arms for a hug. Tess’s lips quivered as she threw herself into my embrace. I pet the back of her head and gently rocked her back and forth. After a few minutes, I pushed her back so she could see me.

      You don’t have to be sorry about any of that.

      I feel like a baby though...

      You’re not a baby. None of this is fun.

      I miss Mama.

      I do too, honey. I miss her more than anything.  It’s ok to cry and feel sad. There’s nothing wrong with feeling emotion, but you gotta be able to pick yourself back up.

      What if all I’m feeling is sad?

      That’s fine too. The sadness you feel will pass with time. It might take a long time, but it will. You just gotta promise me something.

      What?

      Whenever you feel like this, I want you to come talk to me. It’ll help not having to keep it all in. Okay?

      Tess nodded. Okay, Papa.

      Thank you, honey.

      We sat in silence, and I looked around Tess’s room. I could understand what she’d said about her room feeling too young. It was a hot pink color that didn’t suit Tess anymore, and it felt more like a stranger’s room than my daughter’s. I glanced at her desk and couldn’t believe she hadn’t complained about it earlier. It was so small compared to the desk space she really needed. I didn’t come into Tess’s room often, and when I did, I didn’t pay attention to her desk. I felt resolve settle, and I leaned back so I could look into her face.

      Sweetie, I started. If you’d like, we can redo your room. We can redo everything if you’d like. I’d be willing to change the condo in its entirety if that would make you happy.

      Tess let out a little giggle. I don’t think we need to change the whole condo. I wouldn’t complain about a new couch, though. Maybe a game console. A smile finally crossed her face.

      I smiled and moved to sit down on the carpet. Tess crawled off me, much calmer, and I told her I had a phone call to make. When I stood up, I ruffled Tess’s hair and gestured for her to follow me.

      We walked side by side into the kitchen and I opened the refrigerator.

      Anything in particular you want to eat?

      Could we have French toast?

      Go see if we have bread.

      Tess shot over to the bread cabinet and gave me a thumbs up. She pulled out half a loaf of white bread and I grabbed a carton of eggs.

      Do you want to help?

      Tess nodded and I was relieved to see an easy grin. Together we made a massive stack of French toast for each of us. We sat at the island table, and I smothered a laugh as Tess doused her French toast in maple syrup and butter. We put the dishes in the dishwasher after we finished our food, and Tess went back to her room.

      Thank you, Papa. She gave me a quick hug before she left.

      I was happy Tess seemed to feel a bit better. I knew she wasn’t all better, but the fact that I could help at all warmed my heart. Now I just had to find the business card Jenna had given me yesterday.

      I climbed the stairs and opened the door to my room, searching for my pants. I found them on the floor where I’d tossed them, picked them up, and dug through the pockets until I found the card. I sat on my bed and pulled my phone out of my pocket.

      I dialed the number and waited for Jenna to pick up.

      “Hello?” I heard a frazzled voice over the line.

      “Is this Jenna Robertson?”

      “Yes?” Her voice was tentative, but the richness of it sent a tingle through my system.

      “Yes, hi, this is Noah Clark. You gave me your card yesterday when I found you with my daughter?”

      “Oh, yes, of course. What can I do for you?”

      In comparison to mine, her voice was light and sweet. Honey smooth.

      I tried to ignore the thoughts that invaded me. I could feel heat travel down my stomach and straight to my groin. I wasn’t going to let those thoughts influence me, though. It didn’t matter that I wanted to hear her whisper dirty pleas into my ear. I still loved my wife and refused to betray her memory.

      “I’d like you to help redecorate my daughter’s room. It’s in dire need of a change.”

      “Well, you called the right woman for the job,” she exclaimed. “If you’re free tomorrow, I could stop by and get an idea of what Tess would like done.”

      “That works. I should be home from work by five.”

      “I can be there then. I just need your address and we can talk more tomorrow.”

      I gave her my address and disconnected the call. I placed the phone next to me and ran my hands through my hair, feeling my short nails scrape my scalp and groaned.

      Jenna Robertson would be in my home tomorrow, and I would have to try and control my thoughts. It had been so long since a woman had piqued any sort of interest in me. Sure, I had noticed attractive women, but none had invaded my thoughts like Jenna.

      An enormous wave of guilt washed over me as I sat on my bed. When Carolyn was in her last days, she’d made me promise that I would move on and find happiness and love again. She hadn’t wanted me to wither away without her. But even two years later, I couldn’t imagine letting another woman into my life. And I had Tess to think about too. I tucked my phone away and walked to Tess’s room to tell her the news. She let out a little shriek of joy and launched herself at me. She gave me her best impression of a bone-crushing hug as my phone rang.

      I chuckled as she released me and walked into the hallway. I thought it was Jenna, so I picked up without looking at the number.

      “Hello?” There was no response. I looked down at my phone to see if I actually answered the call and didn’t recognize the number. “Hello?” Still no reply, but I could hear breathing. I felt a wave of rage. Not again. “Who the fuck is this?” I walked away from Tess’s door.

      The breathing continued and got louder like the person on the other line had the receiver away from their face and moved it slowly closer.

      “Listen here, motherfucker. You need to find someone else to prank!”

      My grip became crushing around my phone. My knuckles turned white, and I wanted to tear the person apart. I couldn’t even count how many times this had happened in the past year. It started a couple of months after my father died and I took over the company. I thought nothing of it at first; it was just a prank caller.

      Now? I was pissed.

      “Leave me the fuck alone! Stop calling!” I hung up and almost threw my phone across the room.
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      I woke up around noon and puttered around my apartment with coffee in hand. I was really excited to have the work, but I was also nervous. Noah was very curt and sounded almost begrudging on the phone. I really liked Tess and wanted to make her happy first and foremost. Noah might be paying the bill, but Tess was the client.

      I distracted myself until four. I pulled the Clarks’ address up on my phone and found that it was a solid twenty to thirty-minute walk from my apartment. I groaned and mentally kicked myself for not checking how far away they lived before.

      I tied my hair back into a high pony and slipped into my most comfortable sneakers. I put everything in a messenger bag instead of my usual purse so it was easier to carry. My portfolio was in the bag already, but I didn’t want to bring more than I needed. I also had a little note pad and a pen to write notes for inspiration. When I made sure everything was secured, I put headphones in and left my apartment.

      Twenty-three minutes later, I was outside the Clark residence. I took a deep, calming breath and walked up to the doorman, who called up to make sure I was welcome. I rode the elevator up, rang the doorbell in the tiny hall, and barely fifteen seconds passed before the door was opened by Noah himself.

      I sucked in a breath through my nose at the sight of him. He was wearing sinfully tight jeans like the ones he wore when we first met. I tried to keep my eyes on his face, but they did trail down his muscular body and lingered on his package before I caught myself.

      My mouth went a little dry, and I cleared my throat nervously. “Uh, hi, Mr. Clark.” I offered my hand for him to shake.

      “Noah.” He took my hand, and I was surprised how big his hands were compared to mine. Not to mention they made me feel like lava ran through their veins.

      “Nice to see you again, Noah.” I swallowed and offered him a smile. “You can just call me Jenna.”

      “Okay, Jenna. Please come in.”

      I could barely refrain from shivering at the sound of his voice saying my name. It was one of the sexiest things I’ve ever heard. His deep baritone was like a low purr. If I didn’t know any better, I would have assumed I was walking into a lion’s den.

      “Where’s Tess?” I asked. I was surprised by how homey their living area was. I would have guessed that Noah would have a more modern, minimalist aesthetic.

      “She’s with a group of friends having a study group right now. They’re all trying to get into the same private school for their freshman year.”

      “Oh wow. She must be really smart!” Just from that little nugget of information, I could begin to picture what I wanted to do to her room.

      “She is.” A small grin found its way onto Noah’s chiseled face.

      “Could you show me her room? I want to get a sense of the size, and if you don’t mind, I’d like to ask you about her.”

      “That’s fine. Follow me, I can take you to her room.” He waved for me to follow him upstairs.

      On the left-hand side of the hallway was a door with a colorful sign that said Tess’s Room. It obviously had a child’s touch, and I couldn’t fathom at what age she’d made it.

      Noah opened her bedroom door, and I was blown away not only by how young the room seemed, but from the sheer size of it. It was almost as big as the living area of my entire apartment.

      “Oh, wow.” I pulled out the measuring tape I always kept in my messenger bag and walked into the center of the room. All the furniture was pushed up against the wall, making the room seem larger. My jaw dropped at the sheer amount of pink, and I looked at Noah for confirmation as I asked, “I take it pink is her favorite color?”

      Noah moved to stand next to me and shook his head. “Used to be. I believe her favorite color now is mint green. She’s been trying to convince me to let her dye her hair for months now.”

      I could feel the heat radiating off Noah as he stood next to me. He was so close that I could touch him if my arm moved an inch.

      “My mom never let me dye my hair either. I wanted chunky blonde highlights.” I heard Noah exhale through his nose like he almost laughed. “So, what does Tess do with most of her time?”

      “She reads and studies.”

      “By her own volition?” I was somewhat surprised.

      “Yes actually.”

      He looked at me, and I was mesmerized by his eyes. They were a shade of green I’d only seen in stones.

      “She has a thirst for knowledge I never had as a child.”

      I nodded and left Noah’s side. I explored the room, getting dimensions of the space as well as inventorying the furniture.

      I wanted to get rid of her desk as well as paint her walls a creamy off-white. It would be more mature for a girl getting ready to go into high school in another year or so, and it would go with anything. She wouldn’t have to worry about repainting her walls if lavender or some other color became her favorite color instead of mint green. New curtains, a new desk, new bedding, all would do wonders in updating a child’s room to a budding young woman’s.

      Noah followed me like a shadow, and I could feel his gaze piercing my back. He answered all the questions to the best of his ability.

      “How long has she had this bed and bed frame?”

      “Four or five years.”

      “Where does she keep her clothes?”

      “In that dresser and her closet.”

      “What does she do in here besides study and sleep?”

      “She has a couple of handheld games she plays.”

      “Does she have a favorite animal?”

      “Uh, I’d have to guess a giraffe or owl.”

      “Any prints she wears often?”

      “She wears plaid and stripes a lot.”

      “Gold or silver?”

      “You’ll have to ask her that.”

      We had moved to the couch as I asked him more questions about Tess. I had my notepad out and wrote a series of notes for myself. Sitting next to Noah, I felt a lump form in my throat.

      I felt like a fish out of water. I had no idea what he thought, and I had no idea why it bothered me so much. I wasn’t like this with other men. I was confident in my appearance and my abilities. With Noah, I was the complete opposite. I kept stumbling over words and my face felt like a wildfire - out of control and a burning red.

      We were both more relaxed as time passed. I asked to look at the rest of the house. Noah had mentioned that he might want the house as a whole redecorated.

      “What makes you want to change the whole house? I think it looks nice,” I said as I gestured to the happily cluttered living area.

      “Too many memories here. My wife passed a few years ago and she chose everything in the house.”

      I nodded and hugged my arms to my chest. That explained why I’d yet to meet his wife, though he still wore his wedding ring. “I’m sorry to hear that and I completely understand. Would you mind if I looked around the rest of the house? My main focus will be on Tess’s room, but I could come up with some concept boards for different rooms.”

      “That’s alright by me.” His responses were fairly even throughout our conversations with little emotion shown. I wasn’t sure if he was just a normally guarded person, or if I somehow made him uncomfortable.

      He got up first and offered me his hand. For a beat, I stared at the hand in confusion. When it finally clicked what he was doing, I gladly took it.

      If I had been in some romance novel, I would have said there was a spark between us when our hands met. I rationalized the sudden weight in my belly as lack of food and the shock from our hands as static. But it didn’t feel like static. It wasn’t the sudden, sharp jolt you get when shocked. It felt warmer, like some force joined our hands together.

      Noah pulled up from the couch with more force than he needed. I stumbled over my feet and accidentally slammed into his chest. He didn’t seem to be fazed by my body slam and stood firm like an old oak tree.

      The flush that had faded a tiny bit came back full force.

      Noah steadied me with his hands on my hips, and I thought I could die right then. I was a tall woman, but I still had to look up to make eye contact with him. Just like I was now. My hands were pressed firmly on his pecs, and they felt like stone beneath my palms.

      My mouth fought between losing all moisture and salivating.

      “I—Thank you for catching me.” My voice was embarrassingly breathy. I couldn’t wrap my mind around what was happening to me. I wasn’t this type of woman. I didn’t lose all composure over a hot guy, especially not a client.

      Noah was silent for a moment as he stared down at me. Heat continued to climb up my neck, and I felt like my brain might fry.

      “Not a problem.”

      I don’t know if I was just imagining it, but our faces seemed to move closer. I looked at Noah with wide eyes and felt like I could fall into his. His unexplainable green eyes were hungry.

      Before I was consumed, before anything happened, Tess threw the front door open and bounded into the room. Noah and I whipped our heads around to look at the young girl. We took a few steps back from one another and avoided eye contact. Tess didn’t seem to notice anything out of place and rushed to give her dad a hug.

      She also gave me a quick hug. I smiled down at her and returned the hug.

      “How was your study group?” Noah signed as he spoke, and though his fingers moved expertly, they were a little slower than they’d been in the store. I understood that he was doing this for my benefit, to include me in the conversation, and I appreciated it.

      Tess beamed. She signed and Noah translated. “It was really good!” She bounced over to her father and took his large hands in her small ones and squeezed before dropping them to sign. He didn’t say her words out loud, so I waited patiently.

      “She wants to know if you can stay for dinner so she can hear all about your plans for her room?” he asked, shifting his weight from foot to foot in a sign of discomfort.

      I found it incredibly sweet that he would do just about anything for his daughter even if it made him uncomfortable. “Sure. If it’s alright with you, I can stay.”

      “What would you like to eat?” he asked gruffly, looking from me to Tess.

      I shrugged and offered a smile. “I’m good with just about anything.”

      Tess was vibrating with a ton of energy, and Noah spoke out loud for my benefit. “Can we get takeout?”

      “What type?”

      “Sushi!”

      “Sushi?” I asked. “I’ve never actually had sushi before.”

      Noah translated my words with his hands. Tess gasped and threw her hands over her mouth in disbelief.

      “How have you not had sushi?”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “My parents were never big fish eaters. They’d rather have poultry or pork. My mom wasn’t a huge fan of beef either.”

      She quirked her head to the side and gazed at me with wide green eyes. She signed, Noah spoke aloud. “Would you like to try sushi?”

      “I’m always willing to try something once.”

      I glanced at Noah, who watched us with a strange intensity. It was strange to suddenly realize that he was a spectator to this whole conversation. I was conscious of the fact that I’d been talking to Tess even though Noah had been representing both of our voices. How long had it actually been since he’d said anything?

      I waited for him to voice his opinion about the sushi, lifting my eyebrow at him in question.

      “Sushi is fine by me. We can get a variety for you to try.”

      “Sure, that sounds great.” I looked between Tess and Noah. The man seemed more relaxed with Tess here, which I thought was incredibly sweet. His daughter made him into a softy. Tess continued to smile and took my hand. She guided me to the kitchen where I saw a cork board covered with takeout menus.

      “How do you find everything?” I asked in regard to the board.

      “We only find the menus we’re looking for half the time,” Noah answered me.

      We were able to actually find the menu, and Tess spouted off her order with ease. Noah smiled at her antics and told her to wait.

      I sat down at the island bar and scrutinized the menu. I hadn’t eaten much fish in my life. I’d sometimes get a fish fry or have a tuna melt. Other than those I didn’t have much exposure. I hadn’t noticed that Noah walked over to me until I saw him out of the corner of my eye. I jolted at the sudden closeness and waited for him to do something. I felt as if I was walking on eggshells around him

      “Do you have any idea what you might want to eat?”

      I felt his breath on my neck and could feel the baby hairs there stand on edge. “Oh… um… I guess something basic? I don’t want you to waste your money on me.”

      “Food isn’t a waste of money.”

      “It is when it’s not eaten,” I retorted.

      Noah leaned back and gave an absentminded nod. “I guess that’s true, but Tess would never see any food be wasted. She’ll eat just about anything.”

      “That must be nice.” I had laughter in my voice. “Most parents have to deal with picky devils.”

      “Most yes, but not me.”

      Noah ordered our sushi and told Tess and me there would be around a thirty-minute wait. Tess groaned aloud and dramatically clutched her stomach. The three of us walked back up to her bedroom. She had begged me to tell her my thoughts about what to do with her room.

      I explained my desire to make a table the center of the room where she would spend most of her time. We would get rid of her desk and replace it with the table so she could have group study sessions at the house and be tucked away in her room. I also wanted to get her a new, full-sized bed and new frame, one with the storage compartments built in. I explained about the walls, the curtains, the bedding, so she could get a clear picture.

      Before Tess came home, Noah told me that I could do anything to her room as long as she liked it. I didn’t need to worry about a budget. I could only imagine what his job was if he had that much expendable cash lying around.

      Tess jumped in place as she looked around her room. I imagined she was picturing the finished product. She signed something to her father, who laughed and looked at me. “She’s excited,” he said.

      “I’m glad you like my ideas so far. When I get home, I can make a concept board so you can actually see my ideas.”

      “My room is gonna be so awesome!” Noah translated.

      During the thirty minutes we had to wait for the food, I spoke more to Tess about what she’d like in her room. Overall, it was a pleasant experience, except for the fact that I could feel Noah’s eyes on us. Even when the food arrived, his eyes bore into me.

      Maybe it was all my imagination. Maybe it wasn’t. But I could feel a tension forming between us. I ignored it to the best of my ability with Tess as a buffer between the two of us.

      Noah didn’t participate too much in the small talk over dinner. He asked me what I thought of the sushi, which was called a California roll and was apparently one of the usual beginner rolls for first-time sushi eaters.

      I enjoyed the sushi and told them so. Tess insisted I try some of her rolls, which were very good as well, and I thanked her for opening my tastes to something new.

      Different topics were tossed around during dinner, and I tried to ignore the burning green gaze two seats away from me. I was proud of myself for not squirming under his stare.

      Tess was oblivious to any of the tension between Noah and myself, for which I was grateful. I didn’t want to explain what happened, because I didn’t know myself. I was also grateful that dinner didn’t last too long. I arrived around four-thirty and had been at their home for a couple of hours. I didn’t want to walk all the way home at nine or ten.

      Maybe I could convince Sara to pick me up. If I did, she would badger me for details. I sighed through my nose and finished what was left on my plate.

      “Thank you both for having me.” I pushed my plate back and hopped out of my chair. “I really do appreciate this, but I need to head home. I don’t want to walk home super late.”

      “You walked here?” Noah asked, seeming shocked.

      “I don’t have a car,” I said with a shrug.

      Noah rested his elbows on the table and frowned. “You shouldn’t walk home so late.”

      I gulped and had a sudden fear that he would offer to drive me home.

      “Let me give you money for a cab. I wouldn’t feel right if you walked home in the dark.”

      “No, that’s not necessary. I’ll be fine, I promise. I have pepper spray and am always very aware of my surroundings.”

      He hesitated. “I still don’t like the idea of it. Here, let me drive you.”

      I tried to protest, but Tess jumped up and grabbed my hand, leading me toward the garage.

      The ride home was awkward, especially since it was completely silent. Tess and Noah couldn’t really converse with her in the back seat while he was driving. When he pulled up in front of my building, I nearly jumped out of the car before it came to a stop.

      “Thank you for the ride and for dinner.”

      “Of course,” Noah replied. Tess jumped in the front seat in my place before signing to her father. “She says she can’t wait to see what you come up with.”

      “I’ll get in contact with you when I finish the concept board, ok?” I directed that more toward Tess than her father.

      Tess signed something, then slowed down so I could see and copy the gesture. “It means okay,” Noah clarified.

      I grinned and signed okay back. Tess gave me one more hug before I closed the car door and they drove off into the night.
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      I got home from work and all I wanted to do was lay down and sleep. Tess was off for the weekend at a friend’s house, so I would be home alone for the first time in a long time. I honestly didn’t know what to do with myself.

      I was suffocating in my suit. My tie constricted my breathing, and I just wanted to lounge in my boxers. I took off my jacket and laid it over my left arm and began to disrobe by the door. I walked to my room and noticed something was wrong. I knew I’d locked the house before I left for work. I knew this, yet a woman was splayed out across my bed.

      At first, I didn’t recognize her. Her long dark hair shrouded her face and chocolate eyes. Then she moved and I realized it was Jenna. She wore nothing but white lace panties that left little to the imagination. Her hair covered parts of her torso, but I could still see her pert breasts and pebble-like nipples.

      A hunger hit me like a tidal wave. I wanted to launch myself forward and ravish her. Make her scream my name as she bared her neck to me. I wanted to mark her and claim her as my own.

      I fought the beast inside me and stood still in the doorway of my room.

      “I’ve been waiting for you, Noah.” Her voice was like silk dancing across my skin. “I’ve been a patient girl. I want you so bad.” Her full lips formed a pout, and she climbed onto her hands and knees. She began to crawl across the mattress toward me like I was her prey.

      “I’ve been thinking about all the naughty things I’m going to do to you.”

      Jenna paused to lick her lips and tucked a chunk of hair behind her ear. I had a good view of her breasts and wondered what it’d be like to grope them. Would they be as soft as they looked? Would she moan as I played with her nipples?

      “I’m gonna milk you dry, Noah,” she rasped. “I’m gonna suck your cock so good. I want you cum in my mouth. I’ll swallow it all for you. I want your seed inside me. I want taste you so bad!”

      She reached the edge of the bed and stalked toward me. She swayed with a confidence I hadn’t seen in her. The lace panties clung to her body, and I wanted to rip them off her with my teeth.

      “After I suck you off, I’m gonna ride you. I’m gonna bounce on your dick while you make my pussy sopping wet.”

      Jenna stopped walking once she was in front of me and began to palm her mound. She bit her lip and let out a soft moan.

      “I want to do all of that, Noah.” My name coming from her lips made my already hard cock twitch. “Will you let me?” She sunk to her knees and reached for my belt…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I woke with a startled gasp. My breathing was ragged, and my dick throbbed. I could barely wrap my head around the dirtiest dream I’d had in a while.

      It was one of the first dirty dreams I’d had since my wife passed, and I had no idea what to do with myself. I wanted to go back to sleep and forget it. Perhaps in another life, I could, but in this one, I wouldn’t be able to.

      I groaned and rubbed the ridge of my brow. I needed to deal with the situation in my pants fast. I was so hard it was beginning to hurt. I slipped pajama pants over my boxers in case Tess was awake for some reason. I also grabbed a clean pair of boxers because the pair I currently wore were ruined with precum.

      I closed the bathroom door behind me and pulled off my pants. I ignored my aching length and turned on the shower. I let the water come to temperature and tested it with my hand. I stepped into the large shower and shivered as the water cascaded down my back. I let the warmth sink into my skin, and I put my hand on my cock.

      The image of Jenna from my dream was still in my mind. I closed my eyes and tilted my head back as I began to stroke myself. I gasped as my mind conjured unspoken fantasies.

      She still wore those damn panties. I wished she was fully exposed to me so I could take her all in. I tried to pick back up where my dream cut off. Jenna was on her knees and reaching for my belt. Her hands were smaller than mine and unbelievably smooth. She pulled my pants down so my dick was free from its confines.

      “Oh wow!” Jenna would gasp. “You’re so big.” She’d bring my length to her mouth and tentatively licked its tip.

      I copied the motion with my hand. I ran my thumb over my tip and felt the muscles in my thighs twitch. A growl came from my throat as I continued to imagine her doing wonderful things to me.

      She’d greedily take me in her mouth, and I would be swallowed by her warmth. I would try not to thrust into her mouth and let her go at her own pace.

      My eyes rolled back as I palmed my groin and moaned as I began to pump my dick at a faster pace. I could see Jenna picking up the pace as she got used to my size. Her jaw would be slack, and saliva would start to pool in her mouth as she sucked.

      I imagined that she would pull herself off me and precum would stain her mouth and chin. She’d tell me to fuck her throat, and I would almost lose all control.

      She’d open her mouth wide with her jaw slack once more. Her eyes would roll back a little as I stuck my member back into her mouth. I would start slow and let her get used to the full length of my cock. I would begin to pick up speed, and I could feel Jenna moan against my dick as I fucked her mouth.

      I’d grab a fist-full of hair and tug her all the way to the base of my dick. I could hear her choke, and I’d let her pull away to breathe. The next time she wouldn’t go as deep, but she would use her hands to stimulate what she couldn’t with her mouth.

      I tightened my grip on myself and began to thrust into my hand with wild ferocity. I could feel my balls begin to tighten and knew I was close. I pictured Jenna giving me one final suck that had more pressure than any mouth I’d felt before. In my imagination, Jenna happily gulped down the spray I unloaded down her throat.

      In reality, I came into my hand and my seed spilled to the shower floor. I didn’t scream when I came, but I was close to roaring Jenna’s name.

      I panted as the reality of what I’d done hit me with full force. I’d just jerked off and came to a fantasy of Jenna, a woman who wasn’t my wife. I hadn’t really touched myself at all since she’d passed. I hadn't even thought about being with another woman.

      But there I was.

      I had no idea what to think. It was the first time I’d felt such desire in two years.

      I sighed and stood under the stream of water until it ran cold, giving my head and body a chance to cool off.

      I finished my shower, dried off, and changed into clean boxers. I crawled back into bed and tried to fall asleep. I was still awake when my alarm starting blaring at six-thirty.
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      I looked around my current client’s house. I tried to ignore the rolling in my stomach at the fact that my mother got me the job. I’d been on my own for years, but my mother still had an influence in my life. However, I couldn’t say no; I needed every job I could get so I could build my portfolio.

      I hated that I had to rely on my mother at all. Especially when I had to use her contacts to pay my bills. This wasn’t what I had envisioned for myself at all. I was dumb and hadn’t discussed payment with Noah. Now I had no idea what I would be getting paid after everything was done. I couldn’t afford to hope I’d be getting a nice chunk of cheese from the Clarks and had to find another client.

      I almost felt like it was a set up when my mother called Friday. She said she knew a ‘nice young man in need of help decorating his apartment’. I could roll my eyes now at how fake her description was.

      My client, Josh, wanted to turn his apartment into a man cave. I wanted to pull my hair out. He’d continuously gotten in my way as I’d worked on the apartment, and he gave me the creeps. The job in its basic state wasn’t too hard, but the client himself made it infinitely more difficult.

      Josh kept hitting on me, and I wanted to turn around and smack him. He’d used mommy and daddy’s money to get his apartment, and I could tell because he was always there. He didn’t have a job to go to, so he watched me with his smarmy eyes and creepy grin.

      I’d gone to his place a couple of times to get an idea of what I wanted to do and to make sure items would fit. Each time the place looked like a natural disaster struck. Half empty soda cans and take out had been left to rot on the kitchen counter. I’d asked him to pick up, but the guy didn’t seem to care. I was just grateful I was finishing today. All the furniture I’d ordered had been delivered, and once it was placed, his perfect man cave would be complete. I would get the pictures I needed and try and erase the job from my mind.

      I don’t know if I’d ever been so excited to finish a project before.

      I worked on the finishing touches until I was content with how it looked. I had asked earlier if I could take pictures to add to my portfolio and got permission. I took my camera out of my messenger bag and photographed a bunch of different angles. My main focus for this project was his living area. I had no desire to go anywhere near his bedroom.

      I would do some light editing to the photos later before I added them to my portfolio. I also managed a blog where I posted designing tips and posted before and after photos of projects - with the homeowner's permission, of course.

      I took one final picture and felt like I had enough. I put my camera and any other loose ends back in my bag. I’d already received payment earlier in the day from Josh’s father. Another clue as to his spoiled behavior and seeming lack of employment.

      “Well, Josh, it was nice working with you.” I forced a smile on my face as he walked me to his door.

      Josh didn’t respond. Instead, he stepped in front of me and blocked the door with his body. My eyes widened, and I backed away from him. Based on his expression, I had a pretty good idea what was going through his head.

      “What are you doing, Josh?” I asked. I clutched the strap of my bag and mentally kicked myself for not listening to my gut about him. “I have an appointment with another client in a half hour.” That was a lie, but he didn’t know that.

      “Come on, Jenna. I just want a taste. Give me a little taste.”

      I sneered at him and brushed any loose hair out of my face. “That is never going to happen.” I was like a viper, venom in my voice and ready to strike. I wasn’t the most physically intimidating person, but I had taken some self-defense courses before. And I wasn’t afraid of playing dirty when my safety was concerned. “Move your ass away from that door before I kick your nuts into your throat.”

      “How dare you talk to me like that!” he exclaimed, seriously insulted. He leaned closer and sneered. “You little bitch. You know you want it.” He reached for me, and I slapped his hand hard.

      “No!” I snapped, stalking forward and snarling as my eyes met his, my finger pointed threateningly in his face. “You snot-nosed brat! You even think about touching me again, and I’ll make sure you never have children.”

      My threat worked; Josh moved to the side and let me leave without another word. I rushed to the elevator. I didn’t care if it made me sick right now. I just needed to get out of the building. When it arrived, the cart was empty. I walked inside and let the doors close behind me.

      I clenched my jaw as I felt a wave of nausea hit me. I leaned on the railing attached to the back wall. I could feel my heart beating erratically in my chest; its heavy thumps helped ground me. I pulled my phone out as I walked into the populated lobby and pulled up Josh’s father’s number from my contacts. The phone rang and I thought it would go to voicemail, but a hoarse but kind voice picked up.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi sir, this is Jenna Robertson.”

      “Yes, Jenna, what can I do for you?”

      “Well, I wanted to let you know that I finished Josh’s apartment today, like I said I would.”

      “That’s great. Thank you.”

      “I do need to tell you something,” I began, my voice strong. “Your son just barred my exit from his place and tried to proposition me.” I frowned and said, “Actually proposition is too kind a word for what he tried to do.”

      “What?” he gasped. “Are you alright? Did he do anything to you?”

      “No.” I shook my head as if he could see, and his words reached my mind. This wasn’t the first phone call he’d received like this. “I was able to leave safely. I just thought you should know what your son tried to do.”

      I heard him sigh. “I’m sorry for my son. Let me pay you extra for having to deal with him and his idiotic antics.”

      “That’s not necessary, sir.”

      “Nonsense. It’s the least I can do. And don’t worry about Josh. I’ll be giving him a good talking to. That’s no way to treat a lady.”

      I rolled my eyes after thanking him and ending the conversation. A good talking to? The man needed to have his ass kicked. The nasty asshole would just do it again, and one day he might successfully hurt someone. I hated the idea that his father would try to pay off that woman too.

      However, the extra money would come in handy, so I tucked Josh into the back of my mind and forgot about him.
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      I decided not to go into the office. I figured I could get the same amount of work done at home, maybe even more because I didn’t have people constantly stopping by my office to speak to me. I set myself up in the living area on the couch with my laptop in my lap.

      Tess was at school. I received a picture from her of her in front of the building. She had a grin on her face and a peace sign by her cheek. I could see some of her study group in the background. I smiled at the picture. I hadn’t punished her for skipping classes the day I’d found her at the mall but gave her fair warning that wouldn’t be the case if she did it again. She needed to be in school where she was safe, looked after, and learning to prepare for what I knew would be her bright future.

      My attention was grabbed by a notification sound from my laptop from my work email. I looked at the subject and saw nothing there. I didn’t usually open emails without subjects, but this one piqued my curiosity.

      I clicked on the email and it looked at first like the page was empty. But halfway down the white page was a single sentence in ominous black.

      

      You owe us. - LM

      

      My brows furrowed in confusion. I knew a few people with the initials LM, but none that would send me an email like the one I’d just received. It was either a wrong address or someone trying to play a prank.

      I rolled my eyes and deleted the email. I was about to continue working when my phone began to buzz. I looked at the caller ID and saw it was my friend, Eric. I hit the answer call button and heard his surprisingly sober voice speak.

      “Hey, Noah, you there?”

      “Of course I am. I answered the phone, didn’t I?”

      Eric had a problem with staying sober. I was happily surprised by how sober he sounded. If I didn’t know any better, I would guess that he hadn’t drunk yet today.

      “Yeah, good point.”

      I grinned and shook my head. “So what’s up?”

      “I just wanted to catch up with you. It’s been a hot minute since we spoke,” Eric confessed.

      “Life’s been going alright,” I murmured.

      “Tone of voice quiet, words vague,” he replied. “Lying!”

      “Not lying,” I laughed, though I was and confessed quickly. “But I am concerned about Tess.”

      “Oh man, what happened?”

      “She skipped school.”

      “I mean, she is almost a teenager. They start to drift from their parents.”

      “I know that, believe me, but she’s still only twelve and needs to be in school. But it was on Carolyn’s anniversary. I should have just pulled her from school that day. It’s still a really tough day for both of us.”

      “I get it. How’s she doing now?”

      “She’s better. I’m letting her redecorate her room, so that’s been helpful.”

      “You’re not always gonna be able to protect her.”

      “I’m aware,” I grunted. “But I want to do so as long as possible. She’s my kid, even if she does take after her mother.”

      “Thank God for that!” Eric joked. “I don’t think the world could handle two of you.”

      I joined his laughter, though mine was quieter. “No, probably not. I just want her to grow up and flourish. I don’t want her to be weighed down by the loss of her mother.”

      “You can only do so much, man. Especially when she doesn’t have a woman to turn to for guidance. We both know she loves you to death, but you’re a poor substitute for a mom.”

      “Yeah...”

      My mind drifted to Jenna. Even though she’d known Tess for a short amount of time, she’d already been an influence on her. She was happier and livelier when she’d been around the woman. Eric was right. I could do as much as I could, but I wasn’t a woman, and at Tess’s age, she needed one around.

      I shook my head and tried to clear thoughts of Jenna out of my head. Before I could say anything else, the doorman rang the house phone.

      “Hang on, someone’s here,” I told Eric.

      The doorman informed me that Jenna was downstairs, and I frowned. Had I conjured her with my thoughts. I told him to send her up and ended my conversation with Eric, promising to call him later that week. A quick, quiet knock sounded on the door, and I opened the door so Jenna could come in. I tucked my phone away and closed the door behind her.

      As she walked in, she noticed my work stuff littered around the couch. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

      I could feel the tension begin to rise between us. I could barely wrap my mind around the fact that she suddenly appeared after I’d pictured her in my mind. My eyes raked down her tall, curvaceous form, my cock twitching.

      “You’re fine, Jenna.” I gestured for her to sit down as I moved my laptop to the coffee table. I could tell she was a bit uncomfortable. “I wasn’t expecting you until Sunday.”

      She shook her head and blushed. “I know, and I’m really sorry to just barge in. I just had a lot of ideas and wanted to show them to Tess. Well, and you too.”

      “She’s going to a friend’s house tonight and won’t be back until Sunday”

      “Oh.” The blush spread down to her chest, and she looked like she wanted the earth to open and swallow her.

      I could have – probably should have – told her to go, but for some reason, I just couldn’t. I wanted to know more about her, and so my next question was awkward because it seemed to come out of nowhere. “Why did you become an interior designer?”

      “Oh…um…” The sudden topic change confused her a moment, but her shoulders relaxed. “My Grandma Susie. She was a huge influence on me and my biggest supporter. We would always watch home makeover shows, and I would gush over the finished products and how I wanted to do what the designers had done. I wanted to make people happy.” She paused, a beautiful smile on her face. “We would also walk around furniture stores and I’d marvel at everything available. She always supported me, no matter what. It was really her and my dad that inspired me to go to college. My mom wasn’t supportive of it all. Hell, she’s still not.”

      I didn’t know how to respond to that. I never had a close relationship with my own father, and my mother had died when I was young.

      “Would you like to grab a drink?”

      She thought for a moment and nodded. “I think that would be nice.” She stood up and followed me into the kitchen.

      I heard Jenna let out a tiny shriek in shock. I whipped around and saw her tip over the small lip at the edge of the entrance to the room. I reacted fast and grabbed her waist before she hit the floor.

      Her eyes were wide, glazed with both surprise and some other emotion I wasn’t sure of. Her lips were parted just enough for me to see her straight white teeth and the tip of her pink tongue. I straighten a bit, with Jenna still in my grasp.

      She stared up at me, her eyes locked on mine and I had no idea what to do.
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      Noah and I stared into each other eyes as he held me close. I could feel my heart begin to calm as my feet were placed firmly on the ground. I cleared my throat when Noah didn’t let go of me right away.

      His hands shot away from me like I was made of flames.

      “I'm sorry. I didn’t mention there was a bump there,” Noah apologized. He sighed and walked to the fridge.

      “It’s not your fault. You’re used to it. I should have noticed it earlier. I’ve been here a before.”

      “You could have been hurt.”

      “I probably would have wound up with a nasty bruise but nothing else.”

      He nodded and smiled, and I felt a bead of warmth settle in my stomach. He pulled a bottle of water out of the refrigerator. “And what would you like to drink? We have water, soda, sparkling water, and apple juice.”

      “Water is fine by me.” My throat was a desert after feeling his hands on me.

      “Here you go.” He tossed me the bottle. I almost failed to catch it, but I succeeded.

      “Thanks. You know, I don’t think I’ve ever asked what your business is?” I prompted. I’d made a rather embarrassing admission about being my mother’s greatest disappointment, so it was only fair I could ask what he did for a living.

      “I’m the CEO of Clark Industries.”

      My mouth dropped. “Oh wow. Did you always want to do that? Run a huge company like that?”

      “Nope. Not even close. I wanted to be an architect. But my father started the company and left it for me to run when he died. So here I am.”

      “You don’t like it?” I asked.

      He seemed to consider for a moment before answering. “I don’t hate it, but I don’t love it. But it allows me to give Tess a very good life, so I guess I really can’t complain.”

      I nodded, understanding. “I’ve always wanted to open my own design firm,” I admitted.

      “So why haven’t you?” he asked.

      I laughed. “Well, I’m not exactly financially able to do that just yet.”

      “I get it,” he said sympathetically. “But I’m sure you’ll get there someday if it’s really what you want.”

      The softness in his voice made my insides tingle, and I could almost believe his words. The fact was, the longer it took me to get the money I needed to start my own company, the farther away my dream felt. But he was being so kind that I couldn’t bring myself to say that. I took a deep breath and thought about telling Noah about the wedding, about the deal with my mother. Maybe he’d be sympathetic. I’d told him about my dreams and he seemed to think I could make them come true. Maybe if he knew about my deal, he would help me...

      Before I could talk myself out of it, I took a deep breath and blurted, “Would you be willing to be my date to my sister’s wedding?” A beat of silence sat between us. His mouth opened, but I cut him off before he could speak. “Let me explain first. Please.” I smiled at him with what I hoped to be a pleading stare. “It’s my mother. She made this stupid deal with me surrounding my sister’s wedding. I have to bring a date.”

      His eyebrows raised. “And?”

      “My mother will finally hand over ownership of my Grandma Susie’s studio apartment. It was under my mom’s hold until I’m twenty-eight, which I am this year. I plan on making it home base for my business, but it’s a little hard to set up shop when I don’t have a key.” I hoped I didn’t sound too much like I was pleading. “It was my Grandma’s dying wish for me to have her apartment. I don’t want to lose it because of a missing date...” I fidgeted with my hair. “If you go with me, I’ll finally have access to the studio.” I paused for dramatic effect. “And I’ll put in a good word with my mother for you.”

      “What do you mean? Who’s your mother?”

      “When Tess mentioned what school she wanted to go to for high school, I recognized the name. My mother is on the board.”

      Noah’s jaw dropped. He almost dropped his bottle of water as he walked closer. “Are you serious?”

      I nodded. “Very.”

      “Then yes. It’s a deal.”

      “Seriously?” I felt stupid for asking. “I mean, thank you. Thank you so much, Noah.”

      “You do know that if it was put in writing, your mother has to give you that apartment, right?” he asked me, eyeing me with what looked like skepticism.

      I nodded, smiling at him. “I do, yes. But she’ll make me to go to court for it, and I don’t have the money to fight her.”

      Noah considered for a moment before nodding. “I’m on board as long as this is treated as a business deal.”

      I nodded my head so fast my hair flew around. “Yes, of course, that’s fine. Thank you so much.”

      Noah offered me his hand to shake and I took it. Before I knew what was happening, we were only inches apart and Noah’s lips were on mine. His lips were firm and a bit rough against my soft flesh. I felt his scruff rub against my face and had to fight the urge to turn into jelly in his arms.

      The kiss ended much too soon, and I knew my face must have looked like a tomato as I stumbled away from him. I almost tripped over the lip on the floor again as I raced to the door. I made sure I had my purse and slammed the door behind me as I fled.

      I didn’t have a ride home, but I was able to catch a cab. I didn’t want to walk all the way home with Noah and the kiss on my mind. As I entered the cab, my mind wandered to the vibrator I had in my side table by my bed. Maybe Sara had the right idea. I squirmed in the back seat and tried to ignore how wet my panties were.

      I paid for the cab and sprinted up the stairs to my apartment. I was out of breath when I opened my door, and I felt too hot. I was aching between my legs and wanted to relieve this pressure before I exploded.

      I found the vibrator where I’d left it in the drawer. I made quick work of the packaging and thanked my lucky stars it came with batteries.

      With little thought, I yanked my shirt off and fondled my breasts through my bra. I let out a breathy moan and pinched my nipples. I laid back against my bed and squeezed my thighs together. I arched my back and shimmied out of my pants, and with one final kick, my bottoms went flying across my room.

      I spread my legs and began to toy with my lower lips. My pointer and ring finger parted to reveal my clit. I felt a shiver go down my spine as my sensitive nub was tickled by a wave of cold air. I toyed with the tip with my middle finger and clenched my toes at arousal flooded me.

      With my other hand, I grabbed the vibrator and aligned it with my clit. With my free hand, I toyed with my pussy. I imagined it was Noah and his large hot hands that spread my lips wide. He’d insert his fingers into me one-by-one, and I would be stretched wide in preparation for his cock.

      He’d then lower his face to my pussy and begin to lick it. He’d insert his tongue into me, and I would feel the muscle wiggle inside me in a way that a finger couldn’t.

      I turned on the vibrator at that moment and almost screamed. My back arched and my heels dug into the bed. The head of the vibrator barely brushed my clit and I felt like I was on fire.

      I could feel the muscles in my leg tense as I brought the toy back down. I cried out and my body tightened. I was soaking wet.

      I pictured Noah going down on me. He’d make me even wetter as he ate me out. He’d go for my clit and suck on it.

      My finger accidentally hit the button on the side, and the speed of the vibration accelerated. I had to fight to keep my voice down. I wanted to scream out in ecstasy and cry Noah’s name into my empty apartment. I could only imagine how his rough lips would feel down there as I sat on his face. His nose and tongue would play with me as I massaged my tits.

      My nipples were rock hard and almost hurt. I brought my free hand up and began to pinch them. They were coated in my natural lubricant and I groaned. I smelled the musk of sex, and I wished Noah was there.

      I wanted to suck his cock. I’d seen him in tight jeans and knew he was big. I’d have to work at swallowing him all. Even then, I didn’t know if it’d be possible. I ran my tongue over the roof of my mouth and licked my lips.

      I moaned and pushed the vibrator firmer against my clit. I didn’t know how long I’d be able to last. It was the most stimulation I’d had in a very long time.

      “Come for me, Jenna.” I heard Noah’s voice echo in my ear. He’d bite my nipple and I could feel his throbbing cock twitch inside me.

      I came with a cry. My whole body tensed, and I was overcome with pleasure.

      I got up on shaky legs. I barely made it into the bathroom. I washed my hands and my new best friend. I also gave my body a once over with a washcloth and threw on a tank top and shorts.

      I crawled under my covers and fell into a heavy sleep.
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      I was at home on my laptop when I noticed another email from the elusive LM. I growled and clicked to open it.

      You have 10 days. - LM

      I didn’t know who this LM bastard was, and I didn’t know what he wanted. I told him as such as I typed my own email. His email address was encrypted, so it gave no clue as to who he or she could be. The initials were too vague, and this fucker was annoying me.

      I have no idea who you are or what you’re talking about. Leave me alone or I will call the cops.

      I hit send and closed my laptop. I didn’t want to deal with this right now. I set my laptop to the side and pulled out some mixing bowls to make pancakes for Tess and myself. She had mentioned last night that she’d been craving them the last couple of day.

      As I suspected, Tess wandered into the kitchen with a skip in her step. Jenna had been working on her room for a couple of days, and the walls had been painted their new creamy color. Tess was sleeping in the guest bedroom for a couple of nights to air out the room. Thankfully while we waited for the room to air out, furniture began to pile up. Tess’s new mattress and frame were leaning against the wall in the spare room.

      Her new table was already in the room, and I had to admit that it looked good. Her old desk was donated, and now we had to wait for Jenna to stop by again. She said there was still more to do, but the bed was really important.

      I decided to give her a couple of prepaid gift cards so she could shop for stuff on her own. Tess was excited for this to be a surprise, even if the makeover was a process.

      Hey Papa. Are those pancakes I smell?

      I grinned and showed her the pan with a large flat cake cooking, then set everything down to sign. You know it.

      Oh! Can mine have chocolate chips?

      You’re gonna have a massive sugar high if you do.

      Tess didn’t seem to care as she rooted through the pantry to grab a half-used bag of chocolate chips. I rolled my eyes and let her add her desired amount of chocolate to her food.

      She pulled me into a quick hug and began to devour her food. I finished cooking mine and sat down across from her.

      So Tess.

      She glanced at me, eyebrows raised so I knew she was focused on me.

      I wanted to let you know that I’ll be going to a wedding this weekend.

      With Jenna?

      Yes. How did you know?

      Tess laughed and waved her fork at me before putting it down to sign. She’s one of the few people you actually talk to right now. And Uncle Eric isn’t getting married.

      I hope you’re ok with this.

      It’s ok. I like her. You should go have some fun. I can probably stay with Kaylee.

      Ok, I’ll give her mom a call.

      We finished breakfast with little talk as Tess inhaled her food. I escorted her to the front of our building and kissed her cheek goodbye. When the school bus pulled away, I dialed Kaylee’s mom as I went back upstairs, and she agreed to keep Tess overnight for the wedding. After thanking her, I hung up the phone and sighed, cracking my neck before I made another phone call to Jenna.

      She thankfully didn’t take as long to answer. “Hello?”

      “Hi Jenna. I was wondering if we could meet for lunch and talk about the wedding.”

      “Oh yeah, of course. There’s a cafe over my way if you don’t mind coming here.”

      “Send me the address and I’ll be there in twenty minutes”
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        * * *

      

      I was able to find a little parking lot behind the cafe Jenna sent me the address to. I parked and walked around to the front and found Jenna at a two-person table with her hands laced together.

      “Hello, Jenna,” I greeted.

      She smiled and returned the pleasantry. “Hi Noah. So what did you want to talk about?”

      I sat down and noticed a menu on the table. “My tux is pressed and ready to go, and I’ve arranged for Tess to stay the night at her best friend’s house.” I spread my hands. “I’m all set to accompany you to your sister’s wedding.”

      “That’s great!” she gushed. “I really appreciate you helping me out like this.”

      I nodded and picked up the menu. “Have you ordered yet?”

      “No, not yet. I was waiting on you.”

      It was difficult to be around Jenna throughout lunch. My mind kept racing with things I wanted to do to her and the guilt that followed each and every dirty thought. She grabbed the menu from me and our hands brushed. Hers were cold, and I wanted to hold them in mine. I wondered what she was thinking as color rose to her face.

      I tried my hardest not to stare, but I found it difficult. She was a beautiful woman, and as I watched her, I found more things that woke the beast inside of me. Her hair was pulled back so I had a perfect view of her neck, which was pale and slender. I wanted to nip and suck at it.

      After ordering, I asked, “So, what can I expect at this wedding?”

      Jenna sighed and told me about her family, about how her mother was holding this wedding date over her head. She explained that even though she knew she legally was supposed to get her grandmother’s studio, she didn’t have it in her to fight her mother in court. She didn’t think that’s what her grandmother would want. And though I had to disagree with her, I didn’t say so. I actually thought it showed a lot of class that she wasn’t ready to just rush headlong into a legal battle with her remaining family. But I could see the stress and frustration it caused her.

      I sighed and lifted my hands to hers without thought. My fingers skimmed the back of her hand and I froze. I pulled my hand back and prayed that she didn’t say anything about it. That wasn’t the first time I had reached out to her, or she reached for me. We kept brushing one another as time went on, and I was beginning to feel my jeans tightening in the crotch.

      “Thank you for inviting me out to lunch.” Jenna smiled at me as the check came out.

      “It’s not a problem.” I snatched the check before Jenna could try.

      “Hey!”

      I quirked a brow at her and smirked as I handed the waiter my card. “I invited you, remember?”

      She frowned and crossed her arms over her chest. “Yes, but I can still pay my own way.”

      “Not necessary,” I said as my card was returned to the table. “Did you walk here?” I glanced out the window and saw dark clouds rolling in.

      “Yeah, but I’ll be fine.”

      “Nonsense. Those clouds are moving in fast. You’ll probably get drenched before you get home. Let me drive you.”

      “It’s really not necessary,” she promised. “I’m really close.”

      I continued to push, and she eventually gave in. I led her around back to where my car was parked. I held the door open for her and the scent of her shampoo caught in the air as she lowered herself into the car. She pulled the seatbelt across her body and folded her hands in her lap, biting her lower lip in what I read as a sign of nervousness.

      I hurried around and climbed behind the wheel, turning to look at her before I started the car. “There’s one thing we still haven’t talked about.”

      “What’s that?” she asked, her eyes wide.

      “The other night when we –”

      “Oh that,” she cut me off. “It was nothing, a crazy misunderstanding. Don’t worry about it.”

      “I just want to make sure you aren’t uncomfortable.”

      “I wouldn’t have agreed to meet you for lunch if I was uncomfortable, Noah. Really, it’s nothing.”

      I nodded and turned back to the steering wheel. Part of me was glad she wasn’t creeped out, but another part was disappointed to hear her say it was nothing. It hadn’t felt like nothing. As a matter of fact, it had felt like a whole lot of something.

      We drove to her place in silence, and as we pulled up to the curb, she unbuckled her seatbelt and watched as I hurried around to her door.  I opened her door as I heard the beginnings of thunder in the distance.

      “Thank you for driving me home.”

      “Any time,” I said as I walked her to the entrance of her building.

      Jenna put one foot past the door and paused as though she wanted to say something but thought better of it. She smiled and waved as she scurried up the stairs to her apartment.
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      Stay calm, I ordered myself. Just stay calm.

      It seemed like an impossible task. For one thing, I’d just zipped myself into my bridesmaid dress. Jessica had chosen royal purple with pink accents for her wedding colors, and while that might have made her feel like a princess, it made me feel tacky as hell. The idea of standing up in front of my entire family in this dress was enough to make me want to get back into my pajamas and spend the day in bed.

      Combine that with the prospect of spending the day with Noah, and my stomach was all aflutter.

      I glanced out my bedroom window. His car wasn’t there yet, so I had a minute. I would have splashed some water on my face if my makeup hadn’t already been done. Just thinking of him made me feel hot all over. I would have expected that introducing a man to my family would be the most stressful part of the day—they weren’t likely to handle it with any kind of subtlety or tact—but now that I was facing it, I was a lot more worried about how I would manage to spend the whole day in his company without losing my composure and jumping him.

      I would just have to put that out of my mind and stay calm. This was just a performance, an act. I was bringing Noah to the wedding so my mother could give Jessica the perfect fairy tale wedding she wanted, so the photos would be evenly balanced, and all the bridesmaids would have handsome men by their sides. That’s what this was about. It was about living up to my family’s expectations so I could claim my inheritance from Grandma Susie. This is what she’d want me to do, I reminded myself. She would want me to have my studio. She would be proud of me for pursuing my dream.

      It was just about the studio.

      It definitely wasn’t about Noah’s big hands, the taste of his lips, the masterful way he seemed to dominate me when we’d kissed, and how that dominance might translate to the bedroom—

      Christ, Jenna! Stop it! Stay calm!

      I looked out the window again. The car had arrived. I grabbed my things and hurried downstairs. He was waiting at the curb to open the door for me. His eyes scanned me from head to toe, a smoldering gaze that increased the heat in my veins.

      “Nice dress.”

      I darted a look at his face to see whether he was making fun of me, but he didn’t seem to be. “It’s a bit much.”

      “You wear it well, though,” he complimented.

      I felt myself flush. He closed the door and meandered around the car. He looked so hot in his tuxedo, I thought I might melt. I was already worked up, and all I’d done was sit down next to him. How were we going to get through a whole wedding together? There would be touching and dancing and lots of wine…

      Suddenly I had a whole new reason for wanting to take my dress off.
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        * * *

      

      “Who is he?”

      I jumped. Jessica had snuck up behind me. It seemed impossible that she should be able to sneak anywhere in her decadent white ball gown, but I’d been watching Noah at the bar grabbing us another round of drinks, and I wasn’t exactly hyper-aware of my surroundings. The way he looked in his tux was sinful.

      I fixed my attention on my sister. “Hey, Jess,” I said, nudging Noah’s vacated seat out with my toe. “Have a seat. It was a really beautiful ceremony. You look amazing.”

      She dropped into the chair and waved a hand dismissively, as if she was tired of hearing how beautiful she looked. “Who is that guy?” she asked, pointing.

      “That’s my date,” I said.

      “You brought a date?”

      “You...wanted me to bring a date,” I replied. “Remember?”

      She watched Noah with narrowed eyes. “He’s really hot,” she announced.

      “He’s just a friend,” I said. “I had to find someone on short notice, so I asked him. His name is Noah.”

      “Noah.” She sounded like she was tasting the name, rolling it around and seeing how it felt in her mouth. On one hand, I couldn’t judge too harshly, because I’d done the same thing myself more than once. But on the other hand… “Jess, you just got married!”

      “Huh?” she blinked.

      “Never mind.” I laughed.

      The band began to play a slower song as Noah returned to the table with our drinks and smiled at my sister. I made quick introductions after he set our drinks on the table.

      He smiled at my sister, turned, and held out a hand to me. “Dance?”

      “I’m going to dance,” I told my sister, who eyeballed my date like he was on the menu.

      I rose and crossed the room with Noah’s hand in mine. He twirled me expertly and pulled me flush against his chest. Immediately, I felt full of heat, lit up from within. I melted into him, and he began to lead me carefully through the steps of a dance.

      “So,” he said.

      “So.”

      “You were awfully quiet in the car on the way here.”

      “I was thinking about my stupid dress.”

      “It’s really not that bad,” he assured.

      “It has puffy sleeves and a bow on the butt, Noah.”

      He grinned down at me, and my stomach clenched. “Okay,” he allowed. “It isn’t great. But it’s nice of you to wear it for your sister. Are you guys close?”

      “Not really. She just wants the fairy tale, you know? Prince Charming. Ladies in waiting.”

      “And that’s where you come in?”

      “That’s where you come in, really. I wouldn’t be a perfect lady in waiting if I didn’t have a perfect escort, would I?”

      “And I’m just an escort?

      I looked up at him with a question in my eyes. “Yes. You’re a client. I don’t cross that line with clients.”

      “I won’t always be a client,” he pondered. “And you did ask me to your sister’s wedding. Do you do that with clients?”

      “That’s different.”

      “Why is that different?”

      “It’s strictly a business deal. We agreed. Remember? That was your condition, not mine.”

      “I think it might be too late for that,” Noah murmured, his green eyes staring with intention into mine.

      I felt a shiver crawl through me. How easy it would be to give in to him, and how delicious! But I had to stay in control. Something told me that giving my heart to Noah would end badly. “You can’t change the terms of our agreement on the fly like this,” I warned. “We’re here so I can show my mother that I brought a date like she requested and so you can get a recommendation for Tess to get into the school she really wants to go to. Nothing else.”

      “Jenna?”

      Speak of the devil. I turned away from Noah. My mother had come up behind us and was standing in the middle of the dance floor, hands planted on hips, watching as Noah steered me carefully around.

      “Hi, Mom,” I said. “The wedding turned out really great.” Maybe all she wanted was a few compliments on all the work she’d put in and she’d move on. The one good thing about today was that Jessica was supposed to be her focus, not me. She wasn’t supposed to have time to critique anything I was doing. Wishful thinking.

      “Who’s this young man?” she asked, looking Noah up and down like he was a piece of livestock in a fair.

      “This is Noah Clark,” I said. “He’s my date today.” There you go, Mom. I brought a date. Are you going to hold up your end of the deal?

      “Enchanté,” my not at all French mother murmured, holding up her hand in a position that made it clear she was requesting that it be kissed. Noah cut his eyes at me briefly, then took my mother’s hand and touched his lips to it. She giggled like a schoolgirl.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Robertson,” Noah said. “Congratulations on the marriage of your daughter. It really is a lovely event.”

      “Oh, you’re too kind,” she schmoozed. “What do you do, Noah?”

      “Mom!”

      “That’s all right,” Noah said quickly. “I’m the CEO of an investment company.”

      “Oh, that sounds lucrative.” She waited, clearly expecting an answer as I wished for the floor to open and swallow me whole. Noah just smiled, and after a moment my mother spoke. “Jenna’s very smart, of course, very well educated, could have done anything she wanted, but…” She hesitated and lowered her voice. “Well, you know how it is.”

      “Do I?” Noah asked, his eyes narrowing a tad.

      “She wanted to become an artist.” Mom said this as if she was confiding to Noah that I’d wanted to become a heroin addict. “Won’t accept any of our hard-earned money. Too stubborn and prideful.”

      “I’m not an artist, Mom,” I grouched. “I’m a designer. And Noah knows that already. We met through work.”

      “What business do you have with an investment specialist?” Mom asked curiously. “You don’t have any money.”

      “Jesus Christ.”

      “Jenna is helping me redecorate my daughter’s room,” Noah said. “And it’s going really well. We’re very happy with her work.”

      I seized the opportunity to shift the subject away from me. “Noah’s daughter is applying to your school, Mom. Tess Clark is her name. Have you seen her application?”

      “Oh, honey, you know we get so many—”

      “You should keep an eye out for this one,” I said, cutting her off and flashing her a meaningful look. “She’s really bright and would be a great addition to your school.”

      My mother regarded me for a moment. “All right,” she conceded. “Tess Clark.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Thank you,” Noah said earnestly.

      “I’ll keep an eye out. We may be able to fast track the application.”

      “I’d sure appreciate that,” he said with a nod.

      My mother gave me a long look, as if there was something more she wanted to say, but someone behind her laid a hand on her arm and she turned to look.

      I grabbed Noah’s hand. “Come on.”

      He didn’t resist as I pulled him out of the hotel ballroom and into the hallway. “That was ridiculous,” I fumed as soon as we’d escaped the noise. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Are you okay?” he countered. “She really let you have it, didn’t she?”

      “Oh, that was normal,” I scoffed, waving a hand dismissively.

      “Seriously?”

      “She’s never thought much of my work,” I revealed with a glance around us. “She wanted me to marry a wealthy man, like Jess did, or get a high-ranking corporate job. Or both, I guess. She says design is a hobby, not a way to actually make a living.”

      Noah looked slightly outraged. “Doesn’t she know how good you are at it?”

      “No,” I said. “I’ve offered to show her my portfolio, but she always blows me off. Says she’ll look at it later but never does.”

      “I can’t imagine the strength it takes to continue reaching for your dreams without any support,” he said, his voice admiring.

      “Of course you can,” I told him. “You’re raising Tess on your own, aren’t you?”

      He sighed. “I never would have chosen that, though.”

      I rested a hand on his arm. “I know. But when that was your only option, you stepped up. And you’re a great father to her.”

      He smiled. “Thanks. I appreciate you saying so.”

      “Do you feel like going back to the party?”

      “Do you? It’s your family.”

      “I’ve had about enough,” I said with a laugh. “If it’s all the same to you, I think I’m ready to head up to bed.”

      He nodded. “I’m glad we decided to book rooms. I’m in no state to drive home.”

      “Too much champagne?”

      “Maybe just a little.”

      I felt pleasantly buzzed myself. In fact, when we boarded the elevator and the doors had shut, it took me a minute to realize the little car wouldn’t move until one of us pressed the button. I leaned in at the same time as Noah did and our hands touched.

      Heat shot straight up the nerves in my hand along my arm and to my center. Oh, hell.

      Our adjoining rooms were on the fourth floor. Noah had been holding the keys—my stupid dress had no pockets, of course—and now he fished mine out and handed it to me.

      Our fingertips touched as I reached out to take it.

      This time he didn’t let go

      And suddenly we moved, lunging for each other, reaching for lips.

      “My room?” he asked, his voice hoarse.

      A dozen answers played through my head. We can’t. We promised to keep this professional. This was supposed to be a business arrangement. I should really just go to bed.

      But I didn’t say any of those things.

      I nodded. “God, yeah.”
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      “Get this thing off,” I ordered, pulling at the end of the bow on Jenna’s dress.

      “It doesn’t come off that way,” she giggled. “There’s a zipper.”

      “Where?” I ran my hands up and down the back of the dress. It was perfectly smooth, seamless.

      “It’s on the side,” she said. “Hang on.”

      But I couldn’t hang on. I’d had enough. I scooped her up, dress and all, and tossed her onto the bed. She let out a little squeal as she landed, and I looked up at her to make sure she was all right. Her eyes shone with excitement and lust.

      Perfect.

      I shoved the skirt up, revealing miles of long, lean leg underneath. God, I could spend days right here, exploring her legs. They were runner’s legs, well-muscled, perfectly tan. I lifted one and kissed around the perimeter of her ankle and felt her shiver.

      I couldn’t keep a smile off my face. This was going to be fun.

      I slid my hands past her knees and up her thighs, under the line of her panties, and slowly eased them down. God, she was already wet, and we hadn’t done anything yet. Part of me—a big part of me—wanted to cut to the chase, climb up onto the bed, and take her.

      But we had all night. There was no need to rush.

      Jenna was fumbling with the zipper at the side of her dress, clearly anxious to shed the thing. I reached up and caught both her wrists in one hand. “Hold still.”

      She gasped, tugging at my grip a little. “Noah—”

      “Do you want me to stop?” I asked.

      She hesitated, her eyes fixed on me. Then, slowly, she shook her head.

      “That’s what I thought,” I said. With firmness, I added, “Keep your hands up over your head. Don’t touch your dress. If you do, I’ll stop what I’m doing. Do you understand?”

      She nodded vigorously, her breath still coming in gasps. I held her gaze for a long moment, drinking in that look of excitement and apprehension.

      I felt a moment of hesitation. Should I really be doing this? Had Jenna been the smart one when she’d resisted my advances, when she’d tried to remind me downstairs that we needed to keep our relationship professional? After all, I had a preteen daughter to think of, and she was going through troubled times. The last thing she needed was her father adding more complications to her already complicated life. She wasn’t yet over the loss of her mother. Neither of us were. It probably wouldn’t be easy for her to understand how I could still love and cherish her mother even though I was ready to move on.

      But Tess didn’t really need to know about this. She knew I was at a wedding with Jenna. She knew we were friends who were beginning to see more of each other. That was as far as it needed to go, right?

      I returned to her ankle, raising it to my lips, kissing my way around, and when I reached the inside of the ankle, I began to work my way up her lower leg. I felt her toes flex against my shoulder and knew she was enjoying herself. I forgot my worries as I reached her knee and flicked out my tongue to lick behind it, making her moan.

      “God, I fucking love it when you do that,” I murmured, kissing my way up her thigh.

      “Do—do what?”

      “Moan like that. It’s so hot.” I placed my hands inside her knees and spread them apart, hiking her skirt up over her hips. “Fuck, Jenna.”

      “Fuck me, Noah. Please,” she moaned, and I thought I might die.

      It took everything in me to resist. But I’d be damned if we were going to skip to the main attraction this early. “No,” I said, looking up at her. “Not yet.” And I bent to taste her.

      She arched her back, lifting her hips so her pussy was at my mouth, crying out as I suckled at her. I wrapped my arms around her thighs and lifted her hips, giving both of us a more satisfying angle. I lost myself in the taste of her and the sound of her moans, the sound of my name on her lips. I slid my hands up her thighs to push her legs further apart so I could lick inside her. One of her legs wrapped around the back of my shoulders and pulled me closer. I’d wondered whether she might be shy in bed, but now that we were going at it, she seemed to have abandoned any pretext of self-consciousness. She bucked against me, her moans quickly rising to the point of howls.

      “Noah, please!” she cried, twisting beneath me, her hips working like a piston.

      I pulled away. “Please what?”

      She was a mess. Her face was red and her carefully pinned updo was falling. But her eyes captivated me. She looked wild, as if she might jump up, roll me over, and take her pleasure. For a moment I thought she was going to do it. But her hands were still above her head, right where I’d told her to keep them. I was amazed at her discipline.

      “Please let me cum,” she whispered. “I need it. Please. You’re killing me.”

      She was killing me. I’d never been so turned on in my life. I smiled at her. “You’ve earned it. But keep those hands where they are.”

      She nodded. “I won’t move. I swear.”

      I kept my eyes locked on hers as I lowered my mouth to her again. Her breathing accelerated before I even touched her. The anticipation was driving her crazy. It was driving me crazy too. God, I wanted to feel her cum. I wanted to know I had been responsible for it.

      I slipped a finger inside her and set my tongue to work on her clit. A moment later she was grinding into my face, her hips moving in little circles, clenching around my finger. She let out a cry and bucked up hard. “Fuck, Noah, fuck, yes.”

      I felt the ripple of her muscles, felt her whole body tremble as she came, and it was the hottest thing I’d ever seen in my life. I very nearly came myself just watching her. As she recovered from her orgasm, I stayed between her legs, kissing her upper thighs gently and rubbing the trembling muscles there.

      Gradually, her breathing evened out. She reached down and threaded a hand into my hair, petting gently.

      I crawled up next to her and laid down beside her. “Do you know you’re insanely hot when you cum?”

      She closed her eyes and pressed her hands to her face, obviously embarrassed.

      “Don’t.” I took her wrist in my hand and pulled it away. “Don’t hide. It’s just the truth. You’re gorgeous.”

      She twisted her hand out of my grip and slid it slowly down my chest. “Seems like we ought to take care of you now.”

      “You’re ready to keep going?”

      “I’m very ready.”

      “Good,” I said devilishly.

      Her eyes widened. “What have you got planned?”

      “You’ll see,” I said, grinning in a way I hoped seemed wickedly enticing. The truth was, I felt in over my head with Jenna. I’d had no problem getting Jenna off, but now I found myself hoping I didn’t disappoint her. It wasn’t a feeling I was used to.

      Jenna sat up on the bed and began to wrestle with the zipper on the dress again. “I think it’s stuck.”

      “Sit still.” I gripped the zipper tab between my fingers. I raised it slightly, unsticking it from the teeth, then lowered it carefully and smoothly down the side of her body to her hip. I ran my thumb along the patch of exposed skin. Then I took her by the hands and pulled her to her feet. The dress slipped off and pooled around her ankles.

      She stood before me, unembarrassed. I thought she might be awkward now that I had her naked, but she didn’t seem to mind. She stood with her hands by her sides, regarding me, waiting to see what I would do next.

      I couldn’t seem to do anything. All I could do was stare at her, taking in her remarkable beauty. The way her hair spilled around her shoulders messily and grazed the swell of her breasts. The way her lean torso curved out into perfectly proportioned hips. I couldn’t wait to get my hands on her again.

      “You’re wearing too many clothes,” she said.

      At least my pants weren’t constricting. I dropped them to my ankles and stepped out of them, peeled off my shirt without undoing any of the buttons, and took Jenna in my arms again.

      “You have to fuck me now,” she whispered. “I’m going to lose my mind, Noah.”

      “Me too.”

      But I wasn’t ready yet. I captured her lips with mine, kissing her firmly, running my fingers through her hair and knocking free a few bobby pins that hadn’t quite worked their way out yet. I slid my hands along her sides and felt the smooth heat of her skin. She squirmed against me with every touch, and I knew I was driving her just as wild as I felt myself.

      I turned her around and bent her over the little table in the corner, leaning over her so I could catch the weight of her breasts in my hands. I circled her nipples gently with my thumbs, trying to take it slow, but I was so fucking hard I could feel myself thrusting against her unconsciously. I closed my eyes briefly and rested my forehead against her shoulder blade.

      And, finally, I entered her.

      I felt her give way around me, pushing back onto me so she could take me deeper. I wrapped one arm around her torso to her shoulder and pulled her close. My other hand found its way between her legs as I began to thrust.

      I meant to take it slow. I really did.

      I meant to make it last.

      But she rode me, meeting my rhythm with her own, her ass bouncing against my hips, her hands scrabbling for purchase on the smooth surface of the table so she could propel herself forward and back. My hand worked her faster, and she angled her hips in response, bringing me deeper, grinding harder against my fingers.

      “God, Noah, just like that,” she moaned. “Don’t fucking stop. That’s perfect. Right there. Fuck.”

      I couldn’t control myself any longer. I fucked her like a jackhammer, my careful rhythm gone, my hips bouncing against her as heat pooled in my groin. “Shit, Jenna—I’m gonna—”

      But she got there before me. With a primal yell of release, she slammed herself into me and then collapsed forward onto the table. Three thrusts later, my own orgasm was upon me, and I groaned in exquisite pleasure and relief as I came, spilling myself deep inside her.

      We recovered slowly. I took her hand without a word and led her to the shower, and we stood under the hot spray and soaped ourselves off. It was almost chaste. When we were finished, I lifted her in my arms and carried her back to bed. She was asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow, and I followed soon after.
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      The sun shining through the window woke me up. The first thought I had was that the sun coming in didn’t make sense because I had definitely closed the curtain yesterday. That’s always the first thing I do when I check into a hotel room, for exactly this reason. I hate to be woken up by the early morning sun.

      Then I heard a soft grumble. I looked down and saw a hand resting on my arm. I followed the hand up its own arm and back to its owner.

      Noah.

      Last night came rushing back to me all at once. God, that was the best sex I’d ever had...but it had been a mistake. I should never have allowed myself to get carried away like that.

      Yet, how could I resist? Even in sleep, Noah was the most attractive man I’d ever laid eyes on. I was tempted to shake him awake and ask for a repeat of last night.

      No. I needed to get out of here quickly, before I did something else I’d regret.

      I slipped out from under his arm and started looking around the room for my clothes. My monster of a bridesmaid dress was practically standing up by itself on the floor. I didn’t see my underwear anywhere. Fuck it. I really didn’t have time to conduct an exhaustive search. I wanted to get out of there before Noah woke up. If he even looked at me, I’d lose my resolve and fuck him again.

      And that made me hesitate. Was my gut telling me something my head should be listening to?

      No, that was crazy. He was a client. I didn’t sleep with clients! If anyone ever heard I’d compromised myself like that, I’d never get a job again. And my claim against Josh would certainly lose some of its validity. Besides, I was focused on my career right now, on getting settled into Grandma Susie’s studio and building my business, not getting laid.

      I’d brought a date to Jessica’s wedding. I’d held up my end of the agreement with my mother. Now she would have to give me the studio Grandma Susie had left me. The next stage in my career as a designer was about to begin.

      I wasn’t going to lose sight of that over some guy. Even if he was the best lay of my life.

      I grabbed a notepad from the desk beside the TV. Was this why hotels put these notepads here? Was it specifically geared toward women like me, sneaking out after one-night stands?

      I bit down on the thought. That wasn’t the kind of person I was. This was an irregularity. A mistake. Nothing more.

      Dear Noah

      Thank you for being my date to my sister’s wedding. I know we made her happy, and what’s more, now my mother will release my inheritance to me. I’ll finally be able to have my own design studio. I hope you know how much your help means to me. I’ll make sure to circle back with her about Tess’s school.

      Thanks again,

      Jenna

      I read over my note. It was trite and unconvincing, but it was the best I could do. I tore it from the pad, placed it on the table beside him, and let myself slowly out of the room.

      “Jenna?”

      Shit.

      My mother was coming up the hall in a pink tracksuit, her hair pulled back in a ponytail. “Where have you been?” she demanded. “Everyone’s having breakfast in the hotel restaurant before Jessica and Travis leave on their honeymoon. You should come join in.”

      “I really just want to get home, Mom,” I said. “I have a meeting later with a client.” This was a complete fabrication, but the idea of sitting with my sister and her new husband right now was horrifying. Besides, I was still in last night’s bridesmaid dress.

      A fact my mother seemed to have just noticed. “Where’s your tracksuit?” she asked. “All the other bridesmaids are wearing theirs.”

      Just the fact that my sister had insisted that all her bridesmaids purchase purple morning-after tracksuits pretty much summed her up. “I forgot to pack it.” More lies. It was in my hotel room, the one Noah still had the key for. At this point I was ready to abandon all my overnight belongings in order to get out of here with minimal drama.

      “Didn’t you remember to pack a change of clothes?” Mom asked. “You didn’t sleep in that dress, did you? God, you look like you’ve been run over.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      “And where’s that nice young man you brought to the wedding?”

      “He went home last night.”

      She put on a little pout. “We’d have liked to see him for breakfast.”

      “Sorry. He has a daughter, remember? He needed to get home to her.” I was getting pretty good at lying to my mother.

      “Well, I suppose it couldn’t be helped.” She patted my hair back into place and pursed her lips, clearly not happy with it. “You’re going home now?”

      “Tell Jess congratulations again for me. I really need to take a shower and make myself look decent before my meeting.” Mom would like that.

      Sure enough, she nodded. “We were happy you brought a date to the wedding.”

      “It really was nice, Mom.” I knew she’d worked hard. I wouldn’t ask her about the studio right now. Let her enjoy her success. Let her bask in the fact that her oldest daughter had just tied the knot. I wouldn’t be the one to bring her down to earth.

      And I definitely wasn’t going to tell her what her younger daughter had really been up to last night.

      I went to the front desk to request another key for my room so I could grab my belongings. I ran in only long enough to grab my purse and my overnight bag. I didn’t want to take the time to change and risk running into Noah. I went back down to the lobby and checked out, ignoring the look the attendant was giving my messy hair and disheveled dress.

      I managed to slip out the front door without being spotted and hailed by Jessica or any of her other bridesmaids and asked the bellhop to summon a cab for me. As soon as I’d climbed into the backseat and given the driver my address, the weight of everything that had happened crashed down on me. Noah and I should have glided through this wedding, but instead I’d given in to my urges and allowed myself to sleep with him. And then, of all things, I’d been caught on my walk of shame by my mother.

      This called for girl talk.

      “I thought you were never going to call!” Sara shrieked when she picked up the phone.

      “What, no hello?”

      “Yeah, yeah, hello. Cut to the chase. How was the wedding? Did your mom give you hell?”

      “Oh, God, when does she not? She completely embarrassed me in front of my client.”

      “I thought you’d call me when you got home last night,” she said. “You must have gotten in really late.”

      “I stayed at the hotel last night.”

      “So? They have phone service, don’t they? I was expecting you to ditch the party early and call me to debrief. I even bought my own bottle of champagne for it.”

      “You still got that champagne?”

      “I mean, you never called me, did you?”

      “Are you doing anything this morning?”

      “Free as a bird. What’s up?”

      “Come over,” I said. “Bring the bottle.”

      She paused. “Are you okay?”

      “That,” I hinted, “is a long story.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time my cab pulled up and dropped me off, Sara was already there, sitting on the front stoop. She took one look at me and burst out laughing.

      “I’m sorry,” she choked. “I know it’s not funny.”

      I shrugged. “It kind of is, really. Might as well get some laughs out of this dress. God knows it isn’t good for anything else.” I unlocked the front door and led the way to the stairs.

      “Why didn’t you bring clothes to change into?”

      “That’s part of the story,” I said. We were quiet as we climbed, and once we were in my apartment, I said, “There’s some orange juice in the fridge. Why don’t you mix up some mimosas? I really need to jump in the shower. We’ll talk when I get out.”

      Sara nodded. “Okay. But I’m making pancakes too. This seems like a story we’ll need some carbs for.”

      I ached to take my time in the shower, to let the hot water wash away my nerves and self-recriminations. But talking to Sara would make me feel better than anything else would. I washed off quickly, scrubbing my hair clean, pulled on a pair of yoga pants and a tank top, and rejoined her in the kitchen.

      She was just switching off the stove, and as I took a seat at the table, she transferred a stack of silver dollar pancakes to a plate in front of me. She handed me a mimosa with a strawberry on the rim. “You’re amazing,” I sighed after a sip.

      “Never mind that. Tell me what’s going on with you.”

      I told the story, leaving nothing out. Her eyes widened as I spoke, and I thought she might choke on her pancakes, she gasped so many times.

      “You slept with him?”

      “I know,” I moaned. “I’m awful. It was so irresponsible.”

      She waved dismissively at that. “It’s not that big a deal, Jenna. It’s just really unlike you. He must be something.”

      “I don’t know. He’s just so…”

      “Oh, believe me, I know. You’ve had the hots for him since you saw him in the mall. Hell, I’m proud of you! You actually went for it.”

      “I should be focusing on my business.”

      “Hey, you’re allowed to have more in life than just a career, you know,” Sara admonished. “Are you going out with him again?”

      “I just did,” I point out. “We went to the wedding and look how that turned out.”

      “No, that doesn’t count,” Sara said. “Everything’s so erotically charged at weddings.”

      “What?”

      “It’s true. Bridesmaids hook up, like, eighty-five percent of the time.”

      “You can’t just make things up.”

      “You need to go on a real date with him,” she mused thoughtfully. “Get out of that hyper-romantic atmosphere—and out of the business setting, too—and figure out what you really think of each other.”

      “I don’t know.” I shook my head. “He’s got a daughter, Sara. I don’t want to take a chance when she could get hurt.”

      “You don’t want to get hurt yourself, I think,” Sara said wisely.

      “Yeah. That either.”

      “You should give it serious thought,” she insisted. “You’re getting your studio now, right? You’ve been building your portfolio. Your career’s about to take off. Maybe it’s time you put some attention into other areas of your life. Maybe it’s time to think about finding love.”
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Noah

        

      

    

    
      Communicating with Tess in the car was difficult because I needed my hands to drive and couldn’t sign to her. But usually that just meant I did a lot more listening than talking. Tess tended to take advantage of the fact that I couldn’t respond to give me lectures on all kinds of topics, ranging from what was going on in school to the books she was reading through a keyboard that read her typed sentences aloud. We used this in the car so I could keep my eyes on the road.

      Those conversations had changed after her mother died—she’d become a bit locked away, with nothing to say to me unless I asked her a direct question. But time and therapy were both doing their jobs. She had become more communicative. I fully expected her to fill the air with conversation as we drove to the testing site for her potential new school.

      But she didn’t. She sat with her hands in her lap, looking straight ahead.

      I pulled the car to a stop in front of the testing facility and waved a hand to get her attention. She glanced at me, her expression betraying her nerves.

      Are you okay? I signed.

      Nervous.

      You’re going to do great, I reassured her. You always do well on tests.

      I didn’t study for this one.

      It’s not that kind of test. Not one people study for. Just go in there and give it your best, okay?

      What if I don’t get into the school?

      That’s okay. We’ll figure out what we want to do if that happens. You don’t have to worry. I smiled. My daughter was good at maintaining eye contact—it was important for communicating via sign language—so I never had to remind her to look at me. As soon as she saw me smile, she seemed to relax a little bit. Tess had always been so empathetic. The fact that I was calm would go a long way toward helping her with this test.

      But she hesitated before climbing out of the car; I could tell she wanted to say something.

      What’s up?

      When is Jenna coming over?

      I had to fight to control my reaction. I’d been trying not to allow Jenna too much space in my thoughts since the morning after the wedding when I woke up and she was gone. I did want to know what that meant—did she regret the night we’d spent together? Was she angry?— but until I got the chance to discuss it with her, there really wasn’t any point in brooding.

      I forced myself to keep smiling for my daughter’s sake. Eager to get your room finished?

      Tess shrugged. Yes, and I just want to see her again. She’s nice.

      We’ll see her soon, I said, hoping I was right about that. Right now, I just want you to go in there and focus on that test, okay?

      She nodded.

      I’ll be waiting for you here. I reached over and gave her a one-armed hug. I’ll see you when you’re finished.

      Tess slid out of the car, grabbed her backpack, and hurried toward the door of the testing facility. I pulled my car over to the nearby parking lot, put it in park, and fished my phone out of the center console. I could use this time to catch up on my emails. I knew my inbox would be flooded after the events of the last few days—the time I’d taken off to attend the wedding, the distraction of dealing with Tess, and, of course, the thoughts of Jenna that wouldn’t allow me to settle to anything. I thumbed open the mail app on my phone.

      Just as I’d expected, my inbox was full. I was about to click on the top message when I noticed one about halfway down the page. The return address made me inhale sharply.

      Hadn’t I made it clear to this person that they were barking up the wrong tree? Whatever they wanted, it had nothing to do with me. And frankly, it was getting creepy.

      I opened the email.

      And froze.

      This one had something none of the previous messages had contained.

      My name.

      

      Mr. Clark, you have 6 days now. You owe us. – LM.

      

      I read the vaguely threatening message five or six times, trying to force it to make sense. Who did I owe, and what did I owe? I couldn’t think of anything. All my business dealings were squared away. More to the point, that wasn’t how I conducted business. If a client felt they were owed something, surely they would just approach me through normal channels.

      But there could no longer be any doubt that I was the intended recipient of the messages. They had my name. The emails weren’t coming to me by accident.

      What would happen in six days? Concern that was almost fear flitted through me. If they had my name and my email address, what else did they know about me? Did they know where I lived? Did they know about Tess?

      I couldn’t let them know I was in the least scared. I had the funds to pay someone off if necessary, but I certainly didn’t relish the idea of caving to threats. If I was going to get answers, I needed to be strong. I needed to show them they couldn’t get the best of me this easily.

      Quickly, before I could change my mind about it, I hit reply.

      

      Who are you? I don’t know any ‘LM.’ What do you think I owe you? If you’re not going to give me any real answers, I can’t help you.

      

      I had to maintain a firm grip on the reins. I had to make sure whoever this was knew I was in charge here. They might think I owed them something, but I would decide whether they’d get what they thought they deserved.

      That line of thought settled my nerves considerably, and after a few minutes I was almost relaxed as I continued through my emails. But the ping of a new email arriving in my inbox sent me straight back on high alert. I looked down.

      

      I’ve been working with your father for years. I highly doubt he didn’t tell you anything about me.

      But if for some reason you’re telling the truth and you were denied this crucial information, it’s high time you were brought into the loop.

      When can we meet?

      LM

      

      My mind raked through every conversation I’d ever had with my father. Had he said anything that would explain this? Had he ever mentioned working with someone who sent threatening emails and claimed to be owed something? Surely not. I would have remembered something like that.

      For a moment, I considered writing back to LM and saying that we couldn’t meet. What brand of crazy would I have to be to voluntarily meet with someone who was threatening me?

      You have six days…

      But I couldn’t wait around to see what might happen in six days. I had to take the bull by the horns and arrange the meeting.

      

      I can meet you tonight. Do you know the bar at the corner of Main and Grove?

      

      The response was almost immediate.

      

      Be there at nine o’clock sharp. If you’re late, I won’t wait for you.

      

      I knew I should be afraid—I was afraid—but I also felt a sense of relief. I’d have my chance to confront this asshole face to face and get some real answers.
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        * * *

      

      I arrived early at the bar, not wanting to take any chances on giving my rival an excuse to walk out. I took a seat in the back corner of the bar, ordered a beer, and sat quietly, waiting, eyeing everyone who walked through the door.

      Would the person I was meeting know me by sight? I wasn’t sure. It would be creepy if they did. It would mean they had seen me before. Which led me to another concern—what would I do if this was someone I knew personally? Someone I’d thought of as a friend? How would I respond to that? It would certainly explain why they knew so much about me…

      “What are you drinking?”

      I looked up. The man standing across from me was tall, bearded, and burly. I was no slouch, but I knew instantly that he could take me in a fight. “Whatever was on tap,” I managed. “I didn’t ask.”

      He nodded and signaled the waitress. “Stella. Extra foam.” She nodded and went behind the bar. He sat down across from me. “So. Mr. Clark. We meet at last.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Let’s call that my business for now.” He leaned across the table. “We’re here to talk about your business.”

      “What about it?”

      “Your father left behind a lot of debts when he died.”

      “What are you talking about? My father never borrowed money for anything. He hated being in debt. He bought his cars and his home outright.”

      “Not that kind of debt,” the man said quietly. “Don’t you know how your father made his money?”

      “Investments.”

      “Embezzlement.”

      “What?” Astonished, I shook my head, denying the validity of that statement.

      The man across from me shook his head. “You really don’t know, do you?” He sighed and sat back in the chair, eyeing me. “He jacked millions of dollars from the company pot. It made him rich. But he had to disguise the money somehow. Clean it up.” He smiled smarmily. “Launder it. And that’s where we came in. We hid the assets in the proceeds from our deli.” He paused, and I was speechless, so he continued. “But that’s not a free service we offer. Your father was supposed to make it worth our while, but he never did. He died before he could settle his end of the bargain.”

      “And now you want me to settle it.” My mind was racing. If this man was to be believed, my father had made a bunch of his money illegally. He’d worked through this man, this ‘LM,’ to cover his tracks. And he’d promised him something in return—but what? It didn’t matter. “I’m won’t be any part of this,” I said firmly. “What you’re talking about is clearly illegal.”

      “Your father—”

      “I don’t care what my father said or did.” This wasn’t true at all. I was in a state of mental and emotional turmoil. Could my father really have cheated his own business like this? But I had to control myself. I couldn’t allow this man to see me flinch.

      “You will care,” LM stated, leaning over the table toward me. “You will care if you want your little girl to stay safe and sound.”

      I felt like my brain was going to ignite. I fisted my hands at my sides. “Don’t you dare threaten my daughter.”

      “Not to mention your pretty little girlfriend,” LM added as if I hadn’t spoken.

      That threw me for a loop. “My what?”

      He smiled caustically, reached into the inside breast pocket of his jacket, and drew out an envelope. He tossed it carelessly onto the table in front of me. I wanted to ignore it—I hated to give him the satisfaction—but curiosity got the best of me and I reached out and picked it up.

      There was a single photograph inside. My car parked in front of Jenna’s apartment with just a flash of her purple bridesmaid dress as she climbed into the front passenger seat. But it was enough. They had seen her. They knew where she lived.

      Fuck.

      “You’ll do what we say,” LM commented, “or your loved ones will pay for it.” He got to his feet and strode out the door, leaving his unfinished beer and the picture behind.

      I grabbed my phone, needing to talk to someone about the events that had unfolded. But who? I pulled up Eric’s name in my contacts. He wasn’t the most reliable person in the world, but he was my best friend. I would feel better after talking to him. I hit call.

      You’ve reached Eric’s voice mail. Do the thing at the beep.

      Great. No answer. Nothing to do but sit here, drink my cheap beer, and get lost in my thoughts.
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Jenna

        

      

    

    
      I felt like I was going to drop everything I was carrying as I climbed the steps to Noah’s front door. I hadn’t seen him since the night we’d spent together, and the idea of confronting him now was terrifying. But I had to do it. This wasn’t about my personal feelings; it was about my job. Noah wasn’t some man I’d slept with; he was just a client who’d contracted me to redesign his daughter’s bedroom.

      And I had to complete my work.

      Shifting the heavy brass lamp I held from one hand to the other, I gathered my courage and spoke with the doorman, who called up and let me in. I rode the elevator up, wishing I could use the stairs, and knocked on the door when the elevator set me free.

      From inside the house I heard a pounding of feet on hardwood. Tess flung open the door. The Clarks had a flashing light in the house that functioned as a doorbell, so Tess would always know when it was going off. Just like any other kid, she seemed to take great pleasure in running to open the door.

      She lit up when she saw it was me, and her hands began flying a mile a minute. “Hang on,” I said, holding up my free hand. I set the bags I was carrying and the brass lamp on the floor and ran my right fingertips slowly along the back of my left arm, the sign for slow down that Noah had taught me.

      Sorry, she said. She thought a minute and then signed, happy.

      Same. I would need to work on my sign language if I wanted to be able to talk to her more than just a few words here and there. Although, what was I thinking? We weren’t going to be spending time together. This was the last of the stuff for her room. I would be done after today.

      Unless …

      “Hey, you’re here.”

      Noah strode into the room, and I practically drooled. But his smile was strange, sort of distant, and I immediately felt uncomfortable. How was I supposed to talk to him after what had happened between us? How were we supposed to be normal for Tess?

      He picked up the vibe immediately, and the smile fell from his face. For the first time, the tension in the room between the two of us wasn’t of a sexual nature. I just wanted to get done and get out of there.

      Oh no you don’t, Sara’s voice said in my head. You’re supposed to ask him out, remember? Get on the horse and do it already.

      I waved a hand at the bags on the floor. “I brought the rest of the things for Tess’s room.”

      Noah signed to her as I spoke, translating, and she jumped in the air happily and signed back. “She wants to know if she can see.”

      “Let’s go to her room,” I said. “Then we’ll take everything out and put it where it goes.” I picked up the heavy lamp.

      “Let me take that.” Noah lifted it out of my arms. For a moment, our arms were in contact. He froze for the space of a breath, his arm pressed against mine, and all the sexual energy charged to the forefront. It was still there, all right.

      Ask him out! Do it now!

      But the moment passed. I followed him up the stairs, my hands empty since Tess had taken my bag and Noah had the lamp. When I reached the bedroom, Tess was already spreading her new things out on her bed. She jumped to her feet, faced me, and made a sign I didn’t recognize. I turned to Noah, a question in my expression.

      “Beautiful,” he translated quietly.

      I swallowed hard and turned my attention to Tess. One by one, we picked up new items from her bed and placed them around the room. A framed piece of art hung on the wall. A furry pillow went in her papasan chair. Glass bookends lined her shelves, holding her books in place.

      When everything had found its new home, Tess stood in the center of her room and looked around carefully. Finally, she turned to face me, a brilliant smile on her face. Beautiful, she signed again. Thank you.

      “How do I say you’re welcome?” I asked Noah.

      He traced a curve with his hand, like a letter C facing his own torso. I mimicked the gesture, and Tess grinned.

      “Well,” he announced, looking around the finished room. “I guess that’s it, then, right?”

      “I guess so,” I agreed. Crap. I needed to get my nerve together and ask him out, or else I would lose my chance.

      Noah turned to Tess. “Tell Jenna goodbye,” he said, signing as he spoke.

      Tess’s lower lip quivered. She signed something back, looking at him with a plaintive expression that needed no translation. She doesn’t want to say goodbye, I realized, feeling a rush of warmth toward the little girl.

      “Yes, you do have to,” Noah said firmly. “Jenna’s leaving now, and if you don’t say goodbye to her, you won’t get another chance. You don’t want that, do you?”

      Tess shook her head sadly, turned to me, and gave me a hug. I hugged her back. Then I summoned my courage and looked up at Noah. “Maybe it doesn’t have to be goodbye forever,” I murmured.

      He frowned. “What do you mean?” he asked. “The room is finished, isn’t it? And I haven’t made any decisions on the rest of the house yet.”

      “Well, I just…” God, I was nervous.

      “Because it looks really good,” he said quickly. “I really don’t think anything else needs to be done.”

      Was it my imagination, or was he trying to get me out of there?

      I took a deep breath. “Would you like to meet me for dinner tomorrow night? Now that we’re done with the room, you’re not my client anymore.”

      He bit his lip and looked away.

      My heart sank. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized how much I’d been counting on a quick and eager yes. After all, he’d been the one to initiate the wonderful experience at the hotel. He’d held me close and danced with me. He’d invited me into his room. He’d given me the best sex of my life. Surely that had meant something...hadn’t it?

      Apparently not.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Noah said, not meeting my eye.

      I wanted to sink into the floor and die. What had I been thinking? Okay, so Noah had basically seduced a willing me while we were at the wedding—but he’d been carried away by the atmosphere. Of course he had. Even Sara had said that people hooked up all the time at weddings. How could I have thought something real was there? I must have been out of my mind. It was a one-night stand, for God’s sake, and there I was asking the man out in front of his daughter.

      Fortunately, Tess didn’t seem to realize what had transpired. She was looking from one of us to the other, clearly awaiting an explanation for why we were suddenly so awkward.

      “You’re right,” I said. “I should get going.”

      “Jenna, wait a minute—”

      “You can just pay me by PayPal. My email address is on my business card.” Ordinarily I’d insist on a check from a first-time client, or at least wait in their house until they’d transmitted the payment, but I just wanted to get out of there. I instinctively knew that Noah wouldn’t stiff me.

      “Hang on,” he said. “It isn’t like that.”

      But I couldn’t stand there and listen to him trying to let me down easy. I was humiliated. “It was really good to meet you both,” I announced and hurried out the front door to the elevator.

      Sitting on the subway, my head began to clear. My humiliation faded somewhat. I hadn’t been crazy to ask Noah out, really. It had been a fair question given what had happened between us and given that our reasons for keeping emotion out of our relationship no longer existed. On my end they didn’t. I’d been staying away from him because he was a client. I’d assumed that was why he’d wanted a professional relationship as well. But could he have had another reason?

      Maybe it was about Tess. Maybe he was hesitant about bringing a woman into her life.

      That would make sense, I realized belatedly. He did seem like a really good, involved father. Tess was at a difficult age, and I knew she was having trouble. He probably wanted to keep all his attention on her and her needs. She shouldn’t have to worry about her father dating right now. I’d been thoughtless.

      Besides, did I really want to start seeing Noah? Now that I thought about it, Sara had pushed me to ask the guy out in the first place. I’d had reservations. I didn’t want to get into a relationship right now. I’d been hurt before by rushing into things, and I wouldn’t make that mistake again, which was why I’d left the hotel room early in the morning, before he’d woken up.

      Would I have wanted to go on a date with someone who had ditched me after a night of sex? I didn’t think so. Really, it was for the best that it wasn’t going to happen. By the time the subway reached my stop and I got off, I had myself fully convinced.

      When I reached my own front door, my nerves had settled. I pulled out my key and had it in the lock before I noticed the folded piece of paper taped to my door. Was it from the landlord? I pulled it down and opened it.

      Written inside in block letters were two words: FOUND YOU.

      What the hell?

      Who would leave something like this here? What could they possibly want? I went downstairs to the lobby of my building and approached the woman who sat at the desk there.

      “Excuse me,” I said. She put down the book she was reading, irritation written on her face. “I found a note on my door,” I plowed on regardless. “Did you see someone go upstairs? Someone who doesn’t live in the building?”

      She eyed me. “Jenna Robertson, right?”

      “Yeah, that’s right.”

      “A guy was here looking for you.”

      “A guy? What guy?”

      “He said he was the son of one of your clients.” She shrugged like it wasn’t very important. “He was upstairs for a few minutes, and then he came back down.”

      “What did he look like?”

      “I don’t know,” she grouched. “He was a guy. Regular height. Brown hair.” She picked her book up rather pointedly and buried her nose in it once again.

      Feeling numb, I went back upstairs. Josh. That spoiled little prick had been at my apartment.

      And what had he meant by he found me? My address was listed. It wouldn’t take a rocket scientist to look me up. But what had he wanted? If it was to apologize, why not just call? Or better yet, just leave me the hell alone? No, I had the feeling the note was meant to frighten me, which creeped me out. I didn’t want to be alone.

      I didn’t even want to go into my apartment by myself. I leaned against the hallway wall, pulled out my phone, found Sara’s number, and hit call.

      “Hello?”

      “Sara?” I felt like I was about to cry.

      She heard the emotion in my voice. “Jenna? What’s wrong?”

      “Can you come over?”

      She didn’t wait for an explanation. I’d known she wouldn’t need one. “I’m on my way,” she said, and hung up.
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      When Tess asked to spend the night at a friend’s house that Friday evening, I readily agreed. It would be good for both of us. Good for her to go out and have a good time, to get some of the troubles that had been plaguing her off her mind, and an opportunity for me to unwind a bit too.

      I decided to call Eric. We hadn’t spoken since I’d basically hung up on him when I opened the door and found Jenna, and I still needed a sounding board for everything I’d learned about my father and his financial dalliances. Everything I’d been told. I still wasn’t at all sure I believed any of it.

      Eric answered the phone on the third ring. “What’s up?”

      “How come you haven’t been answering my calls?”

      “How come I haven’t what now?”

      “I’ve called you several times,” I explained. “Didn’t you see the missed calls?”

      “I dunno. I guess I didn’t check my phone. You okay?”

      “I…” Was I okay? That felt like a question with a complicated answer. “Are you free tonight?”

      “Reckon so. What’d you have in mind?”

      “Well, to tell you the truth, I’d like to go out.”

      Eric laughed, a hearty, booming ha! “You never want to go out.”

      “That’s because I always run into clients and investors when I do, and they always want financial advice. Maybe if we go somewhere, I don’t know, outside Manhattan? Do you know anywhere?” If anyone did, it would be Eric. He’s probably been to every bar in the five boroughs.

      “There’s a classy little joint in Brooklyn,” he said. “I just uncovered it last week, actually. It’s too new to be trendy yet, and none of your big shot clients will be on that side of the bridge on a Friday night.”

      He was right about that. “What’s the address?” I asked. “I’ll meet you there.

      Eric rattled off an address, and I scrawled it on a piece of paper and ripped it off the pad. Checking my pockets for my keys and wallet, I headed out to catch a cab.

      Riding through the city at night was usually relaxing, but tonight I couldn’t seem to let go of my anxiety. Had my father really been the kind of person LM had suggested he was? Had I known the man at all?

      Maybe he was trying to protect me from whatever nefarious illegal crap he was involved in. But would my own father really have put my name on the company if he’d known it would lead to people threatening me? He’d known I had a daughter to protect.

      No matter how I turned it in my mind, I couldn’t get it to make sense.

      The cab pulled to a stop in front of a black building with a red door and a neon sign. It looked sort of seedy, but that meant nothing. Eric had a habit of finding bars no one else wanted to go to. He favored places that looked like dives on the outside but were surprisingly nice when you opened the door.

      And the bar was exactly that. The bar and tables were dark mahogany and the floor was a clean, well-kept hardwood. Pop music played at a moderate volume on the sound system. A few people were clustered in the back of the room around a pool table under a dim green light.

      Eric sat at the bar, but when he saw me, he got to his feet, collected his drink, and followed me to one of the tables. “Hey, man,” he said. “What’s up?”

      I shook my head. “This calls for a drink.”

      Eric flagged the bartender. “You’ve got to try their microbrew,” he said. “It’s the best in Brooklyn.”

      “This place is a microbrewery?”

      “Yeah, all the stuff is in the back. They do tours during the day. A month from now it’s going to be overrun with tourists and we’ll have to find somewhere else to go.” The bartender appeared and set down a glass in front of me. “So what’s up? You sounded kind of worked up on the phone.”

      “Eric, why have you been MIA for the past week?” I asked, putting my concerns aside for the moment.

      “I’ve been around.”

      “No you haven’t. And when you don’t return phone calls, it usually means you’re on a bender.” I waited until he looked in my eyes. “Are you okay?”

      He laughed. “I’m fine. God, you really haven’t changed since college, have you?”

      “Neither have you,” I told him pointedly.

      “Relax,” he said. “I haven’t been doing anything I can’t handle.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you worry too much. Try the beer.”

      I took a sip and had to admit it was good and just the release I needed. Warmth flooded my system, and suddenly the idea of LM and my father doing business didn’t seem so upsetting. “I was contacted by someone,” I told Eric.

      “Oh yeah? By who?”

      I was about to lay out the whole tale, to tell him about LM and his threats and his accusations about my father—but I was distracted by the tinkling of the bell over the door as someone came in. Reflexively, I turned to see the newcomer.

      I almost fell off my chair.

      Jenna was standing in the doorway.

      My mind jumped to the illogical. Had she come here looking for me? Was she going to try again to ask me on a date? If she did, I reminded myself, I would have to tell her no. That had been hard enough the first time, and I definitely wasn’t excited about the prospect of doing it again. But it had to be done. It wasn’t safe for her to date me right now while I was being stalked by a creep with a camera.

      But she looked just as shocked to see me as I was to see her. She hadn’t been looking for me at all. What were the odds of both of us ending up in the same bar in Brooklyn? I didn’t even live in Brooklyn.

      A girl with short spiky blond hair appeared behind Jenna. “What’s the holdup?” she asked, bumping her forward.

      Jenna turned and whispered to her. The girl looked over Jenna’s shoulder, directly at me, and a smile broke across her face. She took Jenna by the hand and dragged her toward our table.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      “What?” Eric was completely clueless as he turned.

      Jenna and her friend had reached our table. Her friend was nudging her insistently in the back. Jenna smiled sheepishly at me. “Hey, Noah.”

      “Hey. Good to see you again.”

      “You too. How’s Tess?”

      “She’s good. Loving her new room.” I turned to Eric. “This is Jenna Robertson. She redecorated Tess’s bedroom for us.”

      “Hi, I’m Eric.”

      “Jenna,” she said. “And this is my friend Sara.”

      “Hey.” Sara waved at both of us.

      Eric grinned. “Want to go see if we can get in on a game of pool, Sara?”

      I tried to signal him with my eyes—don’t you fucking dare—but it was too late. Sara was already accepting his invitation. Eric held out his arm to her and she took it, and the two of them headed off to the pool table, both looking back over their shoulders at us as if they both knew we didn’t want to be alone together. Even though I did want to be alone with her.

      Jenna laughed ruefully and dropped into the seat vacated by Eric. “Well then.”

      “I can’t believe those two,” I said.

      “That’s pretty standard for Sara,” Jenna admitted. “She’s always trying to fix me up. She was the one who wanted me to ask you to Jessica’s wedding in the first place.”

      “You didn’t want to ask me?” I frowned.

      “No, I did,” Jenna hurried to clarify. “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just that Sara gave me the push. She does that a lot.”

      “I guess that’s what best friends are for,” I mused.

      She laughed. “I don’t know about that. She was supposed to take me out and distract me tonight.”

      “Distract you? From what?” Had I made that much of an impression?

      “Just some stuff I’ve got going on,” she said vaguely.

      I waited, but she didn’t seem to want to discuss it further. Fair enough. “Should I get us drinks?”

      “What are you drinking?” she asked.

      “Microbrew. Eric says it’s amazing, but I’ve never much liked beer. To tell you the truth, I could go for a scotch.”

      “I’ll take one of those,” Jenna said.

      “You drink scotch?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “I drink it on occasion.”

      “And this is the right occasion?”

      “Let’s find out.”

      I went to the bar and ordered two glasses of top shelf scotch. Hopefully Jenna would be impressed. Then I checked myself. Why was I trying to impress her? Hadn’t I already decided we couldn’t date? Should I even be sitting next to her in the bar?

      I shook it off and carried the scotch back to the table. No one was there to see us. We’d be fine. And we were only there together by coincidence anyway. It wasn’t like we’d planned it. When I’d picked her up for the wedding there had been conversations, an email trail—plenty of ways for LM to hack my life and figure out what I was doing. There was no way he could have tracked me here unless he had me under constant surveillance, which didn’t seem likely.

      We drank our first round of scotch in near silence, but when Jenna came back with the second round, I felt loose and open. “I want you to know,” I said, sipping my new drink, “under ordinary circumstances, I definitely would have wanted to go out with you.”

      She blushed, and I worried for a moment that she might get up and walk away. But she seemed to steel herself. “These circumstances aren’t ordinary?”

      What to say? I couldn’t tell her about LM. “I just have a lot going on right now.”

      “It’s all right,” she said. “To tell you the truth, I was a little hesitant to ask in the first place. Not because of you or anything, but because I’m not sure I’m ready to get into a relationship right now.”

      “Did you just get out of one or something?”

      “Not that recently. About a year ago. But he was a dick. He was really controlling and pushy, always trying to dictate what we did and when we did it. And then he cheated on me.”

      “What a bastard.”

      She laughed ruefully. “Sara says she never expected any better of him. But it’s always easier to see that kind of thing when you’re on the outside looking in, I guess.”

      “Yeah, that sounds right,” I said. “To tell you the truth, I wouldn’t know. I haven’t been with anyone since Tess’s mother.”

      She hesitated. “What happened to her, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “She had cancer.” The words were still hard to say.

      “I’m so sorry,” Jenna said quietly.

      “Thank you.” I took a long drink, composing myself.

      “Do you have any other family?” she asked. “I mean, I know your dad has passed since you inherited the company, but what about your mom? Or any siblings?”

      I shook my head. “I’m an only child and my mom died when I was young. I was raised primarily by nannies while my father worked to build his empire.”

      Or to steal from it, I thought.

      “That’s too bad. I mean, Jessica and I spent a lot of time with our nanny as well growing up. My dad was always hard at work growing the business and my mother was out keeping up appearances. My dad likes to say she acted rich way before she was.”

      “What about your dad? Are you close?”

      She shrugged. “I’m closer to him than I am to my mom, but that’s not saying much. Plus, he still works a ton.”

      “Your mom has never really supported you?”

      Jenna shook her head. “My mom just wants to control my life. Like I told you at the wedding, she thinks design is a stupid thing to try to make a career out of.”

      “She’s wrong. You’re amazing at it. You really do need to make her look at your portfolio. I’m sure that would win her over, if your other projects have been anything like Tess’s room.”

      “Tess’s room was one of my best,” Jenna admitted. “I felt inspired working on it. I don’t know exactly what it was. I just had a pretty clear vision, right from the start.” She blushed prettily.

      “Well, Tess loves it,” I told her. “To be honest, I was shocked when she said she wanted to stay over at a friend’s house tonight. I thought the second coming of Christ would happen before I got her out of that room. She’s been spending all her time in there.”

      “I’m glad she’s happy,” Jenna said, smiling.

      “Should we have another?” I lifted my empty glass.

      She laughed. “Maybe we should slow down a little. How about bring back some bar nuts this time?”

      “Can do.” I went to the bar, traded our glasses for fresh drinks, and grabbed a bowl of nuts for our table. When I got back, Jenna was watching Sara and Eric bickering over their game of pool. Sara leaned over the table, grabbed the cue ball, and waved it in Eric’s face as though trying to emphasize a point. Eric looked scandalized.

      “They seem to be getting along,” I said.

      “Well, Sara gets along with everyone she meets.” Jenna smiled. “She’s one of the friendliest, most outgoing people I’ve ever met.”

      “Eric’s the same way,” I agreed. “He’s always up for a good time.” Sometimes a little too much of a good time, in truth, although I decided not to tell Jenna that. Confiding in her about myself was one thing, but it would feel wrong to tell someone so new in my life about my worries that my best friend had a substance problem.

      “Sometimes I wish it was as easy for me to make a good impression on new people,” Jenna sighed.

      I had to laugh at that. “Come on. You aren’t trying to tell me you have a hard time making a good impression.”

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Well, you and I hit it off pretty quickly.”

      “That wasn’t normal for me, though.”

      “I don’t believe it. You made a great first impression on Tess, too. She loves you.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah. She kept signing compliments all night,” I revealed with a smile.

      She straightened and said, “Teach me some more sign language.”

      “Okay.” I thought for a minute, then held my palms out in front of me, pushing them out in her direction at shoulder height, then retracting my arms and repeating the motion about ten inches lower.

      She copied the sign. “What does this mean?”

      “It means awesome, and it’s the kind of impression you made on me and my daughter.” I signed something longer. “There you go. Awesome first impression.”

      She laughed. “You lost me with that one, I’m afraid.”

      “Like this.” I took her hands in mine and showed her how to shape the signs. Her fingers didn’t know where to go, and it was awkward and messy. Eventually I gave it up, dropping my arms to the tabletop, still chuckling, still holding her hands in mine.

      She looked up at me. “You’re really easy to get along with,” she said, the levity gone from her voice. “That’s what it is. It isn’t me.”

      I shook my head. “I’m impossible to get along with,” I said with a laugh. “I haven’t opened up to anyone like this since...well, since my wife died.”

      “I’m glad you did,” she murmured. “I’m glad you feel like you can talk to me.”

      “I honestly can’t imagine why anybody wouldn’t.” I squeezed her hands, and she squeezed back. I felt a current rush through my body downward toward my groin. Maybe Jenna felt the same thing, because her breathing accelerated. The rise and fall of her chest was incredibly distracting. “Listen,” I said, “is it too late to change my mind about that date?”

      She closed her eyes and shook her head. When she opened them, her gaze was sweet. “I don’t think I have it in me to say no to you, Noah Clark.”

      I nodded. “Do you want to come back to my place?”

      “You said Tess’s out for the evening?”

      “She’s at a friend’s.”

      “Then yes.”

      “Do you want to tell Sara and Eric we’re leaving?”

      “They’ll figure it out,” she said. Keeping one hand firmly in mine, she grabbed her purse and towed me out the door and into the cool night air.
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      I had always enjoyed the view riding from Brooklyn into Manhattan—crossing the bridge, watching the city skyline grow bigger until it seemed to swallow me up—but this time I didn’t see a minute of it. I was completely distracted by Noah.

      He held my hand as we got into the cab. I thought it would drive me crazy to sit there holding his hand, but almost immediately he began to stroke my arm and leaned over to catch my lips in a kiss. The cab driver cleared his throat, but I didn’t care. I was too caught up in sensation, in the thrill of what was happening.

      Part of me was still protesting. Hadn’t I just spent the day convincing myself it was for the best that nothing had happened between Noah and me? Hadn’t I decided I was relieved that he’d turned me down when I’d asked him out? How could I have allowed myself to get sucked back in so quickly?

      You should stop this, I told myself firmly. You should tell him you’ve made a mistake, get out of this cab, and go back to Brooklyn.

      But his touch was heady and confusing. I didn’t pull away. I leaned in instead. There’s no harm in riding with him to his house, I thought. If you don’t want to go any further when you get there, you can always get this driver to take you to your place.

      Noah’s hand found my breast and squeezed. He was so firm, yet so gentle, his touch almost reverent. I wanted to lie back on the seat of the cab and pull him on top of me, but I managed to restrain myself. I ran my fingers down his chest instead, catching my thumb briefly and teasingly on his waistband before lowering my hand to grip his cock.

      God, he was hard. He let out a low groan in my ear as I gripped him, and I knew the two of us were flirting with disaster. We were on the edge of a precipice. If we kept this up, there would be no going back.

      I had to put a stop to it soon if I wanted to.

      But did I want to?

      I was less and less sure.  I’d convinced myself it was a good idea for the two of us to keep our distance. But after talking to him tonight at the bar, it seemed clear to me that whatever was between us was about more than just sex. And I thought he felt the same way. After all, hadn’t he said how easy he found it to confide in me?

      Maybe we owed it to each other—to ourselves—to give this a chance.

      Noah slid a hand up under my shirt and pushed aside my bra, and my head fell back in pleasure as his thumb circled my nipple. How was I supposed to think clearly with that going on? How was I supposed to be capable of any kind of rational decision making?

      I wanted him. That much, I couldn’t deny.

      Oh, hell. Why was I trying to fight it at all? If there was one thing I knew for sure, it was that Noah was amazing in bed. And if bed was where he wanted to take me, then bed was where I would go.

      We tumbled out of the cab in front of his building and made it as far as the elevator before stopping to kiss again. Noah lifted me in his arms when the doors opened, and I wrapped my legs around his waist, clinging, pulling him close. The new angle allowed us to deepen our kiss, and for a moment I quite literally forgot where I was. The only thing in the world that mattered was Noah—his lips on mine, his strong hands on my back, the taste of him, the heat as he pressed against me.

      He pulled back. “I need to get you inside,” he said hoarsely. “I’m losing my mind here.”

      My own mind had fled long ago. All I could do was nod.

      Noah carried me inside and to the bedroom. I was astounded by his strength—it heightened my arousal, and by the time we reached his bed, I was rocking my hips against him, desperate to generate friction.

      He set me down and held up a hand. “Stand still.”

      “Why?” I wanted to rip off his clothes. I wanted to push him down on the bed and jump on top of him. I wanted to claim his body.

      “Because I said so,” he said, giving me a feral grin. A shiver ran through me. He stepped back and looked me up and down carefully, as though I was a work of art he was considering purchasing. “Take off your shirt.”

      My temperature rose. I gripped my shirt by the lower hem and lifted it slowly over my head, dropping it to the floor.

      Noah smiled and nodded. “Good,” he said. “Now your pants.”

      “Noah…”

      “Take them off.” When I hesitated, he ordered, “Go on.”

      I unfastened my pants, carefully stepped out of them, and kicked them away. Now I stood before him in bra and panties, shivering a little as the cold air kissed my bare, overheated skin.

      He stepped forward and slipped a hand between my legs, pushing my panties out of the way for better access. I groaned and leaned forward, resting my forehead on his shoulder, hitching my hips against his hand. “Fuck, Noah,” I moaned. “You’re so fucking good at that.”

      He reached around and unhooked my bra with one hand. I shimmied it loose, allowing my tits to fall free before pressing up against him again. I felt like an animal, stupid with lust and desperate for every touch.

      “Now take off my shirt,” Noah commanded. I nodded and started to back away from him, but he grabbed my hip with his free hand and pulled me in closer. With the other hand, he slid one finger inside me, pressing his palm against me. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “I…you said…”

      He fucked me slowly with his finger, stopping every few strokes to grind his palm against my mound. I thought I was going to pass out with the intensity of it.

      “I said take my shirt off,” he repeated. “I didn’t say we were done here.”

      With a sob of ecstasy, I began to fumble with the buttons, n almost impossible task. His hand worked me at a slow and steady pace, and no matter how hard I tried to get more pressure, more friction, Noah controlled the tempo.

      “You don’t get to come until you get this shirt off me,” he warned. “Go ahead.”

      For an agonizing minute, I didn’t think I would be able to do it. A task that would have been easy any other day of the week had become borderline impossible. Finally, I managed to undo the last of the buttons and eased the shirt down over his shoulders.

      “Now do I get to come?” I whispered, nearly whimpered.

      In answer, he dropped to his knees, wrapped his arms around my ass, drew me to his mouth, and shoved one leg up on my shoulder. As soon as his tongue touched me, I came. I screamed with pleasure, bucking against his face, my fingers digging desperately into his shoulders. I thought it might have been the best orgasm of my life. When it was over, my knees lost all power and I collapsed.

      Noah caught me. He lifted me in his arms, clutching me against his chest, wrapping my legs around him, and he slipped inside me. I slumped in his arms weakly, enjoying the sensation of being full and cared for. He lifted me up and down slowly, doing all the work, until I felt my body begin to tense again.

      “Noah,” I whispered hoarsely. “I’m going to cum, again.”

      He nodded against my cheek, and his voice was strained. “Me too.”

      He gripped me tightly against him and I held on to him with my thighs, and we came together, the sound of our names intermingling as we cried out.
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      I didn’t remember falling asleep. We lay tangled up in each other, breathing in harmony. My focus narrowed. For a while, my thoughts seemed to come in a rush—my feelings for Jenna were growing stronger, we kept finding our way back to each other, and what did that mean? Was it possible there was something here, something between us, that could grow into a real relationship?

      Would it be possible for me to let go of her now that I’d had another taste?

      Eventually, though, all I was thinking about was the soft sigh of her breath, the way her hair fanned out over my arm, the softness of her skin pressed against mine. And, I suppose, it was sometime around then that I slipped into sleep.

      The next thing I was aware of was the chirpy melody of a cell phone ringtone.

      I was often slow to wake, even when something like a ringing phone was calling me. But today I was jerked from sleep by the fact that Jenna sat bolt upright beside me as if she’d received a shock.

      “Jenna?” I mumbled. “What’s goin’ on?”

      She didn’t answer me. She scrambled out of bed, tripping a little in her haste, and dropped to her knees beside her purse on the floor. She fumbled it open, reached inside, and pulled out her phone. “Hello?”

      I sat up and ran my fingers through my hair, trying to make myself presentable. I looked at Jenna kneeling on the floor, naked and beautiful, and my cock was instantly hard again.

      The idea fled from my mind, however, the moment Jenna put down the phone and turned around. Her eyes were wide and her face was pale and frightened. “I have to go home,” she said, shoving her phone back into her purse. Her hands were shaking so badly she knocked the bag over, spilling its contents on the floor. “Shit!”

      “Whoa, hang on.” I slid out of bed and dropped to my knees beside her, helping her gather her things. “What’s going on? What’s wrong?”

      “That was my landlord,” she mumbled. “Somebody broke into my apartment.”

      “What?” I paused in my shock.

      “I need to go. I’m really sorry, I can’t—”

      “No, hang on, slow down,” I soothed. “Just wait a minute. Where are you going? To your apartment? That doesn’t sound safe.”

      “Whoever did it is gone,” Jenna said. “He—he says they trashed the place.”

      “Did they take anything?” I held her shoulders, trying to steady her.

      “I don’t know,” she said, her voice cracking. “I have to go over there and see.”

      “Well, you can’t go by yourself.”

      “I’m fine, I can handle it—”

      “No, I’ll go with you,” I stated firmly. “You shouldn’t be alone. You should have a friend with you right now.” What she really needed, I thought but did not say, was a bodyguard. Someone who could watch her back in case whoever the hell decided to make an appearance again. I’d be damned if I’d let anyone lay hands on Jenna.

      She nodded, clearly too badly shaken to argue further. “Okay,” she said quietly.

      We dressed quickly, hurried to the garage, and got into my car. During the drive, I took her hand in mine, squeezing gently, doing my best to offer reassurance.

      “It’s got to be Josh,” she murmured under her breath, her knees jittering up and down and betraying her anxiety.

      “Josh?” I asked. “Who’s Josh?”

      “He’s a client...well, technically his father hired me.” She groaned and pressed her free hand to her forehead. “I didn’t think he’d actually do anything like this. I just thought he wanted to scare me with the note.”

      “Wait, he left you a note? When?”

      “Yesterday.”

      “Yesterday?”

      “Yeah, it just said found you. I asked the receptionist who’d been upstairs, and she told me it was the son of one of my clients. He’d been looking for me, apparently.”

      “And he just left information about who he was? Is he an idiot?”

      She exhaled shakily. “Kind of, yeah. And he’s an asshole. He tried to attack me after I finished designing his stupid man cave.”

      “What?” I loosened my hold on her hand. That behavior went against everything in me. I wanted to pull her closer. I wanted to wrap myself around her and shield her and never let anybody fucking touch her. And I wanted her to feel safe. If she wanted me close, her body language would let me know. And she leaned in. I tightened my hold on her hand.

      “He tried to block me from leaving his apartment and told me he wouldn’t let me go until I gave him what he wanted.”

      “How did you get out?”

      “Threatened him. Told him I’d kick him in the balls.” She took a long, shuddery breath that resembled a chuckle. “I don’t know if I could have done it.”

      “That was brave,” I told her. “Did you call the police? Report him?”

      “No,” she said. “I called his father, actually.”

      You should have called the cops. It was on the tip of my tongue, but I bit it back. I was threatened recently, I suddenly remembered, and I hadn’t involved the police. And it turned out to be a good thing I didn’t, given the way my father apparently made his money. Jenna probably should have involved the authorities, but I did understand the instinct not to do so.

      She let out a soft sob and I pulled her closer. “It’ll be all right.”

      “I never should have called his father,” she mumbled against my shoulder. “I should have left it alone.”

      “No Jenna, this isn’t your fault. Nothing you did warranted him doing what he did.”

      “He was in my apartment,” she said, sounding sick.

      “It’s fucked up,” I agreed. “But you did the right thing to tell somebody what happened. He should be held accountable. He shouldn’t feel as though he can threaten women and get away with it.”

      She didn’t look reassured. I couldn’t really blame her. It was nice to think that her actions had helped corral a sexual predator, of course, but there was also the very real fact that her apartment had been broken into, and that couldn’t be ignored or brushed aside.

      If I could get my hands on that guy, I’d make him wish he’d never even heard of Jenna Robertson.

      My sudden rage alarmed me. I wasn’t used to feeling out of control, but I knew that if I came upon this Josh character in the street, I’d kick his teeth down his throat. How dare he think he could scare Jenna like this, just because he hadn’t gotten what he’d wanted from her? He ought to be locked up.

      I pulled my car to a halt in front of Jenna’s building and we got out. She leaned into me, and I summoned my strength, knowing she needed me to be a rock for her right now. “Come on,” I said, forcing my voice to remain even. “Let’s go see what’s up.”

      A man in a grey suit met us in the lobby. He looked harried and upset. “Ms. Robertson,” he said. “Thank you for coming so quickly.” He looked up at me. “Hi, I’m Charlie Wells. I’m the property manager.”

      “Noah Clark,” I said.

      He waited for a moment, as if expecting me to clarify my role, to say that I was Jenna’s friend or boyfriend or something else. I remained silent, and Wells seemed to give up. “Come on,” he said. “I’ll take you up.”

      “Have the police been contacted?” I asked.

      “Of course,” Wells answered. “They’re already here, in the lobby interviewing the desk receptionist right now, so you’ll have some time alone in the apartment.” He hesitated. “I’ll be in my office if you need anything. All right?”

      “Thank you,” Jenna said.

      The door stood slightly ajar when we reached her apartment. “This was how we found it this morning,” Wells said, gesturing. “Nobody’s touched or moved anything, but the police have taken pictures and checked for prints, so you’re free to gather your things or do whatever you’d like to do. I’ll give you two a minute.” And he disappeared back down the stairs.

      Jenna pushed the door open. “Oh my God.”

      The place was trashed. It looked as though whoever had broken in had done so for the sole purpose of turning it upside down. Books had been pulled off shelves, and picture frames had been torn from the walls. Broken pieces of glass were strewn around the floor. Jenna took one look at the ruin of her home and burst into tears.

      I stepped forward and gathered her into my arms, turning her to face me, letting her sob into my chest. “It’s all right,” I murmured quietly. “It’ll be okay.”

      “He ruined everything!”

      “We’ll fix it.”

      She cried for a moment, then said, “I know it’s just stuff. I shouldn’t be letting it get to me…”

      “You have every right to be upset,” I defended. “You don’t have to apologize. It’s okay.” I kissed the crown of her head. “We should get you out of here, Jenna. Come back to my place tonight.”

      She looked up at me, eyes shining and wet. For a moment I thought she was going to say yes. But she shook her head. “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Tess.”

      “What about her?”

      “You don’t think it would confuse her? If you and I…”

      “We’ll tell her the truth,” I said. “She’s almost a teenager. She’ll understand that.”

      “Which truth are you talking about?”

      That was a fair question. “About the apartment,” I decided. “We’ll tell her your apartment was broken into and that you don’t feel safe staying here tonight, and I didn’t want to let you, so you’re going to stay with us for a while.”

      “And where would I stay, Noah?” she asked. “Would I sleep on your couch?”

      “We have a guest room.”

      “How long do you think it would be before I snuck out of that guest room and into your room? Or before you snuck into mine?”

      “We don’t have to do that, Jenna. That’s not what I’m suggesting.”

      “I know,” she said with a sigh. “I know it isn’t. You’re always so kind to me, Noah, and I know you’re just trying to help me now. But I need some space.”

      “You can’t stay here.” She looked at me, so I amended my statement to, “You can’t stay here alone. Not until they catch this fucker.”

      She nodded and wiped her eyes. “I’ll go to Sara’s.”

      “She’s got room?”

      “She’s got a couch.”

      “Are you sure that’s what you want?”

      “It’ll be easier,” she told me. “Smarter.”

      “My offer stands.”

      “I appreciate it.” She wrapped her arms around me, and I held her close. I understood her logic—I even agreed with it, to a point—but the idea of letting her out of my sight right now was painful. I didn’t even want to release her from my embrace. What if something happened? What if this Josh came back?

      She stepped back. “I should pack a few things,” she announced, sniffling. “Will you wait? I don’t want to be in here by myself.”

      “Of course.” I fully intended to escort her all the way to Sara’s house. I wouldn’t leave her until she was safely in the hands of someone else.

      “I’m going to call her, too,” she said. “I’ll be in the bedroom.”

      “I’ll wait out here.”

      Jenna disappeared to pack and call her friend. I looked around her open plan front room. The destruction was so random. It really did look as though the place had been broken into by seventh graders who just wanted to trash something for fun. It didn’t look like anything of significance had been taken. The TV was still there, and I saw a laptop computer resting on the couch. That would have been easy to grab and pawn. Had the break in just been about scaring her?

      Probably so. That fucker.

      I glanced at the kitchen. Neither Jenna nor I had ventured into that part of the apartment, largely because of all the broken glass. It looked as though someone had pulled the drinking glasses out of the cabinet and had a hell of a time shattering them all over the floor. I looked around for a broom and dustpan, thinking I might be able to help Jenna by sweeping up the mess on the floor before we left.

      But as I cast about for a broom, I saw something that made me grow cold: a little card, deep navy blue. A business card, or maybe a calling card. I hadn’t noticed it at first because it was so small and because there was so much else to capture the attention in this wreck of an apartment. I read the shiny letters embossed on the card and couldn’t look away.

      LM.

      Nothing else. No business name. No contact information. Just those two letters. LM.

      Could it be a coincidence?

      Was it possible Josh had never been in this apartment at all?

      I remembered the pictures LM had shown me. The threats against Tess and my “girlfriend.”

      If there was even a chance that this mess was my fault, it would force my hand. I had to go to the police about LM and everything that had been revealed to me. But I couldn’t just run downstairs and tell them. I had to think it through first. I had to make sure I handled it intelligently, that it would be safe and that I wasn’t putting Tess or Jenna at greater risk by going to the cops.

      And I couldn’t let her go to her friend’s house. I would need her where I could see her until I could be sure that LM had been handled one way or the other.

      Jenna came out of her room, a bag slung over her shoulder. “I think I’ve got everything I need,” she said. She looked a bit steadier on her feet. The job of packing seemed to have helped settle her nerves a bit, given her something to focus on.

      “Okay,” I said. “We’re going back to my place.”

      She frowned. “No, I said I wanted to go to Sara’s.”

      “I know,” I responded. “And I understand why. I really do. But I’m worried about you, Jenna. Do this for me. I promise, you’ll have your room all to yourself. Nothing will happen between us. I can control myself. I just want you where I can see you, that’s all. I’m worried about this.”

      She closed her eyes. I wished I could read her mind. Was she irritated with me? Would she tell me to butt out, to mind my own business and let her handle her life? I couldn’t let her go off on her own with LM involved. But how could I stop her?

      She sighed and opened her eyes. “That’s really nice of you,” she conceded.

      “So...you’ll come?”

      “I will,” she agreed.

      I exhaled deeply. Maybe everything would still be all right.
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      In the car on the way to Noah’s, I was secretly happy that he’d insisted on me staying with him. I loved Sara and knew that I would be safe with her, but I felt even more protected in Noah’s condo with an alarm system and a doorman. But more so because of hi large, fit frame keeping watch.

      Being under his roof day and night would come with its own set of challenges. For the sake of Tess, I had to exercise some serious self-control and keep my hands off Noah. The last thing I wanted to do was confuse a twelve-year-old with whatever the hell was going on between her father and me.

      And a good place to start that restraint would be right now, when he was gently running his hand up and down my arm. I forced myself to pull away, to sit up and put a little space between us. It would have been so easy to just fall into him, to tell myself that because of what I’d just been through, I didn’t have to resist.

      The problem was, I was starting to have honest to God feelings for this man.

      It wasn’t just his almost excruciating good looks, but just the fact that proximity to him made me feel as though a million tiny fires had been lit under my skin. It was his kindness and the way he was completely in control of almost every situation that came his way, and the way he showed vulnerability when it came to his daughter. The more I got to know him, the more I wanted to.

      And if I jumped back into bed with him without thinking twice, I would put that at risk.

      Maybe it’s an opportunity, I thought. Maybe this is our chance to prove that we can be around each other without taking our clothes off. Maybe this is our chance to get to know each other—really get to know each other—as people.

      I shook myself. How could I be thinking about that right now? My home had just been broken into, for God’s sake. I’d never dreamed that Josh would come after me in such a personal and frightening way after I’d spoken to his father on the phone. But I’d sort of thought of Josh as a child while I was redecorating his apartment. I shouldn’t have been surprised that he’d throw a tantrum when he didn’t get what he wanted from me.

      I wondered whether he had any idea how much he’d frightened me. I hoped not. I didn’t want him to know he had any sort of power over me. I wanted him to think I’d been able to shrug it off. But the truth was that I didn’t know how I would ever go back to my own apartment. I couldn’t stay with Noah indefinitely, of course, but right now the thought of being on my own made me feel shaky and almost hysterical.

      “We’re here,” Noah said quietly.

      I looked out the window as we pulled into the secured garage for residents only. It was immediately soothing. A building with a doorman had to be safe. And Josh didn’t know Noah. He’d never think to look for me there.

      We got out of the car, and Noah opened my door. I hoisted my bag over my shoulder and stood on the sidewalk. The building felt like a port in a storm. But how long would I be allowed to take shelter here? I didn’t want to overstay my welcome.

      You should’ve just gone to Sara’s.

      But I hadn’t, so now I had to deal with it.

      I followed him into the elevator and rode to his condo. I could hardly believe I’d woken up there just this morning. Last night felt like something from another life, a life where everything was simple and easy. It was only in the light of day that things between Noah and me were thorny and complicated. And now, of course, they were filtered through a heavy dose of fear.

      What if Josh had been watching me? What if he had been outside my apartment? What if he’d seen me leave and followed me here?

      He wouldn’t dare do anything to Noah’s property, would he? Getting revenge on me for calling his father and reporting him for his behavior was one thing, but he wasn’t about to break into a building that practically screamed alarms. He wasn’t that stupid.

      Noah was looking at me with concern. “Why don’t you go in and sit on the couch,” he suggested. “I’ll bring you something to drink. Lemonade? Iced tea?”

      “Just water.” I could really go for a glass of wine—my nerves were still jumping—but it wasn’t yet noon, and besides, every time I drank around Noah, my brain and body seemed to take a turn that I really did not want them to take right now. Better to keep a level head.

      He disappeared into the kitchen and returned a moment later, glass in hand. “Here,” he said, sitting beside me on the couch and setting it in front of me. “Take your time, okay? I don’t have anywhere to be today.”

      “You’re really sweet,” I said. “Letting me stay here, I mean. That was really nice of you.”

      “I’m just glad you agreed to come,” he said, his hand resting between my shoulder blades. “I know you wanted to go to your friend’s house, and I don’t blame you. I just...I feel better, knowing where you are. Knowing you’re safe.”

      “Josh probably won’t try anything else.” I was trying to convince myself as much as Noah, if I was honest. “He trashed my apartment. He probably thinks we’re even now.”

      “He ought to be locked up,” Noah seethed, his body tensing. “He tried to assault you.”

      “He might be locked up,” I pointed out. “If the police can connect him with the break-in at my apartment—which could happen, right? They said they had fingerprints.”

      “Did they?” Noah asked.

      “Uh-huh. When I was talking to them, while you were in the lobby. They told me they’d been able to get prints in several places.”

      “So they’ll be able to catch somebody.” He leaned forward, bracing his elbows against his knees.

      “Maybe,” I said with a shrug, sipping my water. “They don’t know whose prints they’ve got yet. Some of them are bound to be mine. And the others might belong to people who had legitimate reasons to be there. Friends of mine. They don’t know for sure they’ve got his prints.”

      “But there’s a chance.” Noah hesitated. “Did you tell the police about Josh?”

      “Of course.” I frowned. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “And do they think it’s likely he’s the one behind this?”

      “Noah, why are you asking these questions?” I asked with a frown. “It had to be Josh. Who else could it be? We know the son of one of my clients—”

      “We know the son of one of your clients left the note on your door,” Noah interrupted. “Why would somebody leave a note on your door, go away, then come back the next day to trash the place? You weren’t home when the note was left. Why not just do it then, if that’s what he wanted to do?”

      “You’re saying you don’t think Josh broke into my place.” I gaped at him curiously.

      “I’m not saying that,” Noah quickly replied. “I’m saying I don’t know. I’m saying it doesn’t add up. It doesn’t feel quite right.”

      “But who else would want to do that? It’s not like I have a bunch of enemies running around.” Fear stabbed me in the gut. The whole thing had been upsetting enough when I was sure Josh was behind it. But if Josh wasn’t the culprit, it could be anybody. Why would somebody want to break into my apartment? Why would they trash it and leave without stealing anything? There could only be one motive for that kind of behavior—whoever it was had been trying to scare me. I understood why Josh would want to scare me but could honestly think of no one else who had motive to do so.

      “Noah,” I whispered, my head suddenly spinning.

      His hands landed on my shoulders, warm and steadying. “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I’m sorry. You’re safe here, okay? It doesn’t matter who it was right now, because they won’t find you here. And you can stay with me until the cops get their hands on this person and you feel ready to go home. Everything will be all right.”

      I wasn’t so sure.

      I had to admit that what Noah was saying made sense. The idea of Josh dropping by, leaving a note, and then coming back the next day with a wrecking crew was weird. Josh wasn’t the kind of guy to carefully plan an attack on someone’s home. He was the kind of guy to spot an opportunity and go for it without thinking.

      Noah’s hand slid down the length of my arm, fingertips tracing my skin, and his fingers interlaced with mine. He squeezed tightly, and I squeezed back, drawing comfort and allowing myself to luxuriate in his strength. He was right; I was safe. Nothing was going to hurt me, not in this fortress of a home, not with this strong, competent man beside me.

      He turned me slowly in his arms, his eyes fixed on mine, and I felt myself weaken. Already? A voice in my head protested. You’re giving in to this already? But the voice seemed very far away. Too far away to care about. Too distant to worry about. Noah’s eyes were much closer, holding mine almost magnetically, making me feel as though I might drown in them.

      I leaned in—

      A door slammed.

      Noah jumped backward as if he’d received an electric shock.

      A split second later, Tess burst into the room, her backpack on her back and a sleeping bag in her arms. She looked from me to Noah, dropped the sleeping bag on the floor, and signed something to her father.

      Noah signed back.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Sorry,” Noah said, looking rather shaken. He began to speak along with the movement of his hands. “I was just telling Tess that you’re going to be staying with us—in our guest room—for a while because of some damage at your apartment.” He shot me a quick glance, silently asking me to stick to the story.

      This was too complicated. There was no potential for a relationship here if we had to keep it a secret from his daughter. I could completely understand why Noah wouldn’t want Tess to know about anything that had happened between us. Who knew whether she was emotionally ready for her father to move on?

      Better I keep my distance. Better not to get involved at all.

      “Can you show me to the guest room?” I asked. “I’d like to lie down.”

      But what I really wanted was to get away.
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      Leaving for work that morning had been difficult. Jenna had all but pushed me out the front door of my house. “I’m absolutely fine,” she’d insisted. “I’ve got my phone if I need anything. I can call you or the police if anything weird happens, or Sara if I get lonely.”

      “I’m not sure you should be on your own,” I’d protested. “You were so upset yesterday.”

      She was quiet for a moment but literally shook herself. “Go to work,” she’d said finally. “I’ll see you tonight. I won’t be responsible for disrupting your life. If it’s gonna be like that, I’ll have to leave.”

      The last thing I wanted was for her to leave, so I’d gone, reluctantly. She did have her phone. I could text and call her as many times as I wanted to.

      I still hadn’t contacted the police about the LM card I’d found in Jenna’s apartment. They would come up with something on their own. But that was no real justification. The card would mean nothing to anyone who didn’t already know about LM. The police would probably assume it belonged to Jenna, or that someone she knew had given it to her, or else they would have bagged it as evidence. Why would a vandal leave a calling card? It was too easy.

      Which was exactly why it was so brilliant.

      No, I couldn’t count on them figuring it out. I would have to tell them myself. But how could I? LM had made it clear that he had an eye on all my comings and goings. I had no idea how extensive his ability to watch me was. Were my phone lines tapped? What about my email account? What safe means of communication were still open to me? How could I communicate with the police other than going straight to the nearest station while someone was likely tailing me?

      “Mr. Clark, are you even listening to this?”

      I blinked, focusing. The meeting in which I sat had been going on for over an hour. A group of my most difficult and demanding investors were grouped around the table, each of them looking at me through narrowed eyes as if they knew I wasn’t paying the slightest bit of attention to what they were saying.

      I’d had enough of them for the day.

      “I’m sorry, everyone,” I announced, getting to my feet. “We’re going to have to reschedule this meeting.”

      “Excuse me?” The man at the head of the table, Mr. Kepler, got to his feet as well. Kepler was short and extremely stout, with thick dark hair that I doubted was real. He took a few steps toward me, a move that struck me as comical. What was he doing? Did he think he could intimidate me?

      “Something urgent has come up,” I announced. “I’m so very sorry. I’ll have my secretary get in touch with your people to set something up.”

      “We’re not leaving,” Kepler grouched. “We’re some of this firm’s biggest clients, Mr. Clark, and we know perfectly well what we’re worth. So we’re all going to stay right here until you figure out how to help us with our issue. Is that clear?” He stared haughtily at me.

      “You’re welcome to stay,” I offered somewhat sarcastically. “But I’ll be leaving.”

      I didn’t have it in me to fight with them. I needed to get back to my office. Once there, I could call Jenna to make sure she was okay. Then I could go over the emails I’d received from LM. Maybe there was a clue, something that would help me figure out how they were watching me. And if I could figure that out, I could contact the police without putting Jenna or Tess at further risk.

      “If you walk out of this room,” Kepler threatened, “we’ll take our business elsewhere.”

      “That’s your prerogative,” I agreed with a nod. “If you think there’s a firm that will do as well for you as Clark Industries has, I wish you luck finding them.” I knew perfectly well there wasn’t. Ours was the best firm in the country, certainly on the eastern seaboard. Kepler wouldn’t be able to find anyone else. He was all talk.

      I left the conference room and hurried to my office, but I didn’t turn on the light. I was developing a bit of a headache, probably from the stress and worry of the past few days. I thought I might lay down on the couch for a few minutes and see if I could relax a bit.

      I stomped to my couch and found somebody already lying on it. “Eric?” I stared. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      He squinted up at me. “Turn off the lights.”

      “The lights are off. What are you doing in my office?”

      “Fuck, stop yelling, I can’t...shit.” He pressed his hands over his face. “Is my dad out there?”

      “Is your dad out there? In my office? Of course not.” I put my hands on my hips, feeling a little like a scolding mother. “Eric, are you high?”

      “Shut up, will you? People will hear you.”

      “God, Eric. There’s nobody here. And you can’t get high and come to my office. What the hell are you thinking?”

      “Just let me take a nap,” he begged, as if I were being completely unreasonable.

      “Get up,” I growled, nudging him. When he ignored me, I asked, “Why did you come here?”

      He mumbled under his breath, almost as if he was embarrassed. “I need to borrow some money.”

      I closed my eyes. “I’m not helping you buy drugs, Eric.”

      “No, that’s not why, I don’t want—”

      “Okay,” I said. “Yeah, I think you should take a nap. Why don’t you crash on my couch, and I’ll take you home in a few hours.”

      Eric flung his head back against the cushion dramatically, as if to tell me I was the biggest drain on his life imaginable. As if he hadn’t just been asking to take a nap a few seconds ago. I did my best to ignore the theatrics. At least he wasn’t the type to get angry or hostile when he was high, just kind of pouty and paranoid. I could deal with paranoia. As for pouting—well, I did have a preteen daughter.

      Of course, she’d never given me a hard time. Maybe I was just getting my due.

      I went to the water cooler to get Eric some water, and by the time I returned he was sawing logs. That snore would make it hard to get anything done. I probably wouldn’t get anything done today anyway—I was too worried about Jenna to focus.

      And this whole incident raised another question. What the hell was I going to do about Eric? Not just today, but in the long run?

      I couldn’t ignore the fact that he had a drug problem when faced with all this evidence. Getting high in the middle of the day, coming into my place of work and passing out on my couch, asking for money. And where would he have gone if he hadn’t come to me? Who would he have asked for help? A friend who fed his habit? His dealer? Or maybe he didn’t have a safe place to go at all.

      I wanted to get him in rehab. That was the answer. I didn’t think I’d rest easy unless I knew someone was watching him at all hours, making sure he got the drugs out of his system and didn’t get into trouble. But would a rehab center even take him? As far as I was aware, there were two ways to get into rehab—being ordered by a judge to go or voluntarily admitting oneself. Eric might be in trouble, but he wasn’t on trial, and I couldn’t see him checking himself in voluntarily. He won’t get sober until he decides he wants to.

      Of course, I did have a fair bit of money I could throw at the problem. Maybe if I offered to make a big donation to a rehab facility, they’d take him. If I could get him in and they could get him sober, we could go from there…

      No, it wouldn’t work. Even if I could persuade a facility to take him against his will, they’d have to let him out eventually. And as soon as they did, I was pretty sure he’d go right back to the drugs.

      I had to talk to him. That was the only way. I would have to convince him that he needed help. If I could make him see what he was doing to his life, maybe he’d be willing to make a change.

      I went to his side and set the cup of water down on a little table, pushing it close to him. “There’s water here, Eric,” I murmured, resting a hand on his arm, not sure how deeply asleep he was. “You should try to drink some of it, if you can.”

      He didn’t reach for the water, but he did roll onto his side, mumbling a little. And as he moved, something slipped out of his shirt pocket and onto the ground. A navy blue business card.

      I bent to pick it up, my heart hammering before I even touched the thing. I didn’t need to look. I understood exactly what it was the moment I saw it. But I had to be sure. Because it couldn’t be. Eric—my best friend Eric—couldn’t possibly have this card.

      But he did.

      I flipped it over and saw the sheen of the now familiar initials. LM.

      What did this mean? Was Eric being threatened? Had he been marked somehow, the way Jenna had, targeted as a way of intimidating me?

      Or was the truth something more sinister?

      I had to know. Never mind the fact that he was high and needed to sleep. Never mind the fact that I’d been worried about him just a minute earlier. I shook him roughly. “Eric. Wake up.”

      He jerked awake, swatting at his face as if he was being attacked by gnats.

      “Sit up,” I snapped, but I didn’t wait for him to comply. I jerked him into an upright position and held the card in front of his face. “What the hell is this?”

      He squinted, trying to focus. “What...what’s what?”

      “This card.” I slapped it down against the table, causing his water to spill. I was surprised at my own sudden rage, but just looking at that card brought back memories of the burly man sitting in a bar threatening my daughter and Jenna. “What the fuck is this, Eric? Who gave this to you?”

      “Man, what are you talking about?” Eric mumbled, squinting up at me. “Why are you yelling? I thought you were going to let me sleep.”

      “You’re fucking sauced. And God only knows what else you’re on. I can’t believe you thought it was appropriate to come here.” I couldn’t believe I was going to let him stay. I couldn’t believe that a minute and a half ago I was worried about how I was going to help him. He was carrying LM’s card, and now he was dodging my questions. That was enough to convince me something shady was going on. I pointed towards the door and snapped, “Get out of my office.”

      “Dude—” He stared around the room, confused.

      “Out!”

      Eric continued to stare at me, so I grabbed him by his collar, dragged him to the door, and tossed him out. He didn’t resist; he was weak and pliant, and his muscles were probably atrophied from all the drug use. What a fucking mess.

      “Make sure he leaves or have security escort him out,” I told my secretary.

      I shut the door behind him, locked it, and returned to my desk, picking up the card along the way. It was time to get help with this. Whatever was going on, whoever LM was and whatever he wanted, I was ready to admit that I was in over my head.

      I picked up the phone. My finger hovered over the call button for the police station—

      But I couldn’t press it. What if Eric was working with LM? A guy like Eric, a guy with an addiction, would be really easy to control. LM could get him to do whatever he wanted. Even bug my office.

      Calling the police might not be safe. Slowly, I returned the phone to the cradle. But there was another call I might be able to make without tipping my hand too far. I picked up the phone again and dialed a number.

      “Hello?” a gruff voice answered.

      “Paul? It’s Noah. Noah Clark.”

      “Haven’t heard from you in a while.”

      He hadn’t heard from me in two years, actually. Paul was a private investigator. After my wife’s death, I’d unwisely asked him to investigate the doctor assigned to her care, to see whether I could blame my loss on the man. It turned out to be a dead end, and I regretted it afterward. That poor doctor had done everything he could. But I’d been looking for someone to hold accountable since I couldn’t fight a disease.

      “I’ve got another job for you,” I said. “If you’re available.”

      “Well, sure,” Paul answered. “You paid well. Who’s the target?”

      “Jenna Robertson and Eric Butler.”

      “We looking for anything in particular?”

      “Just patterns of behavior. Activities.” I didn’t dare mention LM. That might trigger suspicion if anyone was listening. But if LM was meeting with Eric, or if he was habitually around Jenna, Paul would likely notice.

      “You worried these two are having an affair?” Paul asked.

      “What? No,” I scoffed.

      “Gotta ask. Most of the jobs I get, they’re something like that.”

      “No, I don’t think they’re having an affair. But I wouldn’t mind knowing who they see. And who sees them.”

      “You got it,” Paul agreed. “I’ll get back to you in a few days with preliminary findings.”

      I hung up the phone, my heart sinking like a stone. A few days? I was running out of time. Could Eric have been behind the attack on Jenna’s apartment?

      Was the woman I might have feelings for be in danger from the man I considered my best friend?
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      I woke up on Tuesday morning to find that a large sum of money had been digitally transferred into my PayPal account.

      Grandma Susie’s inheritance. I knew there was money included with the studio, but I hadn’t realized how much. I felt a shiver of anticipation come over me. I had expected, somehow, that I would have to go another nine rounds with my mother before the money would be released to me, but she’d clearly decided to go ahead and give me what my grandmother had promised. I could only assume it meant she would be handing over the deed to the apartment as well. Finally, my career as a designer would be able to flourish!

      All I needed was a steady client base, and now that I had the funds, I could properly advertise my business. I could buy Facebook ads, maybe even a TV spot. But it was hard to think about putting my attention on anything but the recent break in.

      And Noah. He never seemed to have any trouble capturing my imagination.

      I dressed quickly and made up the guest room bed, then headed downstairs. So far, Noah and I had been successful at sticking to our own spaces, but it had been hard. I was always hyper aware of his presence in the house, almost as if I could sense him. I was attuned to him. The sounds he made were louder than anything else, and he seemed to be the brightest thing in any room.

      He was in the kitchen when I got downstairs, making omelets at the stove. Tess sat at the counter. Her face split into a grin when she saw me. Good morning! she signed.

      Good morning. My own signing was getting better, although I was still far from fluent. I was barely conversational. Dad make food?

      She showed me a sign and then finger-spelled e-g-g-s.

      Eggs, I signed back, and Tess signed great!

      Noah turned around. “What are you two chattering about?”

      “Tess taught me how to sign eggs,” I told him. Then, because I had learned how rude it was to talk in front of a deaf person without trying to communicate, I added, Tess me sign eggs.

      “Very good,” Noah grinned.

      I sat down at the counter. “So, my inheritance money just came in.”

      Noah had taken over signing, setting the spoon down briefly. “Really?” he said. “We should go out shopping.”

      “Shopping?” I blinked. I hadn’t thought of that. “I can’t. I need to use the money on advertising and supplies, things to grow my business.”

      “Oh, come on,” he scoffed. “Life can’t always be about business. You have to have some fun sometimes. You’ve had a lot to deal with lately and you deserve a break. Besides, you’ve been wearing the same three outfits over and over.”

      I looked down. “What’s wrong with my clothes?”

      “Nothing’s wrong with them except you’re going to break my washing machine if you keep using it every other day,” he said with a grin that told me he was teasing. “But wouldn’t it be nice to have a little more variety? Wouldn’t it be nice to not have to do laundry every day?”

      Tess signed something at us. “No,” Noah says, signing back. “Adult shopping trip.”

      “She wants to come?” I asked.

      “Yeah, but she’d rather go into the suburbs and hit the mall,” Noah said with a grimace. “We’ll do that later this week. I want to take you to the Manhattan department stores.”

      “I can’t afford to shop there,” I said automatically, but I realized that wasn’t true anymore. Thanks to my new inheritance, I actually could afford a little splurge. And maybe Noah was right. Maybe I did need to get away from my intense focus on my business and spend a little time and energy on myself, especially after all that had happened.

      The conversation was interrupted by the arrival of a plate of eggs in front of me. Noah joined us at the counter, and because our hands were occupied with eating, we finished our breakfast in silence. I had grown used to quiet meals since I’d been staying with Noah and Tess. We ate our dinners together slowly, taking the time to stop and talk between bites, but at breakfast and lunch we ate quickly and said little.

      After the dishes were cleared, Tess grabbed her backpack and Noah grabbed his keys. We rode the elevator to the ground floor and waited with Tess until the school bus picked her up. She kissed her dad on the cheek before climbing aboard, then Noah gestured for me to follow him to a Town Car that had just pulled up.

      “I figured I’d call a car today so we didn’t have to worry about finding parking in the city,” he said as we slid into the backseat of the sleek black car. “Any word on the apartment?” Noah asked, pulling my mind away from my new windfall.

      “Nothing yet,” I said. “They said they were going back in today. Apparently they’re bringing some kind of special investigative team along this time. Do you think that’s normal?”

      “Doubt it,” Noah said. “They wouldn’t call it a special team if it was.”

      “Good point.”

      “Well, that’s encouraging, isn’t it?” Noah asked. “They’re giving the case the attention it deserves. Maybe they’ll find something.”

      “I don’t know,” I mused. “I feel like it means they’re having trouble finding anything. And that freaks me out.” I leaned my head against the car window. “I hope they’re investigating Josh.”

      “You still think he was involved?”

      “I think it’s too likely that he was to ignore,” I said. “And if I’m being honest, I’d much rather think of this as a petty crime committed by a guy who was bitter because I wouldn’t sleep with him. If it was Josh, he’s had his little revenge and is done. But if it was somebody else, who knows?”

      Noah was quiet. He gazed out the window, and I wondered what he was thinking. He had posed the original theory that the person in my apartment might not have been Josh. Did he regret bringing that up? Or was he trying to figure out how to convince me that he’d been right?

      And what about that special investigative team? What were they really hoping to find that the regular police hadn’t? This wasn’t a missing person investigation. The stakes weren’t that high, surely. It was just a question of vandalism. It was some idiot—if not Josh then a random idiot—looking to cause mayhem and chaos.

      Wasn’t it?

      Or was there really something to be afraid of here?

      If they were bringing in a special team, it was because they needed the extra help. It was because the case was more serious than they’d realized at first.

      Suddenly I was very glad Noah had insisted we go shopping today. The idea of sitting trapped in my own thoughts was agonizing. I needed to do something fun, to forget the insanity in my life.

      The cab pulled up in front of a beautiful white stone building. “We’re here,” Noah announced.

      “Bergdorf’s?” I knew the place, of course, having lived in New York all my life, but this definitely wasn’t the kind of store I usually shopped in, now that I no longer lived off my parents’ income. Too upscale. Too pricey. “I don’t know about this.”

      Even though I hesitated, I very badly wanted to go in and experience what it would be like to shop at such a fancy store as an adult. My mother had taken me there when I was little, but that hadn’t been fun. She’d always had very specific ideas about the kinds of outfits I should wear, and we hadn’t seen eye to eye. It had been a relief when I’d gotten old enough to start doing my own shopping.

      “Come on,” Noah said. “It’ll be fun. I’m sure we’ll be able to find something you like.”

      I got out of the car and followed him into the building. Inside, soft jazz played, and the air smelled like rose and jasmine. “This way to the women’s department,” Noah said, taking me by the hand after pointing at a sign. His skin against mine was enough to make me forget all about my worries.

      I shook my head, trying to clear it. I wasn’t going to let myself get carried away by thoughts of Noah and the things I wished would happen between us.

      I didn’t wish those things would happen.

      I wanted those things not to happen.

      Sure you do. Sure that’s what you want. You’re definitely not thinking about how cute his butt looks in those pants. You’re definitely not remembering what it felt like when he picked you up, how strong he is, how capable of holding you.

      Okay, so maybe I was thinking about those things a little bit.

      We had arrived in the women’s section, and Noah released my hand, to my slight dismay. “I don’t know anything about shopping for women,” he admitted. “You’ll have to take the lead here.”

      “You should probably learn,” I cautioned him with a smile. “Your daughter’s going to be a young woman before much longer, and she’ll need you to take her shopping.”

      “Okay,” he said agreeably. He pulled a pink dress with puffy sleeves off a rack, seemingly at random. “What about this?”

      “You’re kidding. Where am I going to wear something like that?”

      “I thought this was your style.”

      “What made you think this was my style?”

      “I don’t know. It looks like your bridesmaid dress.” He grinned rather wickedly.

      I groaned. “You’re the absolute worst. Put that down. I don’t need dresses anyway, I need shirts. Maybe a pair of jeans.” I wound through the racks until I found jeans and began to examine them. “Jesus,” I mumbled, pulling the price tag out of one of the pairs.

      “What is it?”

      “Three hundred dollars? For jeans?”

      “Well, they’re good jeans,” he defended.

      “They look exactly like the pair I have at home.”

      “They’ll last longer. They’re better made. And I bet they feel better too.” He took the jeans off the rack and thrust them into my hands. “Go try them on,” he said. “See if you notice a difference.”

      It had been ages since I’d tried something on in a store. I knew my size and style well enough to know what I liked and what would fit me. But I wasn’t about to spend three hundred dollars on anything without making sure, so I allowed Noah to steer me to a dressing room and went inside. The door closed behind me, I stepped out of my own pants and into the three-hundred-dollar jeans. They fit like a second skin and felt as comfortable as my flannel pajama pants. I turned and looked in the mirror. My ass definitely looked good in them too. Suddenly I didn’t really mind the high price tag. I wanted them.

      “Are you coming out?” Noah asked. “I want to see how they look.”

      “Okay, hang on,” I agreed. I stepped back into my mules, unlocked the fitting room door, and walked out.

      Noah was sitting on a bench, but he stood when he saw me, as if I were a date he’d been waiting to escort somewhere. “Wow,” he said. “Those do look good. Turn around?” Somewhat shyly, I did. There was silence for a moment. Then he cleared his throat. “Yeah,” he said huskily. “Yeah, those are good. You should get them.”

      “Jenna?” I whirled around at the sound of the familiar voice. Jessica was standing at the entrance to the dressing rooms, several garments in hand, staring at me. “What are you doing here?”

      “Trying on jeans,” I managed.

      “Okay, but, like, you shop at Target these days, don’t you?”

      My face heated as I glanced at Noah and back to my sister. “Usually.”

      “How can you afford Bergdorf’s? Are you just window shopping?”

      “No, I—”

      “Hang on. You’re not spending Grandma Susie’s money here, are you?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “Mom! Mom, you’ll never believe this!”

      My heart sank as my mother appeared, saw me, and clenched her jaw. “My God. Jenna?”

      “Hi, Mom.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You didn’t waste any time, I see.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I thought you wanted that money for your little art studio.”

      “I’m a designer,” I mumbled, embarrassed as if I were doing something wrong. But she was right. As soon as I’d received the money from Grandma Susie, I’d rushed straight out to one of the most expensive department stores in the city to buy clothes.

      “It’s her money now,” Noah said, stepping forward. “She can spend it how she wants to.”

      My mother glanced at him, eyeing him almost disdainfully. “Oh, it’s you,” she insulted. “Are you two together now?”

      “No,” Noah said quickly, and my blush intensified. Why was he so eager to make the point that we weren’t together? “I’m just a friend. And Jenna has every right to shop for clothes if she wants to.”

      “She is a little lacking in the fashion department,” Jessica commented, and I wondered if she thought this was defending me or if she was being a jerk.

      “She deserves something good.” Noah frowned. “After all she’s been through with the break in.”

      “The what?” my mother asked, her head jerking to look at me.

      Noah was startled by her response. “You don’t know about—”

      “Okay, let’s go,” I interrupted, grabbing Noah’s arm. “Wait for me downstairs, okay? I just need to change out of these jeans and we’ll go.”

      “Jenna, what’s going on? Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. I really just want to go now.”

      “Aren’t you getting the jeans?” Noah asked.

      “No, I don’t need them. It’s fine. Go downstairs, okay?” I darted back into the dressing room, yanked off the expensive jeans, and jerked mine back on. When I stepped out of the dressing room, Noah was gone. My mother and sister were still standing outside the dressing rooms, and I felt their eyes on me as I bolted for the escalator. I just wanted to get out of there before they started asking questions about the break in. The last thing I wanted was for my mother, who was always so critical of my choices and my career, to get wind of the fact that a client might have trashed my apartment.

      Noah was waiting for me on the lower level, concern written all over his face. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. Can we go?”

      “You didn’t tell your family about the break in,” he surmised.

      “No.”

      “I’m sorry. I really didn’t mean to spill the beans.”

      “It’s not a big deal.” I was more upset about why he felt the need to be so emphatic about the fact that we weren’t a couple, but how could I say that to him? We weren’t a couple.

      There was an attraction between us, yes, but it seemed very clear to me now that he’d never intended it to go any farther than it already had. We’d had some amazing sex, but that was all he really wanted from me.

      And I’d though hand holding actually meant something.

      I felt like an idiot. I felt like exactly the kind of person who would rush out to spend her inheritance on designer jeans that showed off her butt. I was supposed to be smarter than that.

      “I’ll drop you off at home,” Noah said. “Then I need to go into the office for a few hours.”

      “Okay. I’ve got some work to do anyway.”

      “I’m really sorry today didn’t work out,” he consoled. “I did think you looked great in those jeans.”

      I didn’t answer. I didn’t even look at him. I was going to have to figure out a way to stop caring what he thought.
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      I was still thinking about Jenna as I got off the elevator and headed down the hall to my office. I genuinely felt bad about the tumultuous relationship she seemed to have with her mother, and I wished there was something I could do to ease her mind about it.

      Also, I couldn’t stop picturing her in those jeans.

      Maybe I could get in touch with Bergdorf’s and have them sent over to the house for her. She’d seemed to like them before she’d been spooked right out of the store, and I thought she probably would have bought them for herself. Sending them would be a nice surprise for her.

      The investors with whom I’d rescheduled the meeting to accommodate Eric’s surprise arrival in my office were waiting in the conference room. I paused a moment to gather my wits, then opened the door and stepped in. “Gentlemen,” I said, “thank you for coming in”

      Every one of them got to their feet. “Sit down, Mr. Clark,” Mr. Kepler said.

      I raised my eyebrows. I was unused to being told to sit down in my own place of work. “What’s this about?” I asked, remaining on my feet. “I’ve been looking over your file with regard to your financial issues—”

      “We’re not here about any financial issues,” Kepler said.

      “No?” I asked. “Then what exactly are you here for?”

      “We’re here about the favor you were asked to do for our organization.”

      I blinked. “What favor? What organization?”

      “You know who we work for.”

      “Harrison Realty?”

      All the men exchanged glances.

      “I’m referring to the family business,” Kepler said finally.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “We know you’ve been contacted by LM.”

      My stomach lurched. For a moment I honestly thought I was going to vomit. “You’re—you’re working with LM? Who is he? What does he want?”

      “Don’t play games with us, Clark.”

      “I’m not playing games! I honestly have no idea what the fuck is going on!”

      “Did you comply with LM’s request?”

      “He didn’t really make a request,” I said, running through my conversation with the man in the bar. “He told me I would have to pay back my father’s debt. But he didn’t tell me how much money my father owed. I can’t pay if I don’t know how much is owed. Someone has to give me some real instructions, not just these vague emails that say six days.” I eyed the man who seemed to be the spokesman. “What is it you want from me?”

      “We think you know,” Kepler said. “We think your father told you before he died, and we think you’ve spent the last year—a year in which you could have been squaring your debt and moving on—pretending ignorance. We think you thought you could weasel your way out of the deal by acting like an innocent. But agreements don’t work that way. Not in our family.”

      Family. “What are you, the Mob?”

      “I don’t think there’s any need for such crude terminology,” Kepler negated smugly.

      “But you are, aren’t you?”

      “I think it’s fair to say that when someone wants to make a deal without the authorities being any the wiser, they know we’re the ones to come to.”

      “And the emails you’ve been sending me? The creepy phone calls? What’s all that about?”

      “I told you,” Kepler said. “We’re at the end of our rope with you. We won’t allow you to pretend any longer that you don’t know about your father’s business dealings. We won’t allow you to pretend you don’t know about the debts he left behind when he died.”

      “I don’t know anything! I never intended to take over this company, but my father left it to me when he died. I had no choice. He told me jack shit about any of this.” Furiously, I stomped closer to the conference table. “What do you want from me?”

      “To settle the debt.”

      “If it’s money you want, you’ll need to tell me how much,” I scoffed.

      “Don’t make me laugh,” Kepler said, although he looked miles away from laughter. “You know perfectly well you don’t owe us money, Clark. You owe us time.”

      “Time?”

      “When you blew off your meeting with LM on Monday, you invited us to raise the stakes. Do you understand that?”

      “What are you talking about?” My mind was bouncing all over the place. A part of me wanted to punch the man in the face to shut him up. The other part wanted to know more. “What meeting? Nobody told me about any meeting.”

      “You were sent a message,” Kepler said. “You chose not to respond.”

      “I didn’t get any message!”

      “You have one more chance,” the man warned me. “LM is willing to meet with you again Thursday afternoon. Same place as before. Four o’clock in the afternoon. I’d be there if I were you, Clark. If you decide not to show up, your family may not be as safe as you believe.”

      The men around the table pushed back their chairs and filed toward the door. I watched them go, feeling as if I’d stepped onto a movie set. Was this real life?

      How could my father have left me in this situation? I thought I’d known the man. The father I knew would never have put my child and me in danger.

      Had I really known him at all?
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      Did Jenna really have to leave? Tess asked.

      I rested the spoon I was using to stir the pasta sauce on a paper towel so I could more easily sign back to her. She was ready to go and stay with her friend, I said. We knew she wasn’t going to stay here with us forever, right?

      I guess. Tess scowled, and I had to smile. Part of using sign language effectively was communicating your emotions via facial expressions, and it was definitely an aspect of the language that my daughter had no trouble with. I could always tell what she was thinking. But I wish she could have stayed. She was fun to have around.

      Yeah, I thought so too, I agreed. At least she was able to come join us for dinner tonight.

      Tess brightened a little and nodded.

      Why don’t you pick out a pasta shape, I suggested, and Tess went to the cupboard to sift among the boxes.

      I was intensely relieved that Jenna had decided to join us for dinner. I hadn’t been at all sure she would, especially after she’d bolted. Something about our experience at Bergdorf’s seemed to have really shaken her, because she’d started packing as soon as dropped her off at the condo. By the time I’d come home from work, her bags had been ready to go and she’d informed me that she would be staying at Sara’s house for a few days.

      It was a terrifying thing to come home to after being threatened by Kepler. I wanted nothing more than to keep her where I could see her, to know that those people wouldn’t be able to hurt her. For a moment, I even thought about telling her everything that was going on. But I didn’t want to scare her, and I couldn’t force her to stay. She was so clearly uncomfortable.

      Dinner tonight would be an opportunity to check in. It would reassure me to see her, to verify with my own eyes that she was alright.

      It did disturb me a little that Tess seemed to be getting so attached. That was the one thing I’d really wanted to avoid. I didn’t want to put her through all the drama of watching me date someone, worrying over whether that person would become a permanent fixture in our lives. I didn’t want her to develop a relationship with Jenna only for her to leave. That was a heartbreak my daughter didn’t need and shouldn’t have to go through.

      Tess re-emerged from the cupboard with a box in hand. R-o-t-i-n-i, she spelled.

      Do you know the sign for it? I didn’t.

      Tess shrugged. She thought for a moment, held up an R shape with her fingers, traced a quick spiral in the air, and finished by tapping her fingers against her lips. Spiral R food.

      I laughed. Okay, I agreed, and imitated her sign back to her.

      The lights overhead flashed, indicating a guest at the door. I hadn’t told her that while she was searching for the rotini that the doorman had called up to announce her arrival.

      Jenna! Tess turned, dropping the box of pasta on the floor, and sprinted for the front door. So much for not wanting them to get attached, I thought ruefully as I picked up the box. It was way too late for that.

      Maybe it wasn’t the worst thing in the world, right? There was no reason the two of them couldn’t be friends, assuming Jenna was willing to have a preteen for a friend. After all, Jenna had been the one to help Tess redesign her room. They’d spent time together while Jenna was staying here, time without me. They had a history and a bond that didn’t really involve me at all. I didn’t have to be romantically involved with Jenna for her to be a part of my daughter’s life. It would be good for Tess to have a woman she could talk to about ‘girl things’ if she needed to.

      Jenna walked into the kitchen wearing the Bergdorf jeans.

      “You sent these to Sara’s house,” she accused. “Didn’t you?”

      For a moment I couldn’t respond. I’d forgotten how great she looked in them. All I could do was stare.

      Tess tugged at my arm. Sign!

      “Oh,” I said, signing as I spoke. “Sorry. Sorry, honey. She asked if I bought her those jeans.”

      Did you?

      I couldn’t very well lie about it. “Yes.”

      Were they a birthday present?

      “They were a thank you present,” I explained. “To thank her for the good work she did on your room.”

      Oh, Tess said. Can I get new jeans?

      “Maybe you can get new jeans. For now, set the table please.”

      Tess rolled her eyes dramatically, a skill she’d developed over the past few months, and went into the kitchen to collect plates.

      “You did send me the jeans,” Jenna said. “Why?”

      I shrugged, trying to give the impression that it wasn’t a big deal. “You liked them,” I said. “You looked good in them, and we had to leave the store before you could buy them. I just thought you ought to have them.”

      “Well,” she said, running her hands along the seams of the pants. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “You were right about them,” she said. “They are better made than any pair of jeans I’ve ever owned. I’m not sure it’s enough to justify that price tag, but...well, they’re good jeans. I’ll admit that.”

      “You look good in them.”

      She bit her lip, a smile on her face. “Thanks,” she said.

      There was an awkward silence. I got the sense that she was just as confused about how to act with me as I was about how to act with her. Should we acknowledge the romantic and sexual tension that had been present between us, or were we going to pretend we didn’t feel it?

      I cleared my throat. “How are things at your friend’s place?” I asked. “Are you settling in okay?”

      “Oh.” She looked relieved at the innocuous change of subject. “Yeah. It’s nice to have the time to spend with Sara, even if it is for a messed up reason. It’s kind of like having a long sleepover together like when we were younger.”

      “That does sound fun.”

      “Yeah. Sara’s always good for a laugh. When I showed up at her place, she immediately took me out to the bodega on the corner and we bought three bottles of wine and a bunch of different cheeses. We had a tasting last night.”

      “That sounds fun.”

      “We watched old episodes of Sex and the City and laughed. It was kind of like being back in college. Great fun, but really silly.” She smiled. “It was just what I needed, honestly. Something I didn’t need to take too seriously.”

      I nodded. “You’ve been through a lot lately. Any word from the police yet?”

      “No. I think they’re also not taking things too seriously.”

      “Really? Their special investigative team didn’t turn anything up?”

      “I’m starting to doubt whether there even was such a team, to be completely honest with you,” she said. “They probably pulled a couple of guys who hadn’t seen the place yet over and had them check it out, and they called that a special investigative team.” She rolled her eyes, looking remarkably like Tess. “I don’t know. I don’t have a lot of faith in the cops to solve this one.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know. I’m sure my apartment break in isn’t exactly the worst thing the NYPD is looking into. Or maybe it’s just hard for me to believe that I could get an answer.” She paused and sighed, shrugging unhappily. “Maybe it’s hard to believe that my apartment will ever feel like a safe place again.”

      I ached to reach out and hug her, but I resisted. “It will,” I assured. “When terrible things happen, it can make you feel like your life will never be comfortable again. But we adapt, as much as it sometimes feels like we won’t.”

      “You’re thinking about your wife, aren’t you?” she asked quietly.

      I nodded, a sad smile on my face. “After she died, for the longest time, I felt like I was sleepwalking through my days. It felt like I was just killing time on Earth, waiting until my stay here was over too. I didn’t think I’d ever be able to feel normal again.”

      “And do you?” she asked.

      “Not entirely,” I admitted. “I guess I never will completely. But someone told me once that eventually I’d go a whole day without thinking about her, and that’s happened. I get up in the morning, and my first thought isn’t the fact that she’s not here. And my family feels whole again. I’m able to be a father to Tess without constantly brooding about who’s not here with us.”

      “You’re healing, in other words.”

      “And so will you,” I promised.

      “What happened to me—it’s not like I lost a loved one. It was just a break in.”

      “It was a trauma,” I corrected. “It’s okay to feel messed up about it. It’s okay that it’s changed the way you feel as you walk through the world. You don’t have to be okay just because worse things have happened to other people. That’s not how this works.”

      She smiled. “Thank you, Noah. And thank you for letting me stay here while I got my feet back under me.”

      “I really wish you’d come back,” I admitted quietly.

      She shook her head. “It isn’t a good idea,” she said, adding, “for either of us. We made that decision when we were both upset, when we’d both just left my house...but it’s not smart.”

      Tess came tearing back into the kitchen. Table’s set!

      “Okay,” I signed to her. “You stir the sauce while I make the pasta.”

      “What can I do?” Jenna asked.

      “You’re the guest,” I said. “You don’t have to do anything.”

      “Of course I do. Come on, let me help.”

      Jenna can make the salad! Tess signed.

      I shrugged. “How about it?” I asked. “You want to make the salad?”

      She grinned. “I make a great salad. You two have no idea what you’re in for. Do you have olive oil and vinegar?”

      “Up there,” I said, pointing to a high cabinet.

      The rest of the meal preparation passed quietly. As for dinner itself, it was an enjoyable hour and a half. Jenna’s salad was incredibly delicious, and Tess and I both had second and third helpings. Finally, when the dishes had been cleared and the leftovers had been put away, I turned to Tess. “You’d better head off to bed,” I said, signing as I spoke.

      What? No! I want to stay up and hang out with Jenna!

      “It’s bedtime,” I said firmly.

      “I’m going home soon anyway,” Jenna said, making an effort to sign. She didn’t have many of the necessary words, but I go home was easy enough. She also knew enough about deaf culture by now to put on a sad face, indicating she was sorry to be leaving.

      But was she really? I had no idea. She was so hard to read. She’d run out of here yesterday like her tail was on fire, but we’d just enjoyed a meal together like good friends. I wanted to open a bottle of wine and keep her here for a while.

      I wanted to confide in her about everything that had been going on with LM, Kepler, and the men who had been threatening me. But I didn’t dare. The more she knew, the more at risk she was likely to be, and I couldn’t chance those men hurting her. I felt awful at the thought that they’d probably broken into her apartment to send me a message. She had been driven out of her home because of me. No, I couldn’t tell her anything.

      But she did feel like someone I could confide in. Preparing dinner tonight, I’d told her things about my grief process after my wife’s death that I’d never told anybody before.

      “Are you sure you won’t stay?” I asked her as Tess disappeared upstairs. “I have a really nice merlot I’ve been saving.”

      “I should go, Noah, really.” But she lingered.

      She wants to stay, I thought. Some part of her felt the same reluctance to part as I was feeling. I stepped closer to her, feeling a charge buzz between us. It was almost tangible, this connection. I could almost see it. “Stay,” I said quietly. “Just for an hour. Just stay.”

      “Noah…”

      “We’re friends, aren’t we?”

      “I don’t know what we are,” she said quietly, shaking her head. “And until I figure it out, I need to keep my distance.”

      I took her hand and pulled her close. She didn’t resist, and her body came flush against mine. Our eyes met. In that moment, I forgot my worry over Tess’s growing attachment to this new woman in our lives. I even forgot my fear that I was putting her in danger with my closeness to her, painting a target on her back that my enemies would try to exploit. All I could think about was her warm skin and her soft body.

      She looked up at me, total trust and abandon in her eyes.

      I bent to kiss her, moving slowly, giving her all the time in the world to pull away, but she didn’t resist. Instead, she rose on her toes to meet me.

      The taste of her was intoxicating. A thrill shot through every nerve in my body. I wanted more.

      She pulled back. “I have to go,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.”

      Then she was out the door, and I was standing in my front hall, my head spinning.
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      “All right,” Sara said firmly. “Get up off the couch.”

      I opened my eyes and looked up at her. “What’s up?”

      “You’ve been lying there all day,” she said. “I know you’ve got a lot going on, but really, enough is enough. You can’t just lie around moping. We’re getting out of the house.”

      “I went out of the house yesterday,” I pointed out.

      “You went to Noah’s,” she countered. “And then you came back looking all frazzled and worked up, and you still haven’t told me what happened.”

      “Nothing,” I said. “Nothing happened.”

      “Uh huh,” she said skeptically. “Come on. We’ll go out and get some food, and you can tell me all about it.”

      “Out where?”

      “There’s a new sandwich place I’ve been wanting to try.” She kicked the couch cushion. “Come on, up. You need to get your mind straight.”

      I had been lying there brooding all day, so she was right, technically. I hadn’t even changed out of my pajamas. “Okay,” I agreed, getting to my feet. “Give me a minute to get changed and we’ll go.”

      Staying with Sara meant sleeping on the couch rather than in my own private guest room like I’d had at Noah’s. It meant living out of my suitcase instead of putting my clothes in a drawer. I wasn’t complaining, of course. It was good of her to give me a place to crash. But at Noah’s, if I’d been feeling moody, I could have gone into my room, shut the door, and been left alone.

      Of course, if I’d been staying at Noah’s, I’d have a lot more to brood about.

      Sara wasn’t blind, I knew, and I was sure I’d come home from dinner last night looking wild eyed and weird after the kiss Noah and I had shared. How could I have allowed such a thing to happen? It had been so irresponsible of me. Every time I told myself I wasn’t going to let things escalate between us again, I went back on my word.

      Maybe I just needed to stay away from him altogether.

      Because what I’d said to him was true. It was too hard to be with him with the relationship as nebulous and undefined as it was. I wanted to know what we were. What the future held. I couldn’t let him know that when he’d referred to us as ‘friends’ it had felt like an arrow in my heart.

      I dressed casually in a strapless denim sundress and put my hair up in a clip. Sara smiled when she saw me. “You clean up good,” she praised.

      “Thanks,” I said. “What kind of sandwich place are we going to?”

      “It’s supposed to be really good,” Sara said. “According to my coworker, they make this green goddess sauce that really takes the sandwiches to the next level. I’ve been meaning to go ever since I heard about it.”

      We could walk to the restaurant, Sara said, so we stepped into our shoes and headed out the door of her apartment. It was a warm, beautiful day, the kind that made me glad to live in a place like New York. Even though this city was ripe with crime, even though my apartment would probably never have been broken into if I’d lived in Iowa or Kansas, I was glad to belong to this city full of active, moving people who were always on their way to somewhere.

      “You’re right,” I told Sara. “I did need to get out of the house. Thanks for getting me to do this.”

      Sara shoved my shoulder lightly. “Next time you should just listen to me without arguing first.”

      “I’ll work on that.”

      “Now, tell me what happened between you and Noah.”

      “Come on, I told you, there was nothing.”

      “Right,” Sara said. “Okay. Nothing. Now let me tell you what I see. First you go out for drinks with me and leave with him.”

      “I’m really sorry about that.”

      “You don’t have to be sorry. I get it. He’s a cute guy. But I’m your friend. You could at least be honest with me. You hooked up that night, right?”

      “Okay,” I admitted. “We did.

      “And then the next morning you found out your apartment had been broken into and you decided to stay at his place.” She raised her eyebrows at me. “Which means you feel safe with him.”

      I didn’t answer.

      “That’s what I thought,” she said, nodding. “So given all that, what prompted you to show up on my doorstep the night before last?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted, sighing heavily. “I don’t know what he wants. I don’t know how seriously he’s taking us. And he has a daughter he needs to think of. I just didn’t want to force his hand, you know? I didn’t want us to fall into a relationship just because I happened to be staying at his house. If it happens, I want it to be based on something more than that.”

      “If it happens. So it still might happen?”

      “You should be a detective, you know that?”

      “Yeah, I know. Now tell me what happened last night.”

      “We kissed,” I said.

      “He kissed you? Or you kissed him?”

      “Neither. Both. We kissed.”

      “That sounds like you both want to see if there’s something in this.”

      “He also called me his friend.”

      “Maybe he’s nervous,” Sara suggested.

      “That doesn’t really sound like him,” I said. “I’ve never seen him nervous.”

      We had arrived at the sandwich shop, and now Sara pushed the door open and led the way in. “You grab a table, okay?” she said. “I’m gonna run to the bathroom.”

      I found a vacant table by a window and sat down to wait for Sara.

      “Excuse me, ma’am?”

      I looked up, expecting to see a server, prepared to let him know that I was waiting for a friend before placing my order. But the man standing beside my table was dressed in a suit and tie, not the bright orange t-shirt with the restaurant logo on it. And he looked familiar.

      “You’re Jenna Robertson, right?” he asked.

      I was spooked. Someone had it out for me, as evidenced by the fact that my apartment had been broken into. Could this be the guy? You’re in a public place, I told myself firmly. He can’t do anything to you here. “Who’s asking?” I said, struggling to inject my voice with the courage I didn’t feel.

      “I’m sorry,” the man said. “We only met once in person. I’m not surprised you don’t recognize me. I’m Mr. Michaels. Joshua’s father?”

      “Oh,” I said, the memory flooding back. Mr. Michaels and I had met at a bookshop, where we’d both been browsing interior design titles. When I’d told him what I did for a living, he’d hired me to help with his son’s new place.

      Of course, now I was wishing I’d never taken that job.

      “I heard about your apartment,” he commented.

      That struck me as suspicious, and I lifted my eyebrow. “How?”

      “The police contacted us,” he said. “They say Joshua’s a suspect in their investigation.”

      Somehow, I’d never thought about the fact that Josh would be contacted by the police. I had envisioned them knocking on his door to arrest him once they were sure of his guilt, but I’d never imagined him knowing I had accused him without being arrested. The thought made me feel shivery inside. “Oh,” I said again, wishing to God Sara would come back. “Okay.”

      “I just wanted to tell you—well, that I’m sure Joshua wouldn’t do something like that,” Mr. Michaels said. “He’s a good boy, really.”

      “He’s a good boy?” I raised my eyebrows, indignation fueling my courage. “He tried to attack me, you know. I told you what happened.”

      “I know you did,” Mr. Michaels sighed.

      “Do you not believe that either?”

      “I do,” he confessed quietly. “I believe you, Jenna. Ms. Robertson. And I’m sorry that that happened, truly. But I still don’t think my son was the one who broke into your apartment. He’s, well, he’s not really that ambitious.”

      I didn’t know what to say. A part of me just wanted to tell him off. But there was the fact that Noah didn’t believe Josh had been behind the break in either. He certainly wasn’t the innocent boy his father thought he was, but that didn’t necessarily mean he was guilty of this particular crime.

      “Are you still designing?” Mr. Michaels questioned, changing the subject. “I plan to hire someone soon to do some work for me.”

      “I don’t know if it’s a good idea for us to continue to work together,” I told him.

      “This would just be for me,” he assured me. “Not for Joshua. And it would pay well. Twice what I paid you to do Joshua’s apartment.”

      I hesitated, looking to the side as I thought.

      “We’re very pleased with your work,” he continued quickly, sensing my hesitation. “I’m very pleased with your work. I’d love to have your eye on my next project.”

      I did need to start accumulating more clients. “Let me think about it.”

      He reached into his pocket, pulled out a business card, and handed it to me. “Give me a call,” he said. “I’m heading out of town for a few days, but I’ll be reachable at this number. I look forward to hearing from you.”

      I took the card, wondering as I did so if I would live to regret it.
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      “Can we meet?” Eric asked on the phone the next afternoon. “Can we just sit down and talk about it?”

      In truth, I was glad he’d called. Eric and I had been friends since our grade school days, and I couldn’t quite believe he’d had anything to do with the attack on Jenna’s apartment, no matter what I’d found in his pocket. I wanted to hear that there was some rational explanation for the whole thing.

      Now I sat across the table from him in an upscale downtown restaurant, a place I took clients when I wanted to impress them, to leave them with the feeling that I was refined and well-heeled and would do well with their money. It felt strange to be sitting there with Eric, whose tastes usually ran more toward seedy pizza joints.

      But I didn’t know who I could trust these days, and I wanted to be somewhere well lit and highly visible. I wanted to be surrounded by people who had cell phones and would be appalled by even the slightest amount of aggression.

      I hated that I thought about my best friend like that.

      Eric looked jittery and jumpy, out of place, and not just because of the restaurant we were in. I’d never seen him look so uncomfortable. I was used to Eric being relaxed and at ease in almost every setting—he was that kind of guy. But now he looked as if he might climb the walls.

      “What’s with you?” I asked.

      “What?” He looked confused. “Nothing.”

      “You’re about to jump out of your seat, don’t tell me it’s nothing.”

      “I’m fine.”

      I didn’t buy it. I was already so suspicious of him that it was hard to take anything he told me at face value. “Are you looking for someone?”

      “Who would I be looking for?”

      Well, he certainly wasn’t meeting my eyes. It occurred to me that maybe he hadn’t wanted to come out today so we could resolve our differences. Maybe he’d been trying to lure me into a public place so the family he might be a part of could join us.

      If so, the joke was on him. Nobody was going to try to ambush me in a place like this. I couldn’t even picture LM in this well-lit restaurant with its white linen tablecloths and the low murmur of wealthy people who wouldn’t raise their voices above a certain decibel level for fear of seeming uncouth. The idea was as strange and unlikely as the thought of an alien bursting through the door.

      “I’m just anxious,” Eric said.

      “Why?”

      “Can you not act all suspicious about everything I say? This is hard enough.”

      “What’s hard?” I asked. “We’re just talking.” I was being unfair, and I knew it. He was here to apologize for barging into my office drunk and/or high.

      He exhaled. “I shouldn’t have come into your office like that,” he began.

      Rather than let him continue, the question I’d been dying to ask leapt to my lips. “Eric, who did that business card belong to? Why did you have it?”

      “I don’t know,” Eric said, frowning. “Some guy handed that to me on the street and I just stuck it in my pocket. I assumed he was advertising something and was planning on throwing it out, but I forgot it was there.” He looked at me, focusing as if remembering. “Why did it make you so mad?”

      “I just...I thought I knew who it came from. Maybe I was wrong.”

      “Who did you think it came from?”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “No,” he said, leaning across the table. “Tell me. I can tell something is bothering you.”

      “It doesn’t matter, Eric, let it go.”

      He shook his head and raked his fingers through his hair. “I feel like someone’s following me, Noah.”

      “Someone like who?”

      “I don’t know who. Just someone. I get this feeling like I’m being shadowed. And then this card shows up, and you say you know who it’s from. It’s creepy. Don’t you think it’s creepy?”

      I did. But I also knew he was being followed. By a guy I’d hired myself to do just that. “If you didn’t know about the card, then why did you come to my office?” I asked. “If you were just looking for a place to sleep things off, you could have gone home.”

      Eric looked down at his hands. “I needed money. I know I asked you for it.”

      “That was what you came for?” An ugly thought occurred to me. “Is that what you came here for? Not to apologize, but ask me for money again?”

      “My parents cut me off,” he whined, and almost pleading sound in his voice. “They took away my access to my trust fund. Don’t like what I’m doing with my life.”

      “Can you blame them?” I asked, my tone scathing.

      “That’s cold, Noah.”

      “It’s true, Eric. You’re high right now, aren’t you? That’s why you’re so edgy.”

      “I just need a little money,” he begged.

      “I’m not giving you money,” I said shortly, standing up. “I have to go to work. Get yourself cleaned up. Call me again when you’re sober.”
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      Meet me at 7. Same Place. -LM
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      Walking into the bar that night, I was a million miles away, emotionally, from where I’d been when I met with Eric. I’d thought I was anxious and upset about my meeting with my friend, but the truth was that I’d felt some measure of control the entire time. I’d known that whatever Eric said or did, I most likely had the upper hand in that situation. Even at the very end, when he’d shocked me by asking for money instead of apologizing for what he’d done at my office, I’d been able to walk away. I had been in control.

      I hated not being in control.

      But as I spotted LM sitting in the back of the bar and made my way to his table, I felt my control of the situation slipping. I wasn’t approaching the man because I wanted to. In fact, I would have liked nothing better than to turn and walk the other way. I was only doing this because to do anything else would have been neglectful of my safety, not to mention that of Tess and Jenna. They’d been threatened by this man. I had to do what he said.

      And that was infuriating.

      He pushed the seat opposite him out from the table with his foot as I drew close, and I sat down. “Okay,” I said, spreading my arms wide. “I’m here. What do you want?”

      “Can I get you a beer?” he asked solicitously.

      “No, I don’t want a fucking beer. Why am I here?”

      “There’s no need to be rude,” he quipped, sipping casually from his own glass.

      “Get to the point or I’m leaving.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “I don’t think you will,” he said. “I think we’ve reached the point in our negotiations where you want this to be resolved as much as we do. Am I right?”

      “I think,” I said furiously, “that if you really wanted things to be resolved, you would tell me what you want from me. I have plenty of money. I’m sure you know that. I’ll write you a check right here and now. I just want these games to stop.”

      “This isn’t about money,” LM said smoothly. “As you well know. You were told we wanted your time.”

      “Yes, but nobody explained what that meant. I’m not a mind reader.”

      “We want to put you to work,” LM said. “Our organization needs loyalty more than it needs funds. We want you to show us that you’re on our side.”

      “I’m not on your side,” I said. “You’ve done nothing but threaten my family and me. Why the hell would I be on your side of anything?”

      LM’s congenial affect vanished as if it had never been. He leaned across the table. “You would be on our side,” he said, “because of what’s going to happen to you if you’re not. Because of what’s going to happen to your daughter if you’re not.”

      “Don’t you dare talk about my daughter.”

      He ignored me. “Every dollar in your bank account, all the money you just offered to make me go away, you have all of it because of me. You live the cushy lifestyle you enjoy so much because of me and my organization.”

      “That’s bullshit,” I said. “Even if my father was involved with you, that’s not the way he made all of his money. He had a successful, legitimate business and so do I.”

      LM shrugged. “Your father swore us his allegiance,” he revealed. “As his son, that debt extends to you, and it’s time to pay up. It’s time to show us that you can be counted on, Noah Clark.”

      “All right,” I said. “Let’s say for a minute that I’m buying any of what you’re selling here. Let’s say I’m interested enough in making you leave me alone that I’m willing to work with you.”

      “Yes, that seems like a good place to start.”

      “And you would leave me alone?” I clarified. “After I did whatever you’re asking? You’d leave me and my family in peace?”

      “Let’s just say it would go a long way toward proving where you stand.”

      I wasn’t fool enough to think that was any kind of answer. “What are you asking me to do?”

      “We’ll give you a name,” LM said. “The name of another CEO in your industry.”

      “You’ll give me a name? What am I supposed to do with that? Contact this person?” A thought occurred, and my eyes narrowed. “You’re not asking me to help you threaten someone, are you? Is that how this works? Are you threatening me because they’ve got something over your head?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” LM snapped.

      “Then what? What am I supposed to do with this name?”

      “You’re going to take them out.”

      That didn’t register at first. “Take them out where?”

      “Take them out financially. Eliminate their business.”

      “You’re putting a financial hit on a business?” I asked, surprised. “How am I even supposed to do that?”

      “You’re a smart man, Noah. You’ll figure out a way. Plant information about him, maybe. Destabilize his investments. I know you know how to do that.”

      “And you want this from me why?”

      “It proves trust,” LM said. “It ensures that you can’t double cross us, because we’ll have information on you.” He grinned. “It also accomplishes something we need done.”

      “Ruining somebody’s life.”

      “Do we have a problem?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “We have a problem. I don’t know you. I don’t even know your name. I just found out all of this was a thing a few days ago. I don’t know any of the finer details, and I don’t know anything about your organization that you want me to show loyalty to. And even if I did know all that, there’s the little matter of me not being a fucking felon. So no. I won’t do ruin someone’s life.” I got up, feeling almost dizzy with the exertion of defying LM, and walked out of the bar.

      What had I just done? What was going to happen to me now? Would they hurt Tess and Jenna? I’d figure out some way to keep them safe, that was all. I couldn’t do what LM was asking. That was insane.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out. There was an alert for a new email.

      Have it your way. -LM
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      I got in! Tess’s hands practically clapped together as she signed with exuberance. I got in, Jenna! I got in!

      Awesome! I signed back. Smart. School lucky.

      She grinned and signed something I couldn’t understand. I looked up at her father for help.

      “She says it’s thanks to you and your mother,” Noah said. “She says she knows what you did to help her, and she really appreciates it.”

      “You didn’t need my help,” I said, signing no need. Noah provided a more complete translation of my words. “You have what it takes to get in without my help. But I was happy to lend a hand.”

      “We really do appreciate it,” Noah said. “Thank you for letting me buy you dinner tonight to celebrate.”

      I nodded. In truth, I’d seriously considered not coming over tonight. After the way things had gone the last time I’d eaten dinner with the Clarks, it seemed like it might not be the most responsible choice. Sara had raised an eyebrow at me when she’d seen me getting dressed to leave, but she hadn’t said anything. I’d be getting fully interrogated later.

      Well, there would be nothing to uncover. We were here to celebrate Tess, and nothing more. “So, what’s for dinner?” I asked.

      “It’s Tess’s choice,” Noah said. “She’s the girl of honor tonight.”

      “And what did you choose?” I asked Tess.

      I recognized the sign she made. Sushi!

      I laughed. “Sounds great!” Another thing I knew how to sign. I was getting better at communicating with Tess. Someday we won’t even need Noah to translate.

      I bit down hard on that thought. What was I thinking? Tess and I didn’t have a relationship, not beyond the fact that I’d redesigned her room, and we weren’t going to create one. I wouldn’t be a permanent fixture in her life. I’d been invited to dinner tonight because of my help in getting her into her new school. It was a gesture of thanks, nothing more.

      Noah pulled up the menu for Tess’s favorite Japanese restaurant on his phone. We decided to order a bunch of different things so we could have tastes of a wide variety of dishes. “You order for me,” I told Tess. “This is only my second time eating sushi, and you’re the expert. I’ll try whatever you think is good.”

      “Tess can order for all of us,” Noah said absently, handing her the phone. She curled up in an armchair and got to work adding things to the online cart.

      “So,” I said, settling on the couch, feeling a little awkward now that Tess had effectively dropped out of the conversation. “How have you been? Since I saw you last, I mean.”

      “What?” He looked up at me. “Oh. Fine, just fine.”

      I grimaced inwardly. I’d been afraid tonight might be weird. After all, we’d kissed the last time we’d seen each other, and then I had run out the door. Noah was certainly entitled to feel awkward about that. But I guess I’d hoped he hadn’t taken it to heart, and that hope had been bolstered by the fact that he’d invited me over tonight.

      Tess hopped off the chair and ran the phone over to her father, showing him what she’d chosen. He nodded, not giving the order much attention, and she grinned and placed it. Fifteen minutes, she signed.

      And then it was quiet.

      And it was awkward.

      Tess picked up a book from an end table and began reading. Noah fiddled with his watch. “Are you okay?” I asked him after a time.

      “Fine,” he said.

      “Because you’re being kind of...well, kind of distant. Are you upset with me?”

      “Of course not.”

      “I know I left in a hurry last time—”

      “Don’t worry about that,” he said dismissively. “Things are complicated between you and me. I understand that.”

      It was the first time that fundamental truth had been so simply articulated. It was almost like taking a first breath of air after being underwater for a long time. Things were complicated between the two of us. That was absolutely true. And not only that, but now I knew for sure that Noah saw it too. I wasn’t imagining the sexual tension. I wasn’t imagining the reluctance to give in on both our parts. We wanted each other. We wanted to stay away.

      It was complicated.

      It wasn’t just me.

      I could have hugged him, but I didn’t. I stayed in my place on the couch, watching him and wondering if he realized what a gift he’d given me with those simple words.

      Eventually, the food arrived, and the mood loosened somewhat. Tess arranged the food on plates and the three of us went to the kitchen and moved from place to place, sampling as we went. Between the three of us, we finished all the food Tess had ordered.

      When it was done, Noah brought out a massive cupcake with pink frosting and confetti sprinkles. He cut this into thirds and raised his section as if it were a wine glass. “To Tess,” he said, signing with his free hand. “May she do well at her new school.”

      “And have fun,” I added, signing and happy, which was as close as I could get. I picked up my own wedge of cupcake. “Cheers.”

      The three of us devoured our dessert as ravenously as we’d eaten the sushi. When we were finished, Tess hugged her father and asked to be excused to her room. He granted her request.

      Bye, Jenna, she signed.

      Bye, Tess, I replied. “Congratulations again,” I added, relying on Noah to translate the last part.

      “She’s awfully tired,” Noah said as Tess disappeared up the stairs. “She wouldn’t say so in front of you, but I’m sure she’s going to sleep. And she needs it. She’s been studying so hard for the entrance exam. She’s been really stressed out about it.”

      “It’ll be good for her to get a fresh start,” I said. “After everything she’s been through. To be around kids who don’t know her for her personal tragedy, but who can just get to know her for who she is. I think you’re making the right choice in transferring her.”

      Noah nodded. “I hope you’re right about that.”

      “I think so.”

      After a pause, he murmured, “Jenna?”

      “Yeah?”

      He took a deep breath. “I think you should move back in with us.”

      “What?” I scoffed. “Noah. Come on.”

      “I worry about you,” he said. “I’d feel better if you were here.”

      “I’m perfectly safe at Sara’s.”

      “I don’t know that you are. That’s the thing.”

      “You can’t possibly think that whoever broke into my place would go to Sara’s.”

      “No, it’s not that. I just...my security is really good.”

      “You know why I left.”

      “I don’t, actually, because you never had a conversation with me about it.”

      “I told you it was too hard for me to be around you with our relationship so undefined. You said it yourself, Noah. It’s complicated.”

      “Is that why you’re picking a fight with me now?”

      “I am not picking a fight!” I cried. I sucked in a breath. “This was a bad idea, I shouldn’t have come, I should—” I turned to go.

      He caught me by the wrist. I looked back.

      “I think you like it complicated,” he said, eyes blazing.

      My stomach dropped.
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      I had no idea afterward how we even made it to his bedroom. If it hadn’t been for Tess, we probably would have ended up naked right there on the kitchen floor.

      Somehow, though, I was in his bedroom, and he was locking the door behind me. Our arms tangled as we struggled to rip away each other’s clothes. Sex with Noah had seemed so deliberate on his part. He’d removed my clothes carefully, as though it was an art. He had stripped away his own clothes like a model, as if performing a move he had practiced to perfection.

      Today it was messy and rushed, and we didn’t care. We couldn’t get naked quickly enough.

      There was no standing back and regarding the beauty of each other’s bodies. The minute I saw his bare skin, I pressed myself against it, touching him everywhere I could reach, inhaling the scent of him. I felt drugged.

      He lifted me in his arms and entered me quickly, backing me up against the cool plaster of the wall. I felt light as a feather, suspended between the hard wall and his hard body, his hands under my thighs as he thrust into me. I went limp against him, unable to do more than squeeze him with arms and legs and encourage him to go deeper, faster, harder.

      But he didn’t increase the pace. He moved steadily, and it came to me that as out of control as I was feeling right now, as out of control as I could tell he was, Noah was still hanging on to a piece of his sanity. He hadn’t given himself over completely to the physical rush yet.

      And as soon as the thought occurred to me, I understood why.

      He wanted me to come first.

      He had always taken care of me, always made sure I was satisfied before worrying about himself. How could I have ever thought of this man as someone who might hurt me, who might not care for my heart? He was the most generous man I’d ever met.

      I felt utterly safe in his arms. In that moment, if he’d asked me again to move back into his house, I would have said yes without hesitating.

      I angled my hips and arched my back, working the pressure and friction to exactly where I wanted it, and a moment later I was seeing stars.

      When my vision cleared, I was on Noah’s bed, flat on my back. He’d entwined his fingers with mine and pinned my hands over my head. I felt weak and exhausted, as if I’d just completed a marathon. My body was so sensitive to his every move that if he hadn’t been holding me down, I thought I might not have been able to stay still.

      And his control had finally fractured. He thrust into me erratically, his breath coming in frantic gasps, his hands flexing and clenching in mine. It was amazing to watch him come apart like this. I wanted it to last forever, and I wanted to feel him cum right away.

      I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him deeper, finding a new angle that made me gasp in pleasure.

      “Oh, God,” he moaned quietly in my ear. I knew he was trying to keep the movement we made to a minimum so Tess wouldn’t pick up on any vibrations, and I could feel how much effort it took. I could feel every strain of every muscle in his perfectly sculpted body. “Jenna, what are you doing to me?”

      “I want you to come,” I whispered in his ear, feeling hot and desperate and animal.

      And he did, his hips pistoning forward with such beautiful pressure that it drove me over the edge for a second time, and I felt the mattress fall away underneath me as I wrapped myself around him and lifted my body up to his.
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      Waking up next to Jenna would never not feel miraculous.

      Today, though, nobody’s house had been broken into, and that made it far and away better than the last time.

      I rolled over and kissed her cheek softly until she opened her eyes. She tipped her head toward me on the pillow and smiled. It was somewhat rueful, that smile. But it was a smile nonetheless, and I’d take that.

      “I’m going to have a lot of explaining to do to Sara,” she said.

      “Do you wish you hadn’t stayed?” I asked her.

      “No,” she said. “You know that, though. You know I can’t unwish any of what happened, even if I really should.”

      “Should you?”

      “How are you going to explain it to Tess?”

      “I mean, I’m not going to tell her.”

      “Very funny. I meant, how are you going to explain the fact that I’m still here?”

      “I’ll tell her you and I watched a movie last night and you decided to sleep over. We’ll say you slept in the guest room. That’s not a big deal.”

      “And you don’t think that will upset her?” Jenna asked.

      “Why would it?”

      “I don’t know. It’s complicated.” She gave me a little smirk.

      “Come on, let’s just sneak you into the guest room before she wakes up.”

      Jenna nodded, tugged on her jeans, and pulled her sweater over her head. I tied my bathrobe around my waist and peered out into the hall. “Coast is clear,” I said, waving her past me.

      Jenna stepped out of my room and into the hall—and stopped.

      She turned around, confusion and worry etched on her face. “Noah? Tess’s not in her room.”

      “What?” I looked at the clock. It was seven in the morning on a Sunday. “There’s no way she’s already up. That girl loves to sleep in.”

      “Well, her bedroom door is open, and she’s not in there.”

      I came out into the hall to see for myself, and when I saw the empty room, I felt an immediate stab of worry. “I guess she probably got up to make breakfast,” I hoped aloud, trying to wave my concern away.

      But Tess wasn’t in the kitchen, either, and when I called her cell phone she didn’t answer. Jenna and I walked through every room, looking for her with no luck.

      I had never once wished that my daughter wasn’t deaf. It was a part of her identity, and it had given her access to a language and culture she never would have experienced otherwise. But today, as I raced around the house frantically, I wished for the first time ever that I could scream her name and she could hear me.

      I checked rooms over and over. I was coming to an unavoidable conclusion, but I had to be wrong. I had to be.

      Finally, I could deny it no longer.

      Tess wasn’t in the house.

      “Is there anyone we can call?” Jenna asked, looking very pale. “Is there a friend whose house she might have gone to?”

      “She wouldn’t have gone anywhere without telling me first. No, this isn’t like her at all.”

      “I’ll call the police,” Jenna announced. “Get a glass of water. Sit down. You look like you’re about to pass out.”

      “I can’t sit down. I have to—” to what? I’d have done anything, gone to the ends of the Earth, to make sure Tess was safe. But there was nothing I could do. I didn’t know where she was.

      Time seemed to move in fits and starts. I sat on a barstool at my kitchen counter, a glass of cold water sweating on my hand, Jenna talking to the police on the phone. Then she was standing in front of me, a hand on my arm. “They think she’s probably run away.”

      “Tess wouldn’t run away.” I felt like my head was full of cotton.

      “She’s a twelve-year-old girl.”

      “She’s deaf and we only have each other. She wouldn’t run away from me.” I couldn’t think clearly. All I knew was that Tess wasn’t there, and that that meant something was wrong. “She wouldn’t just leave.”

      “She did run off that morning when I found her in the store,” she commented.

      My head jerked up, and I glared at her. “She didn’t run off, she skipped school. On the anniversary of her mother’s death.”

      Jenna’s eyes were wide, and she stammered. “I—I know, but I’m just saying…”

      “You don’t need to say anything,” I grouched, jumping up. “She’d never leave her phone here.”

      “It’s here?”

      “On the coffee table,” I said, pointing.

      She put her hands on her hips. “Yeah…she wouldn’t have left without it. No teenager would.”

      I wanted to remind her Tess wasn’t a teenager yet, but that seemed petty. I cleared my throat and rose, pacing through the living room. I could feel her eyes on me as I walked around the room. My mind was moving as fast as my feet. Where could she have gone? I jerked to a stop. LM. LM might be behind this. I looked at Jenna, wondering if I could get her to leave without being a total ass. I had to check my email.

      Jenna watched me with big eyes, fear in them. “Do you think she knew I stayed over?”

      An opportunity. “What are you talking about?”

      “She could have been trying to...I don’t know, tell us something.”

      “Like what?” I asked, my face scrunched up as if I thought she was asking dumb questions.

      “Like she isn’t okay with what’s going on between us.”

      “That’s crazy.” I couldn’t let her feel blame for Tess’s disappearance. “She wanted to invite you over.”

      “Maybe she didn’t realize how uncomfortable it would make her to have me here until I was here.” Jenna took a deep breath, and I could tell she was steadying herself to say something difficult. “Well, maybe she thinks I’m moving in on her mother’s place.”

      I didn’t know what to say. It was a ludicrous idea—no one could ever replace Tess’s mother. But at the same time, it made some sense. Maybe she found another woman’s presence in our lives threatening. No, Tess was too happy when Jenna was here. I felt like something more sinister may have happened, and I had to do something.

      Jenna seemed to take my silence for agreement. “I should go,” she announced. “I should let you deal with this. Give you space. I’m so sorry, Noah. I’m sorry I let things go as far as they did. If there’s anything I can do to help, please don’t hesitate to call.”

      I didn’t want her to leave. Physically, emotionally, I ached for the comfort I got when she was near. But I couldn’t seem to find the words, and she let herself out of the house without looking back.

      Tess…

      I walked to the coffee table and picked up her phone. The only missed calls were from me in the last few minutes, and she had no texts that weren’t from friends or from me. The weirdest part, no scariest part, was that she was gone but the phone was here.

      She would never run away and leave her phone behind.

      If she’d left voluntarily, she would have taken her phone with her, no question in my mind.

      My blood was freezing in my veins as terrible thoughts tried to push into my mind. I grabbed my laptop and opened my email, but there were no new messages.

      I had to search her room. Maybe I would find something up there. Some clue.

      I checked her closet first, looking for missing clothes or maybe a piece of luggage that was gone. Something that would indicate she’d packed a bag and planned not to be back for a while. It looked like all her clothes were still there, although I couldn’t be positive. Her Wonder Woman roller suitcase still sat in the closet, as did her purple and white backpack. Her favorite sneakers were on the mat by her bedroom door.

      Her bed was unmade.

      Tess.

      I was so dazed, so utterly unglued, that it took me several minutes in my daughter’s room to notice the thing that didn’t belong—a yellow piece of legal paper, folded in half, on her otherwise clear desk.

      A note.

      I reached out and picked it up, flicked it open.

      The handwriting wasn’t my daughter’s.

      

      You should have complied. Think carefully before you go to the cops. Wouldn’t want anything to happen to your pretty little girl.

      

      It wasn’t signed.

      But I knew who it was from. Kepler. LM. Their organization. They had my daughter.

      I felt like I might explode. I crumpled the note in my fist, knowing I shouldn’t, knowing it was evidence and that I needed to show it to the police. I’ll go to the precinct right now, I thought, getting to my feet. Having a goal, a destination, a next step, cleared my head a little. I would show them this note, and they would see that she hadn’t run away from home. She’d been taken.

      If they hurt her, if they harm one hair on her head…

      I couldn’t even think about it. I refocused on the task at hand. Go to the precinct. Talk to the police. I would tell them everything I knew. I would turn over my emails. LM, whoever he really was, couldn’t possibly have believed I’d continue to stay quiet about everything I knew if my daughter was in danger.

      Unless…would they hurt her if I told the truth?

      Maybe she was only safe as long as I kept my silence.

      I felt as if I was about to fall off a cliff. What the hell was I going to do?

      I decided to go down and talk to the cops. I had to do something. I couldn’t just sit around here waiting for further instructions. I could decide how much to tell them when I got there. But they needed to know that she hadn’t run away. As things stood, they weren’t even going to look for her. They were planned to wait and see if she came home. Who knew what might happen to her before the Mob, or whoever they were, decided to show their cards?

      But the moment I stepped outside my front door, everything changed again.

      Eric was standing on the sidewalk right outside my house.

      Eric.

      Fucking Eric.

      My vision went red around the edges, and suddenly I had his lapels in my hands, pulling him to me, shaking him hard. “Where is she!” I yelled. “Where the fuck is she?”

      “Where—where’s who, man?”

      “Where’s my daughter, you jittery fuck? Don’t tell me you came around here at seven in the morning on a Sunday because you were looking for money again. I know you had something to do with this!”

      “Noah, man, I don’t know what you’re talking about. What’s going on with Tess?”

      I felt my hands tighten. How dare he say her name to me? How dare he loiter out here like he didn’t know what was going on. “Tell me where she is, or I swear to God I’ll break your face.”

      “Mr. Clark!”

      Hands were on my shoulders, pushing at me, corralling me. Tearing me away from Eric. He looked at me with fear in his eyes. My doorman wrapped his arm around my chest and held me still as I fought to throw him off, to get back to Eric, to shake the truth from him.

      “I don’t know what he’s talking about,” Eric said, and I noticed that there was a crowd beginning to form around us. “He’s insane. Lost it.” He pushed his way between two women and disappeared.

      I fought to go after him, but my doorman was still holding me back. He was a big guy, hired for his ability to physically restrain people from entering the building when they shouldn’t.

      But someone had been in my home last night.

      Someone had left that note and taken my little girl.

      The burst of rage I felt at that thought gave me the strength to shake my way loose. I pulled my phone out of my pocket, knowing that I needed a lifeline. I needed something.

      But Jenna had called the police, and they’d told her they couldn’t file a missing person’s report for twenty-four hours. Because she’d skipped school, they would assume she’d run off, as they’d told her, though they wouldn’t have that information unless I told them.

      Telling them about LM at this point also seemed like a bad idea. They’d contact me, tell me what I needed to do to get her back, and I’d do it. End of story.

      I returned to the living room, opened my laptop and the email, then sat and waited. My night would be a sleepless one.
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      The following morning, when I’d heard nothing from LM, I wrestled with the idea of giving the threatening note left in my house to the police. If this could be used as a clue, if it could help them find her…

      But what if I was being watched? What if the mob was waiting to see what I would do next? They wanted me to prove I was on their side. I couldn’t put that out of my mind. Nothing would establish me as more clearly not on their side than reporting them to the police.

      I felt like I was losing my mind. I hadn’t slept a wink. It killed me that Tess was in the hands of those people, that they might be hurting her.

      I had to do something.

      I picked up my phone and dialed the private investigator, Paul.

      “Still working on Robertson and Butler,” Paul said as a greeting. He was all business as always. “I haven’t found any conclusive patterns from either of them.”

      “Set that aside for a while,” I said. “I have something else I need you to work on.”

      “Alright, ”

      “My daughter. She’s been kidnapped.”

      A long pause. “Tell me everything,” he said. I heard a drawer open and the rattling of paper.

      I wished I felt free to confide in him about LM and Kepler and the threats that had been made against me.  But how was he going to gather information if I didn’t give him something?

      What I really needed was a way to get in touch with them so I didn’t make a mistake, like telling the cops or Paul about LM.

      I told Paul everything I could. I told him how I’d woken up to find her missing. I told him about Eric’s weird behavior, and about Jenna’s apartment being broken into. I told him that Jenna suspected the son of one of her clients of the crime, but that I thought it was more likely that whoever had taken Tess was behind it. “This has all been about me,” I said. “Whoever is doing these things is trying to get to me.”

      “How can you be sure?” Paul’s question was all business. There was no challenge in it.

      “Because there’s no other reason to involve Tess,” I said. “She’s a child. If you’re not trying to provoke me, there’s no reason to go after her.”

      “Sometimes people target random children for kidnapping,” Paul pointed out. His voice was gentle.

      “That’s not what this is,” I said. “I’m sure of it. Just do a little digging, okay? I’m sure you’ll find something.”

      “All right,” Paul agreed. “I’ll see what I can turn up.”

      I hung up and went to my computer to see if there was a message from LM. Some kind of ransom, maybe. But there was nothing. Just the usual assortment of junk mail.

      I opened a new message and put LM’s address in the send-to field so I could send yet another email.

      Tell me what you want.

      I hit send and listened to the satisfying whoosh as the ocean of the internet swept my message away and toward its intended recipient. But I didn’t feel any better. I knew what he wanted. He wanted me to prove my loyalty by ruining someone’s life.

      Could I do that?

      To save Tess’s life? You’re damn right I could. There wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do.

      I sat at the computer for twenty minutes, waiting for a reply, but none came.
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        * * *

      

      My head fogged and cleared. I imagined I could hear my daughter crying. It was the worst, most painful stretch of time I’d ever experienced, including the hours after I’d learned of my wife’s death.

      I took my phone into bed with me and opened my email inbox, refreshing over and over, waiting for a message from LM. Nothing came.

      The following morning, I was coming out of my skin. My computer dinged a message and I scrambled to open it.

      

      Raising red flags would be bad for you right now. Go to work, act normal, do what you’re told or your kid suffers.

      

      Moving around the city after having missed two nights of sleep was like being in a fugue state. I hailed a cab and managed to give the address of my office building, but I promptly lost track of time. The next thing I knew, we were pulling up in front of the tall black building where I worked. I got out of the car, tipped the driver, and made my way inside.

      It felt like people were staring at me as I made my way to my office. I hardly cared. It felt like ages since I’d last checked my email. There had to be a reply from LM now. In fact, when I sat down at my desk, I was certain I’d see a message.

      But there was nothing. My inbox was completely empty. There wasn’t even any junk mail, since I’d emptied it just before leaving my house.

      Why didn’t he get back to me? He must want something from me.

      I decided to get a cup of coffee. Maybe that would lift the fog around my brain a little bit, and I’d be able to carry on a more coherent conversation. Being alert might help me get a clear idea of what I needed to do to help my daughter. At any rate, it couldn’t hurt. And maybe if I stepped away from the computer, there would be a message from LM when I returned.

      This last idea was preposterous. I knew it was. But it felt as if it might be true all the same. I was allowing myself to succumb to madness. I needed to get it together. Tess needed me.

      I stepped out of my office and into the hall—and froze.

      Mr. Kepler and two of his associates were standing in the entryway.

      I saw red. It was all I could do to keep from launching myself across the office and slamming my fists into their faces. They knew where Tess was right now, I was sure of it. How dare they stand there in their natty business attire and look around as if they were here for financial advice? How dare they make friendly small talk with my secretary? As insane as it seemed, I almost wished they had come in guns blazing. At least that would have freed me up to fight back.

      But I couldn’t fight. I had to keep myself in check. I had to wait and hear what they had to say. LM hadn’t emailed me back, but there was every chance Kepler was here to tell me what my next steps should be. If I just listen to him and do what he says, I’ll get her back, I told myself. I had to believe that.

      Kepler saw me and inclined his head slightly. He said something to my secretary and strode across the floor toward me, his two colleagues flanking him.

      I had a split second to decide what to do. Would I invite these abominable people into my office as if they were human beings, or would I force a confrontation out here in front of witnesses?

      In the end, I made the same decision I’d been making over and over since the emails from LM had begun. It was too risky to involve other people. The last thing I wanted was to make these people feel cornered. They might resort to rash actions. Tess could get hurt.

      I stepped back and opened the door of my office, about to show them in, and then I someone that made me feel as if I’d turned to stone.

      Eric had just stepped off the elevator.

      He was looking around as if expecting to see someone. And I knew—I just knew—that he was here with Kepler. They had arranged this. They had planned to meet here, to talk to me together.

      That son of a bitch had my daughter. He’d had her all along.

      I wasn’t aware of crossing the distance between us. I wasn’t aware of my hands seeking out his throat. I didn’t even have the chance to enjoy the few moments of physical contact, the moments when I had him in my grip and could transfer a fraction of the pain and anguish I’d been living through onto another person. Onto the person who deserved it. He was supposed to be my best friend, but he’d thrown in with the mob to destroy my life. I couldn’t understand why he would do it. Could his need for drugs really be that bad?

      Or maybe he’d never been my friend to begin with.

      At any rate, the next thing I was aware of was the feeling of arms around mine, pulling me back. The crisp blue uniforms of building security and the hard pressure of a wall against my back. I realized all at once that I’d lost track of sound, that my brain had whited out all noise, but now it cut back in and I heard screams of “You bastard! You fucking bastard!”

      A moment later I connected the screaming with the rasp in my throat and realized it was coming from me.

      Eric looked terrified. His eyes darted from me to the security officers holding me in place. A third officer took him by the arm and began moving him toward the elevator.

      “No!” I yelled. “Goddamn it! Leave him here!”

      They ignored me. I was raving like a lunatic. I wouldn’t be able to have a conversation with Eric if I couldn’t behave like a human being.

      The elevator began its descent as soon as the doors closed with Eric and the security guards inside. God knew whether I’d ever see him again.

      I turned around slowly. Kepler was still behind me. A smile had split his ugly face now, as if my meltdown had been supremely entertaining for him. He reached into his pocket.

      And pulled out a blue card.

      I recognized it as soon as I saw it. I didn’t even need to see the letters embossed on the front to know what I was looking at. “What is this?” I whispered. “What the hell is this?”

      Kepler winked. He strode past me, pausing only to slip the card into my breast pocket.

      “Wait!” I howled after him. “Where’s my daughter! You have to tell me what you want!” Everyone in the office was staring at me, but I didn’t care. “You can’t just leave me with nothing!”

      But apparently he could. He reached the elevator just as the door opened, as if on cue, and stepped inside. I shook the security guards off me and ran for the stairwell, but by the time I reached the bottom floor, he had disappeared. I rushed outside, looking in all directions. The city seemed to rush around me. I felt dizzy and disoriented. Kepler was gone.

      I pulled the card out of my pocket and looked at it. A name was written on the back. Charles Sterling. I knew who Sterling was. He ran a coworking space downtown and was the CEO of a tech marketing startup.

      “We’ll give you a name. Take them out. Eliminate their business.”

      This was the name, I realized. This was what they wanted. I was being ordered to bankrupt Charles Sterling.

      And if I did it, I would get my daughter back.

      There was no question in my mind. No hesitation. I had been shown the path to getting Tess back. I would do whatever they asked me to now.

      My phone rang.

      I fumbled for it. “Hello? Hello?”

      “Noah.” It was Paul.

      “You have something?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Tell me.”

      “It might not be anything. But a doorman from the building across the street from yours says he spotted a guy hanging around outside your condo the night your daughter went missing.”

      “A guy? What guy? What did he look like?” I fully expected a description of Eric.

      “Well, that’s the thing,” Paul said. “According to the doorman’s description, he looked a lot like the guy who was accused of breaking into Jenna Robertson’s apartment. Joshua Michaels.”
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      It should have been a relief to be back in my own apartment, but after everything that had happened, relief was an emotion I couldn’t quite seem to access. Not to mention, something was off with me and it ticked at the back of my mind. I hadn’t felt good in days and the stick laying on my bathroom counter explained why. This couldn’t be happening. Not now. How was I going to tell Noah? How would he react? How could I have been so stupid and careless? I lay sprawled on my couch, having double- and triple-checked the locks on all my doors and windows. I felt confident that nobody could get in without breaking something—although, whoever had broken in before had shown pretty clearly that they didn’t mind breaking things.

      I’d paid for a service to come and clean the place up. I had enough on my mind without having to worry about stepping on pieces of broken glass for the next week. And because nothing had been stolen, everything was more or less back to normal. I should have felt right at home.

      But I couldn’t. I couldn’t relax.

      I had considered going to my grandmother’s apartment. It was mine now, after all. But I wasn’t going to live there full time. At some point I would have to face my fears and come back to my own place. No sense in putting it off.

      Days had passed since Tess had gone missing, and at this point I had to concede that Noah had probably been right: she’d been taken against her will. A girl her age couldn’t just wander around the city for this amount of time. No, somebody else was involved.

      I felt painfully guilty about my efforts to convince Noah that she’d just run away. I didn’t think she’d necessarily have been found by now if I hadn’t insisted she’d left of her own free will. But I knew that I’d made Noah feel as though nobody was in his corner. I’d been trying to help, trying to reassure him, but I’d inadvertently made him feel as though his fears were unfounded.

      On top of all of that, of course, I was just plain worried about Tess. Where could she be? Who would have taken such a sweet little girl, and for what reason? It had occurred to me that whoever had her probably didn’t know sign language, which meant she wouldn’t be able to communicate. That made the whole thing more horrifying somehow.

      I was itching to go out and explore the city, to look for her myself. There had to be something I could do. But New York was a big place. When I’d offered to search her favorite spots, Noah had been adamant that I stay home. That had been weird, actually. Why did he want me to stay home so badly?

      My thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the apartment door. I rolled off the couch and hurried to answer it. I couldn’t suppress a flutter of hope—maybe it was Noah. Maybe he’d come to tell me that Tess had been found.

      When I opened the door, I found two men I’d never seen before. They wore official looking grey suits and each held up a badge. Detectives? I’d assumed Noah had spoken to the police, but we hadn’t spoken much. But that didn’t explain why there were here.

      “Jenna Robertson?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m Detective MacReady,” he said, then gestured to his partner. “This is Detective Strauss. We need you to come with us down to the police station.”

      “What is this about?” I frowned.

      “We have a new lead on the break in you experienced a few days ago,” MacReady said. “We need you to come in and look at some photos. We also think the break in might be connected to the disappearance of Tess Clark.”

      “You have a lead on Tess?” I turned to get my shoes, which I’d taken off before sitting on the couch. “That’s great news. Have you spoken to her father?”

      The detectives glanced at each other. “Another detective is getting in touch with him,” Strauss said.

      “But you think the same person might be behind my break in and Tess’s kidnapping?” That definitely lent credit to Noah’s theory that Josh hadn’t had anything to do with it. What could he possibly want with Tess? But who would stand to gain by going after both Tess and me? What did we have in common?

      “We’ll get into it down at the station,” MacReady said. “It’s best we don’t discuss things here.”

      “Let me just grab my purse.” I snagged it from the counter. “Do I need anything else?”

      “No,” MacReady said. “The car’s waiting outside. Come this way, please.”

      I followed the detectives out of the building and into a white car parked on the street. They climbed into the front seat and I got into the back. I felt more excited and energized than I had in days. Would Tess be back home in her father’s arms before the day was over?

      I was so excited that I didn’t even register, at first, the fact that we were driving past the turn into the police station. When I realized what had happened, I assumed I’d made a mistake. This was New York, after all.

      “Where did you say we were going?” I asked, leaning up.

      “Quiet,” Strauss barked, his air of calm, suddenly gone.

      My stomach lurched as if I’d stood up too fast. “We passed the police station,” I managed.

      “I said be quiet,” Strauss said.

      Something was wrong. I should have known. I hadn’t even looked at those badges. This wasn’t a marked squad car. What was going on here? Even if I’d been mistaken about what police station we were going to, there was no reason for Strauss to speak to me the way he had.

      But they had to be real detectives. How else could they know about the break in at my apartment? How else could they know about Tess? I felt dizzy and confused.

      With as much force as I could muster, I ordered, “Tell me what’s going on.”

      Strauss turned around. His face had changed dramatically. He looked angry and frightening and not at all like the smiling, benevolent detective I’d seen outside my apartment door. “I told you to shut up!”

      “Tell her,” MacReady said. “No reason not to, now.”

      “We’re just supposed to get her, not tell her shit.”

      “Whatever,” MacReady said. “Listen, girl, if you want to know why you’re here, the answer is you have your boyfriend to blame. You want to know why your apartment was broken into? Ask him about that.”

      “And the little girl,” Strauss put in.

      “Yeah, that’s right, the little girl too. If Noah Clark had done as he was told, none of this would be happening.”

      I shivered as I realized the trouble I was in. “What did you tell him to do?”

      “That’s not your business.”

      “You made it my business when you broke into my home!”

      Strauss, with the speed of a bullwhip, slapped me across the face. The pain hit before I was even fully aware of what had happened. I gasped and my eyes filled with tears, but I refused to let them fall. I let the anger I was feeling fill me up, let it project outward at these two fake detectives. There was nothing Noah could have done, or refused to do, that would merit the actions they’d taken. They wanted me to blame him, but I wouldn’t.

      “I don’t care what he did,” I seethed. “I don’t care what he didn’t do. You’re the ones who kidnapped a child! You’re the ones who took her away from her father. And she didn’t do anything to deserve that. She’s just a little kid!”

      “Don’t make me fucking hit you again,” Strauss threatened.

      “No, just put her out,” MacReady told him.

      I gasped and looked at Strauss, a grotesque smile spreading on his face. I felt a sharp prick, then everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up feeling like my skull had been split in two and my hand instinctively went to my belly. What if what they had given me to drug me hurt the baby? I said a silent prayer and tried to force my eyes open.

      The only thing that made it possible for me to open my eyes was the incredibly dim light of the room in which I found myself. I squinted, taking stock of my surroundings.

      The room was big and unfinished. I lay on damp concrete floor. The walls appeared to be made of some kind of aluminum siding. I saw a door at the far end of the room, so I struggled to my hands and knees, thinking to make my way over and try to get it open.

      A small hand grasped my wrist, scaring me, and I looked back.

      “Tess!”

      She was grimy and obviously tired, her hair ratty and knotted and her face tear-streaked, but she looked unhurt. Jenna, she signed. I pulled her into my arms, hugging her tightly, feeling as though I’d never let her go. Thank God. Thank God she was alive. Thank God they hadn’t done anything awful to her.

      You okay? I signed.

      Yes. She hesitated. No. Yes and no.

      I nodded and hugged her again. She must be terrified. She’d been trapped here for days with no one to talk to, no one who could so much as explain to her what was going on.

      I pointed to the door and mimed opening it. I didn’t know the signs to ask whether it was locked. Tess shook her head and mimed pulling unsuccessfully on a door that wouldn’t give. I nodded. So much for that idea.

      Communicating was going to be hard. The signs I had learned didn’t apply to this situation. They were all about the privileged life Tess usually led. Noah had told me that resorting to pantomime when I didn’t know a sign was considered impolite, but I thought under the circumstances an exception could be made. Still, we’d get farther if we stuck to real signs. I thought for a moment. You eat?

      She nodded. Eat two day. They fed her twice a day.

      Hit you?

      No.

      H-u-r-t? I had to spell that one out.

      She signed something back.

      What?

      S-c-a-r-e-d.

      Me same. I hugged her again and felt her sob against me. You and me okay, I said, trying to put on a brave face so she’d think I really believed it. P-o-l-i-c-e looking.

      Why? she signed. Why here?

      That was too complicated to even try to explain. Besides, I didn’t have much information to offer. I don’t know.

      Daddy?

      Daddy okay. Home. Looking for you.

      She nodded and wiped away her tears. I was stunned by her bravery. She was so young, and she’d been in this situation all alone for several days. If I’d been in her place, I would have broken down by now. But she was strong. I knew Noah would be proud to hear how well she’d handled herself.

      If we ever get out of this.

      No. I wouldn’t allow myself to think that way. I was the adult in this situation. I owed it to Tess to step up, to be brave for her. Now that I was here, she should be permitted to give in to her fear.

      I wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close. “Everything will be okay,” I whispered aloud, not even embarrassed that I was talking to myself. I just hoped that I was right and everything really would be okay. We could hold out for just a little while, long enough for Noah to track us down.
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      I went straight from the office back to my apartment, but Paul beat me there. He was waiting for me outside my building in an unremarkable dark blue sedan. I wouldn’t have noticed him at all if he hadn’t rolled down the window and called out to me.

      “Get in,” he ordered.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Get in the damn car, Clark.”

      I hurried around the car and climbed in, terror seizing me.

      “I don’t want anyone to see us talking,” he said, rolling up the window. “If you’ve got me watching the situation, who knows what the other side has going on.”

      Hearing him refer to the Mob as the other side gave me chills. It was the same sort of language they’d used themselves, asking me to prove what side I was on. I didn’t want any part of this, on either side. “Where are we going?” I asked again.

      “We’re going to talk to Josh Michaels,” he said, pulling away from the curb.

      “We’re just going to talk to him?”

      Paul glanced at me. “We don’t really have anything on him. Nobody saw him go into your building. He was just on your block, a place he’s at perfect liberty to be. The only crime he’s associated with right now is possibly breaking into your girlfriend’s apartment.”

      “Okay, so we’re going to talk to Josh Michaels. But what can we do, if we don’t have enough on him to involve the police?”

      “We can put the screws to him a bit,” Paul said. “Just seeing you might shock him into saying more than he means to. I’ll have a recording device on, and if we get him to confess anything, then you go to the cops.”

      “This seems like a sketchy plan.”

      “Do you have a better one?”

      “I’ve got nothing.”

      “We do my plan, then,” Paul said.

      We rode the rest of the way in silence, and I had plenty of time to think about what I might say. The truth was that, preponderance of evidence or not, I did believe that Josh Michaels was involved in both crimes. I deeply regretted trying to convince Jenna of his innocence. I had been blind not to think that there could be a connection, that someone so clearly malevolent could be involved in an underground crime organization. And I’d ignored the biggest piece of evidence of all—the desk clerk in Jenna’s building had told her that the intruder had been the son of one of her clients. I had thought at the time that the woman must have been wrong, or that two different people had visited Jenna’s apartment that day.

      What if there had been only one invader? Joshua Michaels had tried to assault Jenna after she’d redesigned his home. He could have also broken into her apartment. And maybe he’d kidnapped Tess.

      What if he was behind everything?

      Paul pulled the car to a stop outside a distinguished apartment building. I started to get out.

      “No,” he said. “Wait.”

      “Wait? For what?”

      “He’s going to come out.”

      “How do you know that?”

      Paul raised an eyebrow. “PI, remember? I’ve been watching him. He goes to the coffee shop around the corner at this time every day.”

      “So we’re going to talk to him outside?” That seemed like a bad idea. “Won’t people see us?”

      “We want people to see us,” Paul said.

      “Why?”

      “Because he won’t do anything drastic or violent,” he replied. “We’ll be able to control the tone of the conversation by having it in public. Not to mention that if we go inside, we’re on his turf. We don’t know what he’s got in there. He might have a gun. We don’t want to mess with that.”

      I nodded. I had to admit, it made sense. I needed to give Paul a little more credit. This wasn’t his first rodeo, and he clearly knew how to handle a confrontation like the one we were about to have.

      And he was right about Josh’s schedule. We had only been waiting a few moments when a man in his early thirties emerged. He had thinning brown hair and a face like a rat. “That’s him,” Paul said. “Go.”

      I got out of the car, my heart pounding, and followed Paul up onto the pavement.

      “Joshua Michaels?” Paul said, stepping into Josh’s path.

      Josh looked from Paul to me. I waited, hoping to see a flash of recognition or fear, but he gave nothing away. “Yeah?”

      “We’re here to give you one chance,” Paul said. His voice was low and menacing, like nothing I’d ever heard from him before. “One chance to come clean with us before we go to the cops with everything we know. We can all still walk away from this.”

      “What the—who are you?” Josh asked.

      “You know who I am,” I said, stepping in close. Paul moved back a little, allowing me to take the lead. I wondered distantly whether he thought I had a better chance at spooking Josh into revealing something than he did, or if he was just giving me the opportunity to take out some of my anger. Either way, I was going to take advantage. I got in Josh’s face and backed him up against the wall of his building. He was a squirrelly little guy, and I could see the fear in his eyes. He was bigger than Jenna, and I could understand why she would have been intimidated by him. But he had nothing on me.

      “What do you want?” he asked, his voice almost a whine. “I don’t know who you are. I’ve never met you before in my life.”

      “Maybe you haven’t met me,” I agreed. “But you’ve met people I love, haven’t you?”

      “Who are you talking about?”

      Anger spiked through me, and I shoved him back against the brick of his building hard and heard his teeth clack together. “Tell me where she is, asshole! I know you were at my apartment the night she was kidnapped.”

      “Where who is? Man, I’ve never been to your apartment1 I don’t know who you are!”

      It was all I could do to keep from punching him, and that was an urge I wouldn’t be able to control much longer. “Tell me,” I said, “or you’ll regret it.”

      “Sixty-fourth street,” Paul interjected. “A couple of nights back. You were seen there.”

      “I...I have a guy there. A buyer. I was selling him weed, okay?”

      A door slammed. I glanced up. Standing on the concrete steps leading up to Josh’s apartment and looking down on the scene, absolute shock written on his face, was Eric.

      “Paul!” I yelled. “Grab him!”

      Paul leapt into action. It was only when he’d corralled Eric and had him pressed against the wall beside Josh that I remembered he knew who Eric was. He’d been watching him for me for weeks. Paul, more than anybody else, had reason to understand the doubts I’d been having about my best friend.

      “Why do you keep attacking me?” Eric asked, squirming.

      “Why do you keep showing up everywhere?”

      “I didn’t know you’d be here,” he pouted.

      That was actually a decent point, since I hadn’t known I’d be here myself until recently, but I wasn’t prepared to give in. “What are you doing with him?” I asked, giving Josh a shake.

      “Let me go,” Josh whined. I ignored him.

      “We have business, that’s all,” Eric said, looking anywhere but at me. “It’s got nothing to do with you, Noah.”

      “Is it something to do with this?” I fished the business card I’d gotten from Kepler out of my pocket and slapped it hard against the brick between Eric and Josh. My hand would hurt later from the force of that slap, I thought, but so much rage and adrenaline was coursing through me right now I couldn’t even feel it.

      “Hey—where did you get that?” Josh asked, frowning.

      “What do you mean, where did I get it? Your boss gave it to me!”

      “Man, what boss? I don’t have a job,” he defended. “That card belongs to my dad.”

      It was as if a bucket of ice water had been poured over me. The flame of my rage was quenched, and in its place, disorientation sprang up. “Your dad?”

      “Liam Michaels,” he said. “His initials are on it, right?”

      Liam Michaels.

      LM.

      Eric was looking from Josh to me, his face a study in confusion. “What’s going on? Why do you have Josh’s dad’s business card? He’s not a good dude, Noah. You shouldn’t be getting involved with him.”

      “Hey,” Josh said.

      Eric shrugged. “Just the truth, man. I’m not letting my buddy go into business with someone who’s going to screw him over.”

      “How is he your buddy when he’s got you up against a wall like this? He doesn’t seem to like you at all.”

      “You had his card,” I interrupted, holding the blue card in Eric’s face. “It was in your pocket when you came into my office that day and you claimed not to know anything about it. Now you’re telling me he’s not a good guy. Are you working with him?”

      “No,” Eric said. “Definitely not.”

      “Then what? Why’d you have the card?”

      Eric sighed. “Josh gave it to me,” he said. “He’d written his phone number on it. Did you notice that?”

      “No,” I admitted, flipping the card over.

      “Well, he did,” Eric said. “He handed me the card because it was what he had, and he wanted to give me his number. It had nothing to do with his father.”

      “Why was he giving you his number?” I tightened my hands on Josh’s collar. I still didn’t trust a word out of this guy’s mouth.

      “It’s personal,” Eric hedged.

      “Make it un-personal.”

      He closed his eyes. “I was looking for money, all right? I was trying to get a loan.”

      “So you could buy more drugs.”

      “Not just drugs.” He looked up at me imploringly. “I need money to live, Noah. I told you, my access to my trust funds was cut off.”

      “Which happened because you’re high all the time, and if you cleaned yourself up you could get it back. Right?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “So you wanted to borrow money because you wanted to keep the party going. You hit me up but got nothing, and you were also trying to get money from your buddy Josh. Is that about the size of it?”

      Eric nodded reluctantly.

      “And you lied to me and told me the card had been given to you by a stranger on the street. Why?”

      “I was embarrassed,” he admitted. “Wouldn’t you be?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I would be embarrassed. You should be embarrassed.”

      “I know,” he replied, looking down. “I’m sorry, man, I am.”

      “Don’t apologize to me. You need to get your act together.” It was a relief to know that my best friend wasn’t involved in the kidnapping of my daughter. I hadn’t realized how much that betrayal had been weighing on me until now, when it was alleviated. But the fact that Eric had made such a mess of his life that I had confused him for a member of the Mob was frightening.

      “Let him go,” I said to Paul, who complied.

      “What about me?” Josh asked.

      “You’re going to tell me where I can find your father,” I said.

      “Man, I don’t know—”

      I slammed him so hard against the wall that his teeth rattled. “That man kidnapped my daughter,” I said through clenched teeth. “Now I’ve got his son in my hands. Do you really think there’s anything I won’t do to get her back?”

      “Okay,” Josh said, looking frightened. “Okay. I know an address where he might be. Let me go and I’ll write it down for you.”

      “No, you tell my friend and he’ll write it down.”

      Paul wrote the address Josh rattled off to us in a little notepad. Only then did I release him. “I know where you live,” I told him, my finger in his face. “Remember that. I can always find you again.”

      “I never did anything to you,” he said. “I don’t know what my father has his hands in, but it wasn’t me. I swear.”

      He’d tried to hurt Jenna before any of this had started. That alone was enough to make me want to break his nose. But I didn’t have the time for that luxury. “Come on,” I said to Paul, heading back to the car. “We’ll go there now.”

      “We’ve got enough to involve the cops at this point,” Paul said.

      “Okay,” I agreed. There couldn’t possibly be a safer place to make this call than from inside a PI’s car. “I’ll call them. You drive.”
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      It was hard to keep track of time reliably, stuck in the warehouse, but eventually the seams around the metal walls darkened and I knew night had fallen.

      Tess crawled into my arms and slept with her head on my shoulder, looking much younger than she was. I wondered how long it had been since she’d slept. I sat awake all night, my back against the wall, smoothing her hair, untangling it gently, whispering things I knew she couldn’t hear. I didn’t sleep at all, and eventually the building’s seams began to lighten again.

      I had been here for a full day.

      Breakfast came a few hours after daylight. A man—it wasn’t MacReady or Strauss—brought in a tray. One apple. Two pieces of bread. One cheese singlet.

      “Eat up,” he said. “You two have got a big day ahead of you.”

      “What kind of day do we have ahead of us?” I asked, hoping my mocking tone was plain.

      He just laughed ominously and retreated.

      I gave Tess one of the pieces of bread and kept the other. I tried to give her the whole piece of cheese, but she insisted on ripping it in half and giving a piece to me. We had no means of cutting the apple, so we passed it back and forth, each taking a bite before passing it. I was still hungry when all the food was gone, but I was encouraged by the fact that they’d brought it. They were keeping us alive for something.

      For Noah. It had to be. Noah was the only thing Tess and I had in common. We’d both been taken to hurt him, and my kidnappers had said they wanted him to do something. I couldn’t imagine him refusing to do anything if it meant getting his daughter back.

      Tess signed something.

      What?

      F-i-n-d. Find.

      Find, I imitated.

      She nodded, then tried again. Daddy find us?

      My heart wrenched. It was the syntax of sign language, coupled with the fact that she had to compensate for my not being fluent, that made her sound so young. Knowing that didn’t make her sound any less achingly child-like. She was a terrified little girl, and she wanted her father.

      He find us, I said.

      She curled up against me and I resumed picking the tangles from her hair.

      Time seemed to crawl, but it was impossible to be sure how much time was actually passing. Inside the warehouse, I couldn’t track the sun’s movement across the sky or notice the shortening or elongating of shadows. The light didn’t even seem to increase in brightness. We were just there, and time was inscrutable.

      Occasionally, I noticed Tess’s body shaking as she cried silently. I tightened my grip on her. Okay, I signed, one of the few signs I could do one handed. Okay. Okay. Okay. Over and over, trying to reassure her. Maybe I was just trying to reassure myself.

      And as the day wore on, nothing changed. Nothing at all happened.

      So much time went by that when the door finally did open again, I thought at first that I must be imagining it. Maybe I’d drifted off to sleep at last and was dreaming.

      The man who stepped in was the same man who’d brought our breakfast. But he didn’t have a tray. He had a gun.

      I jumped to my feet, pulling Tess with me, jolting her out of sleep. She clung to my waist like a frightened animal.

      “Enough waiting,” the man announced. “We’ve given Clark plenty of time to respond to our demands. It’s time to show him we mean business.”

      So this was what he’d meant when he’d said we had a big day ahead of us. My muscles felt like noodles. “What do you want?”

      “One of you. Either one. You can decide.” He grinned. This was a game to him. He wanted to see what we’d do.

      “One of us for what?” I asked.

      “To send a message.” He cocked the gun. “To show Clark what’s going to happen to the other one if he keeps defying us.”

      I swallowed hard. I felt remarkably cold now that I knew what I had to do. The nausea and the feeling that I might cry were gone. “Me, then,” I said. “Take me.” I stepped out of Tess’s embrace and held up a hand to her, indicating that she should stay where she was. She stared at me, wild-eyed, confused and afraid.

      The man grabbed me by the arm, pulled me to him, and pressed his gun into my temple painfully. It was cold and hard and I understood this was it for me. There was no escape.

      Tess was hyperventilating and sobbing. I held out a hand to her, trying to indicate that she ought to stay where she was. Okay, I signed. Okay. Okay.

      “What are you doing with your hand?” the man asked, shaking me roughly. “Some kind of signal?”

      “Yes, it’s sign language. Or did you not notice she’s deaf?”

      “Well, here’s a sign for Noah Clark,” he said. “He shouldn’t have tested our patience.”

      I closed my eyes.

      A gunshot rang out.

      For a moment that seemed to go on forever, I thought I was dead. Everything had slowed down. The pounding of my heart filled my ears as I waited for the pain and the darkness. Each inhale seemed precious. Miraculous. Magical.

      But I was still breathing.

      That gun had been right up against my head. I should not have been breathing. Was this death, then? I opened my eyes.

      Tess was staring at me, hands clapped to her mouth. No, I realized suddenly. She isn’t staring at me. She’s staring past me.

      Then I heard several more gunshots in quick succession. “Down here!” a voice shouted. “They’re in here! Go after them!”

      The barrel of the gun had disappeared from my temple. I ran back to Tess and flung my arms around her, pulling her down to the ground, covering her body with mine as the gunfire continued. She was gasping in terror. I couldn’t sign anything to her, not pressed against the ground as we were, and I wouldn’t have known what to say anyway. How could I explain what was happening when I didn’t know myself?

      What I did know was that these men would kill us the moment they got a chance.

      What I knew was that we had been granted a reprieve, however temporary, and we needed to take advantage of it. We might not get a second chance.

      I looked over my shoulder. The man who had been menacing me was peering out into the hallway, clearly trying to get a handle on what was going on out there. He wasn’t watching us.

      I got to my feet and pulled Tess up with me. I pressed a finger to my lips and she nodded. Her face was tear streaked, but she looked determined, and I felt so proud of her I could hardly believe it.

      I crept up behind the man at the door, reaching back every few seconds to touch Tess’s shoulder and reassure myself that she was still behind me. She was so quiet that I needed those reassurances. When I was about a foot away from the man, I waved her back with my hand, then looked over my shoulder to see her retreating quickly.

      Here goes nothing.

      I grabbed the man by the shoulders and brought my knee up hard between his legs.

      He let out an oof and went down hard, like a sack of flour. The gun dropped and skittered across the floor and I grabbed it. Gritting my teeth, I held the gun to his knee and pulled the trigger. The man and Tess screamed in unison. I turned and reached for Tess, and she rushed to my side.

      I peeked into the hall and then hustled us out of the room.

      Exit, I thought frantically. Where’s the exit? I wished I hadn’t been unconscious when they’d brought me in. But this place couldn’t be all that big. Based on the size of the room we’d been in—it had been massive—I was pretty sure this building existed mostly in service of that one space. If we followed this hall, we should find an exit.

      Clutching Tess’s hand, I ran around the corner and skidded to a halt. Three more men were standing there, and one of them held a pistol.

      Before I could move, before I could even think about what needed to be done next, one of the men had pulled Tess out of my arms and propelled her toward the man with the gun. “Trying to get away?” he asked conversationally.

      “Let her go,” I said, raising my gun to point at them, my hand shaking.

      The man holding Tess pressed his gun to her head. “I don’t think you want to do that,” he said quietly. Tess was frozen, not even crying, her face a rictus of terror. “Put the gun down.”

      But I couldn’t move. The gun was the only power I had left. If I held it on them, they might not hurt her. If I turned it over, they definitely would.

      “I said, put it down!” the man yelled, shaking Tess hard and cocking his gun. Tess made a high keening sound. I felt like I was going to throw up.

      Then, with a loud crack, one of the men fell to the ground.

      I looked past him and saw the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen in my life. A squad of police officers stood in the hall. The man with the gun was quickly disarmed, and soon all of them were in cuffs. Noah rushed in a moment later, once the all clear had been sounded, and ran straight to his daughter’s side and swept her into his arms. She was sobbing uncontrollably, her head on his shoulder as he slowly stroked her hair.

      He looked up at me. “Thank you,” he said hoarsely. “Thank you for keeping her safe.”

      Tears sprang to my eyes, and I whimpered, “You’re welcome.”

      He walked over to me, still carrying Tess, and pulled me into an embrace. “Are you all right?” he asked quietly. “Are you hurt at all?”

      “I’m okay now.”

      “Good. Then let’s go home.”
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      With LM and his goons behind bars, I no longer felt any need to distance myself from Jenna. She was safe with me now. The only thing that might have kept us apart was a worry that Tess might not bond with her. But the two of them had been through a survival situation together. The bond was there. There was nothing I could do about that now. Jenna was going to be in our lives forever one way or another.

      When the three of us arrived at my house, I told Jenna, “You can take a shower, if you’d like and just relax a bit.”

      “Thanks,” she said. “A shower would be perfect, actually.” She gave my hand a squeeze, then disappeared upstairs.

      I rested my hand on Tess’s shoulder and guided her up to her bedroom. She was still crying quietly, overwhelmed by what she’d been through. I waited outside her bathroom while she showered on her own, offering to brush out her hair when she returned to her room. She sat on her bed docilely as I ran a brush through her tangled hair, and by the time I was done her eyelids were drooping.

      I wrapped my arms around her to sign in front of her face. Sleep, I signed. Go to sleep. You’re safe tonight.

      She nodded, head bowing forward. I eased myself off the bed, pulled back the blankets, and tucked her in gently, bending to kiss her forehead. I knelt beside her bed and stayed by her side until she was fully asleep. It only took a couple of minutes. She was completely worn out.

      But she was home. It was enough to make me want to break down.

      I couldn’t bring myself to leave her room. I lay on the floor between her bed and the door, my eyes on her. I heard the door to the guest room close and knew Jenna had gone to bed too. As much as I wanted to see her and make sure she was all right, it would have to wait. I couldn’t stand to leave Tess.

      When the sun came up the next morning, she was sound asleep, still in her bed. Still safe. I hadn’t slept a wink, but I felt better close to her.

      With a yawn I had to tame, I headed to my own room. The shower was running. I knocked on the bathroom door. “Jenna?”

      “Yeah?” Her voice was a little watery, and I wondered whether she’d been crying too.

      “Can I come in?” There was a moment of silence, a moment during which I wondered whether I’d overstepped myself.

      “Yes,” Jenna said.

      I peeled off my clothes, stepped into the bathroom, and opened the shower door. Jenna reached for me and drew me into her arms. For a moment we just stood there and held each other as the warm, comforting spray washed over us, easing our nerves, chasing away the horror of the past few days.

      Eventually we became aware of each other’s bodies. I slipped a knee between her thighs, and she began to rock her hips against me, her head coming to rest on my chest. My cock was pinned between us, and every time she moved friction and pressure forced my cock to harden further. I wrapped my arms around her, pleasure mounting, feeling somehow comforted in a way I never had by sex before.

      Jenna came with a soft cry, her body shuddering and going limp in my arms. I turned her around, wrapping my arms around her torso and cupping one soft breast, and entered her slowly, pulling her back onto me, trying to pace myself. Water cascaded down her back as we made love, and at one point she arched around to press her lips softly to mine.

      Our lovemaking was gentler and more impassioned than it had ever been. Somehow, without discussing, we both understood we’d moved to a new stage in our relationship. It felt like she was telling me with her body that she didn’t blame me for what had happened to her, that she didn’t think it was my fault and she wasn’t going to hold it against me. For my part, I tried to communicate that from now on I would always keep her safe, that being with me wouldn’t be a risk for her and that I would never, ever allow anyone to hurt her again.

      We took our time. We spent long stretches of time looking into each other’s eyes and longer stretches kissing passionately. We didn’t speak. No words were necessary. I understood her better than I ever had. I felt closer to her than I ever had. I’d never expected to feel this kind of intimacy with a woman again after my wife died. But here it was. The warm water running down my body seemed to wash away the years of anger and pain, and for the first time in a long time, I felt like myself again.

      We came at the same time, Jenna reaching behind me to grip my thighs and hold me close to her, our lips locked in a frantic kiss. When it was over and we were finally separated, I wrapped her up in the softest towel I owned and carried her to my bed.

      “I love you,” I told her quietly. “Do you know that? I’m in love with you.”

      She nodded, scooting close to me and huddling in the circle of my arms.

      “I’m never going to let anything bad happen to you again.”

      “It wasn’t your fault, Noah. I know it wasn’t your fault.”

      “I should have done something. They’d been stalking me for weeks. I should have told someone.”

      “If you’d gone to the police, they might have hurt you.”

      “Better me than you or Tess. I thought they might do something to her if I told.” I took a deep breath. “I guess I didn’t do a great job of avoiding that.”

      She kissed me gently. “You saved us,” she said. “We both know that. We’d still be in that awful place if it weren’t for you. Or worse. You got there in time. You saved our lives.”

      “They were going to kill you both.”

      “But they didn’t.”

      It was such a relief to have someone to talk to, after all this time. It felt like drawing poison from a wound. “I want you to move in here,” I told her. “I want you to live with me.”

      “In the guest room?”

      “No,” I said. “Not the guest room. I want you to move in here.” I gestured around my own room. “I want a relationship with you. I want us to live together. I want a future together.” Words seemed to keep pouring out of my mouth unbidden. I had never made myself emotionally vulnerable like this before. But if it meant she would stay, I would do it a hundred times. “You can keep your apartment,” I said. “I own this place, so it will cost you nothing to live here. But I want you to be a part of our family, Jenna.”

      Her eyes filled with tears. “I want that too,” she said quietly.

      “Are you saying yes?”

      She looked hesitant for a moment and I felt a fist of fear clutch my heart. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

      I drew back just a bit and braced myself.

      “Noah, I’m pregnant.”

      I felt like the wind had been knocked out of me temporarily and I opened my mouth and then closed it again, looking like a fish out of water. Finally I found my voice.

      “Are you sure?” What a dumb fucking question.

      “I’m sure,” she said, and I could tell she was nervous for my reaction.

      There was no doubt in my mind how I felt about it. I pulled her close and peppered her face with kisses. “Thank you,” I told her. “Thank you for giving Tess and me a new lease on life.”

      “You’re happy?” she asked, looking up with wide, tear-filled eyes.

      “I’m happy,” I told her. “Are you?”

      She nodded frantically and threw her arms around me. We kissed, sealing the deal, and the she pulled away to look at me.

      “What are you going to tell Tess?”

      “We’ll tell her together.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I wasn’t expecting Tess to be ready for a meal out of the house after everything that had happened. I thought we’d want to stay home for a while. But when I asked her about the three of us having breakfast, she bounced up and down on the balls of her feet. Can we go out for crepes?

      That’s what you want? I signed. She nodded vigorously. Okay, then crepes it is. I didn’t think I could refuse my daughter anything today. She could have asked me for a car and I would have given in, despite the fact that she wouldn’t be driving for years and we lived in Manhattan.

      Jenna was on board with the crepes idea, but she seemed nervous. “What if she gets upset?” she asked as we dressed. “What if you tell her and it bothers her?” She paused and exclaimed, “Oh, hell, Noah, I can’t wear this!”

      I looked at her. She was holding the clothes she’d been wearing yesterday. The clothes she’d been kidnapped in. “Of course you can’t,” I said. “I’m sorry, I was being stupid. Let me make a call.”

      “What kind of call?”

      I held up a hand as I put the phone to my ear. “This is Noah Clark,” I said. “I have an account. I need a couple of sundresses sent over ASAP. Nothing fancy. Size...eight?”

      Jenna nodded, seeming mystified.

      “Twenty minutes. Great. Thank you.” I hung up.

      She was staring at me. “Who was that?”

      “Bergdorf’s.”

      “They deliver clothes to your house?”

      “Of course,” I said with a shrug. “They’ll deliver clothes anywhere if you pay for it. Tess and I don’t usually shop like that because she likes to pick out her own clothes, but I have a standing account in case I forget to plan ahead and need some shirts or something. Why don’t you put on my robe so you can come downstairs until the dresses arrive? We’ll make coffee.”

      Jenna seemed speechless as I helped her into the robe. “Is this what it’s going to be like living with you?” she asked finally.

      “Hmm?”

      “You know most people don’t live like this, right? Most people can’t just call one of the fanciest department stores in the city and have a random pile of clothes sent over because they don’t have anything to wear.”

      “It’s not a pile. It’s two dresses.”

      “I’m used to saving up if I want new clothes.”

      “You can still do that if you want,” I said, grinning. “I’m not going to stop you. But yes, once you move in you’ll be able to order clothes on my account if that’s what you want to do.”

      “This is crazy,” she murmured. “You’re crazy.” And she turned and rose up on her toes to kiss me.

      Half an hour later, when the dresses had arrived and Jenna had chosen one to wear to breakfast, when the coffee had been brewed and Jenna and I had had a cup, we made our way down the block to the crepe house around the corner.

      I waited until we were seated and had placed our orders to begin the conversation. Speaking and signing at the same time so both of them would understand me, I said, “Okay, Tess. We brought you here today because we wanted to talk about the future.”

      The future? she signed, looking puzzled. Do you mean my new school?

      “Not your new school,” I said. “I want to talk to you about our family. It’s been just you and me for a while now, and that’s been hard and sad, but it’s also given us a chance to get pretty close, right?”

      She nodded.

      “I wouldn’t make any big decisions for this family without talking to you first,” I said. “I hope you know that.”

      What big decision are you making? She cut her eyes to Jenna, a smile beginning on her cute face.

      I took a deep breath. “Jenna and I really like each other. Like as more than just friends.”

      I know that, Dad, Tess said.

      I raised my eyebrows. “You do?”

      Why else would those bad guys kidnap her? It was because they knew you liked her. Obviously. She rolled her eyes, clearly annoyed that I thought she was too dense to realize what was going on.

      I laughed. “Okay,” I said. “You got me. Is that all right with you?”

      Are you going to get married?

      “I don’t know,” I said, glancing at Jenna. “Right now I’m asking her to move in with us. If you’re comfortable with that.”

      Yes! she said, nodding enthusiastically.

      “That’s okay with you?”

      That’s perfect. We’ll have so much fun.

      “There’s something else too.”

      What is it?

      “You’re going to have a baby brother or sister.”

      Tess’s eyes nearly popped out of her head as she jumped up and ran to Jenna, throwing her arms around her. There were tears all around and one hell of a celebration to be had. The waitress brought our crepes to the table, and Tess immediately set about dumping powdered sugar all over hers. Beneath the table, I took Jenna’s hand and squeezed it, and she met my eyes and smiled. With Tess’s stamp of approval, there was nothing to hold us back.

      Everything would fall wonderfully into place.

    

  







            Epilogue

          

          

      

    

    






Jenna

        

      

    

    
      “Design Studio.” I collapsed into my desk chair and closed my eyes, glad that whoever was on the other end of the phone couldn’t see me right now. I didn’t exactly look professional, I knew, with my sensible pumps kicked off under my desk, slouching in my chair. But it had been a long, tiring day.

      A long, tiring, supremely fulfilling day.

      Five new clients had come in—not having found my website, not coming to me based on Noah’s recommendation, but just in off the street when they’d seen the sign I hung out the window of what used to be Grandma Suzie’s living room. Tesslia Interior Design. Five new clients! I knew that having premises would make a difference in my business. Over the past couple of years, that had proven to be true. And today was a perfect example. After flipping through my portfolio, all five of them had hired me. I would certainly have a lot of work in the coming weeks!

      The renovations probably hadn’t hurt my ability to get clients at all, of course. They’d been Noah’s idea. You’ll have a hard time getting interior design work operating out of an apartment that looks like it hasn’t been upgraded since the seventies, he’d said, and grabbed the contact list from my desk to start calling contractors. The next thing I knew, a whole team had been assembled in front of me, and Noah had been reclining with his feet up on my grandmother’s ancient ottoman. “It’s your show,” he’d said, waving a hand as if to tell me he was tapping out of the process.

      And so the old shag carpeting had been taken up and replaced with quality wood floor. I’d installed a beautiful bay window that looked out over the city. The rusty old kitchen had been replaced with a gleaming, modern “reception area” where I could offer fresh cookies and cold drinks. And Grandma Suzie’s bedroom had been turned into my office, the wood paneled walls replaced with frosted glass, a teak desk and deep suede couch brought in.

      This office was where I sat now, flipping through the paperwork my last new client of the day had filled out. The woman wanted her bathroom redesigned, made more luxurious, and I already had a lot of good ideas for the project. Are you Tess or Lia? the woman had asked as she’d sat down, and I grinned at the memory.

      There was a knock at the door, and I looked up, surprised. Another client?

      Tess burst in the door and ran to me. I caught her in an embrace, and her father grinned as he entered the room and closed the door behind him. “How was work today?”

      “Long,” I replied. “Long but good. I’ve got a lot of new projects.” I turned the scheduling book around on my desk and flipped through the pages so he could see that I was booked up for the next three months.

      Wow! Tess signed. Can I help?

      You can help me look at paint samples, I said, and pulled out my ring of paint sample swatches. Tess took it happily and went over to the book of carpet cuttings. One of her favorite things to do at my office was to match a paint sample with a carpet sample. I’d even used her ideas once or twice—she had an eye for color. Maybe she could do an internship here when she was a little older.

      Noah handed me baby Lia. “Someone missed her mama.”

      “She did not,” I laughed. “You were at the zoo. She was probably so busy staring at the elephants she wasn’t even thinking about me.”

      “Actually, she really liked the seals,” Noah said. “They did the feeding while we were there, and Lia went nuts.”

      I bounced my daughter on my knee. “Yeah? Did you like that? Did you like seeing the seals?”

      “We thought we’d come by and check in with you before we went home,” Noah said. “Do you want us to bring you anything? We could get some food from the Japanese place and bring it back here, if you need a snack.”

      “Actually,” I announced, “I’ve had such a successful morning here that I think I’ll close up shop early. I’ll just come home with you now.”

      “In that case, maybe we can all get Japanese food,” Noah said.

      “Maybe not all of us.” I booped Lia on the nose. “Some of us aren’t eating solids yet, Daddy.”

      “I’ve got one of her bottles in my bag,” Noah said. “She can have that, and the rest of us can have sushi. How does that sound?”

      “It sounds amazing, actually.” It had been forever since I’d had sushi. My doctors had discouraged me from eating it while pregnant. I remembered my first date with Noah—although neither of us had really thought of it as a date at the time.  We’d been too caught up in our own neuroses, too worried about crossing lines to recognize the good thing growing between us.

      I was so glad we’d gotten past that hang up.

      I handed Tess the key to my desk so she could lock each of my drawers individually while I shut down my computer and packed it away in my bag to take home for the weekend. Noah lifted Lia out of my arms holding her close and tickling her little belly. She squealed and squirmed, and he laughed and kissed her loudly on the top of the head.

      “Are you ready?” he asked as I picked up my bag.

      I looked around the office to make sure I wasn’t forgetting anything. “I’m ready.”

      Noah wrapped an arm around my waist, pulling me close. After all our time together, it still felt like a miracle every time he touched me. Tess turned off the lights and closed the door to my office. She took my hand, looking up at me happily, and I walked out of the building arm in arm with my family.

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Book Six - Big Bad Mountain Brothers

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Snow or sleet...

        A steamy crush on my brother's best friend,

        And his equally hot mountain brother...

        Kept me warm in ALL the right places.

      

        

      
        Someone dear to me mysteriously disappeared.

        So I must leave my stunt woman job...

        And return to the mountains of Colorado.

      

        

      
        Now, I need to rehash the past,

        And face the two brothers I've been avoiding for years...

        Ryder: Stoic. Patient. And tough.

        Wyatt: Exciting.Wild. And dangerous.

        We grew up next door to each other,

        And they're even more irresistible than I remember.

      

        

      
        It seems their desire for me has only grown.

        Between days solving a grueling mystery,

        And nights bursting with pent-up lust,

        I'm more confused than ever.

      

        

      
        Will I get through this adventure unscathed?

        Or throw all inhibitions aside...

        Only to regret ever returning to this mountain town?
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Boone

        

      

    

    
      “Daphne, what the hell?”

      The woman hadn’t waited for an invitation before pushing past me into my apartment. It was midnight on a rare rainy night in Los Angeles, and a movie star was at my doorway. Life in L.A could often be pretty weird, but this was entirely new for me.

      Daphne snapped, “Is anyone else home?”

      “Just my roommate,” I said. “She’s asleep. My sister’s working late. What’s up?”

      Daphne pulled down the hood of her sweatshirt, her platinum blonde hair soaking wet. Even without makeup, she was drop-dead gorgeous - the next Charlize Theron. The type of woman who was so naturally beautiful it wasn’t fair to the rest of society.

      I glanced down the hall where Christina slept. Daphne and I were friends, nothing more. I had feelings for Christina, while Daphne was involved with our producer. I was just a stunt double for her love interest in the latest summer blockbuster, but we’d hit it off. We were an odd partnership – she looked like a supermodel with long, blonde hair, and large blue eyes, and me with my mop of curly red hair and freckles. But Daphne wasn’t like most people in Hollywood. She was beautiful, sure, but she also had a pure soul. She was definitely one of the good ones.

      She shoved a bag into my hands. It was heavy, too heavy for someone like her to carry alone. Her eyes darted around the apartment nervously.

      “Open it and look, but don’t say anything,” she ordered.

      “Okay,” I said, scratching my head as I unzipped the bag. As soon as I did, my eyes widened. “Holy shit, Daph--”

      She put a hand over my mouth, her eyes narrowing. “What did I say?”

      I closed the bag, and she removed her hand, pacing in my small living room. Inside the bag was more money than I made in a year. All large bills too. Where in the hell had it come from?

      “Can we go somewhere to talk? Somewhere no one can overhear?” she whispered, stopping a few inches from me.

      “Uh, sure, I guess.” I walked to the end table to grab my keys. “We can drive around if that makes you feel better.”

      “It would make me feel a lot better,” she said. “I don’t want to stay in one place, in case…” She trailed off.

      “In case what?”

      Daphne shuddered. “Never mind. I’ll explain everything, just drive. And leave that here. I don’t want to carry it around.” She pointed to the bag of money.

      I didn’t want it just sitting out, so I opened up the hall closet, which was filled with junk we never used, and tossed it inside before we headed out.

      She pulled the hood of her sweatshirt back over her head, and we walked out of my apartment together. I found it strange that she was alone this late at night. Being who she was, she had security guards on call.

      “My car or yours?” I asked.

      “I didn’t drive.”

      That took me by surprise. “Uber?”

      “Nope,” she said. “I snuck out. Didn’t want anyone following me.”

      I looked behind me as we walked through the parking garage, just to be sure. Her paranoia was rubbing off on me. A long time ago, I was the type to get into trouble, but since moving to L.A, I’d made a promise to my sister that I’d behave as long as she got me a job in the industry. She had, and I’d kept my promise. It was nice not worrying about police following me around or getting my ass kicked for one dumb thing or another.

      I hit the key FOB and my pickup truck’s lights lit up. Daphne raised an eyebrow at my choice of vehicles, but didn’t say a word. Yes, I lived in L.A and I still drove a huge-ass pickup truck. You could take the boy out of the mountains, but you couldn’t take the mountains out of him. Or something like that.

      We climbed in my truck, and she waited until I started the engine and exited the parking garage before speaking. Her voice trembled. “I’m sorry I just showed up like this. I had no idea where to go,” she said quietly. She was wringing her hands and shaking like a leaf. “When I found it, I just—Well, I just had to get out of there. I always knew Hank was into something dirty, but now I have proof.”

      “Slow down, Daphne,” I tried to calm her. “What are you talking about?”

      I pulled out onto the slippery, black asphalt, shocked that almost no one was out and about. L.A. was very rarely quiet, but it was raining. For some reason, a little rain shut everything down in the City of Angels.

      “The money. I found it hidden in my house,” she said. “I’m guessing Hank hid it, or maybe one of my security guards.”

      “And where did the money come from?” I asked.

      “How in the hell am I supposed to know?” Daphne snapped. She glared at me, but then took a deep breath. “All I know is that someone stashed a large sum of money on my property and—”

      She stopped talking. I gave her a second, and when she didn’t finish, I asked her, “And what?”

      “And I overheard a phone call with Hank and some man named Charles or Charlie,” she said. “I believe Hank is laundering money for these guys.”

      “Does Hank know you heard him?”

      The reality of the situation was starting to kick in. It was no longer just weird; it was downright scary. If what Daphne said was true, Hank was laundering money for someone and stashing it at her house - it wasn’t the type of info you’d want people to know. I kept an eye on the cars around me, feeling the paranoia creep in the more Daphne spoke.

      “I don’t know,” Daphne said, her voice cracking. “It’s possible. After I overheard, we got into a fight and he left. I was so upset, I started going through his drawer and throwing his clothes out when I found the money hidden amongst his things.”

      “We need to go to the cops, Daphne,” I told her.

      “I know, but—”

      “No buts. We need to go, now,” I said firmly. She nodded, her lower lip trembling. This wasn’t a movie, this was real life, and my friend was in very real danger. I pulled an illegal U-turn and headed toward the police station.

      “Do you think they’ll believe me?” Daphne asked as we drove.

      “You’re Daphne Lambert. Of course they will.”

      Red and blue lights flashed in my rearview mirror, and I cursed myself. I’d been so preoccupied with Daphne’s drama I hadn’t noticed a cop nearby when making the illegal turn.

      “Yeah, but he’s Hank Cromwell,” she said. She looked behind us and frowned. “He controls half of Hollywood.”

      “He might control half of Hollywood, but he doesn’t control the police,” I said, pulling over to the side of the road. “And speaking of the devil, there’s one right there. Guess we can start by talking to him.”

      Daphne bit her lip and stared out the back window, her face red and blue from the reflection of the police lights. “I don’t like this.”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “And it’s a lot faster than going to the station, if you think about it.”

      Daphne nodded but didn’t take her eyes off the approaching police officer. I rolled down the window and handed over my license and registration. He looked it over before glancing inside the truck.

      “I’m going to need both of you to step out of the vehicle, please,” he said, his voice stern.

      “What? Why?” Daphne asked. “It’s raining.”

      The officer leaned forward to get a better look at Daphne, and I assumed it was because he recognized her. Almost everyone in L.A. did when she was out and about.

      “Miss, I don’t like having to repeat myself. Step out of the vehicle,” the officer demanded.

      “Officer, please,” I implored, opening the car door. He stepped back to allow me to exit the vehicle, and as soon as I was outside it, he grabbed my hands and forced me against the side of the truck. “There’s a misunderstanding here. I know I pulled an illegal U-turn. We were actually heading to the station.”

      “Oh yeah? And why’s that?” Another officer spoke up, surprising me. He’d been standing near the side of the police cruiser but walked up to Daphne’s side of the car. “Miss, really, we need you out of the car, now.”

      Daphne sighed heavily before responding with, “Officer Derusso, is it? Do you know who I am?”

      I cringed at such a terrible question, but it was true. The very idea of making Daphne Lambert step out into the rain over a simple U-turn was outrageous. Especially since she wasn’t even the driver.

      “I don’t give a fuck who you are,” Derusso barked. “Get out of the car. Now.”

      “Daphne, just do it,” I directed her. “We’ll explain everything and I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      I hadn’t been cuffed yet, which was a good sign. My hands were restrained, but while the officer might be trained to take down criminals, he was an overweight guy in his fifties. I was young and fit, but I also didn’t want any trouble, so I did what I was told.

      Daphne got out of the car, and thankfully, the other cop didn’t handle her the way mine did me. He allowed her to stand at the side of the road in the rain and asked her a bunch of questions.

      “Why were you going to the police station?” he asked.

      Daphne looked at me, so I decided to do the talking. “She believes she has evidence of some illegal activity,” I said. “And we’d like to file a report.”

      “What kind of illegal activity?” Derusso questioned. He was younger and thinner than the officer in front of me, but still not in the best of shape. Come to think of it, neither one looked like cops to me, and that paranoid feeling started to creep up my spine again.

      I kept speaking for Daphne. “Her boyfriend—”

      Daphne interrupted. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      Oh yeah, he was married. Forgot about that. Easy to forget when the entire world seemed to know about the affair, but there was a wife at home, and it was one black mark against Daphne I did my best to ignore.

      I continued talking, but the cop that held onto me pushed me back against the truck. “Let her talk,” he growled.

      “Miss Lambert, if you don’t mind, maybe we can talk in the car?” Derusso said.

      “That sounds like a great idea to me,” the man holding me said.

      I glanced at Daphne, who looked nervously between the two officers. “I think it’s fine if we talk out here,” I said. “Or better yet, why don’t we all head down to the police station and straighten this out there?”

      “Right this way, Miss Lambert,” Derusso said. “We’ll only be a second.”

      I moved away from the truck, wanting to protect Daphne. The hair on the back of my neck was standing on end; something was not right. But the cop pushed me back against the truck. When I turned, he had his gun out.

      Yeah, there was some shady shit going down.

      I looked over to where Daphne was walking to the car with the cop, and then my eyes fell on the car itself. Instead of saying LAPD, it said Rossi Security on the side. These weren’t cops; they were glorified security guards with guns and fake badges.

      My heart pounded in my chest as I called out, “Daphne! They aren’t cops! Run!”

      Daphne turned toward me, and Derusso clocked her in the side of the head with his gun. The gun at my back didn’t even phase me anymore; I forgot all about it. Pushing myself backward against the man behind me, I knocked him off his feet. I ran toward Daphne, but Derusso had her in his arms, a gun pointed to her head. She was bleeding from her scalp and her eyes were hazy; she was clearly out of it.

      The man threw her into the back of the car, and gunshots rang out toward me. I couldn’t make it to the car in time. Derusso was in the driver’s seat. I booked it back to my truck, which was still running, and climbed inside, narrowly dodging the man who’d tried to hold me in place earlier.

      My tires squealed as I pulled away from the curb, following the fake cop car. They had their lights on, impersonating police and getting people to pull over for them. I was on their tail. The car faked right before turning left, cutting off three lanes of traffic. I was still behind them, but a car slammed into the side of my truck, and I spun out of control.

      “Shit,” I muttered, fighting to gain control of my vehicle. The driver of the other car was honking his horn, screaming at me, but he was alive. Thank God for that, because there was no way I was going to stop chasing the man who’d taken Daphne.

      I straightened the truck out, hit the gas, and drove as fast as I could in the direction the fake police car went. Their lights were no longer on, or not where I could see them. I drove for a while, hoping to catch up, looking down every side road as I passed, but there was no sign of them. I picked up my phone, prepared to call the real cops, when it rang. A blocked number showed on my screen, and I answered.

      “Boone Hudson,” a voice spoke on the other line. “We know all about you.”

      “Where’s Daphne?” I demanded, still searching for the vehicle.

      “She’s dead, I’m afraid,” the man said on the other end. “Or rather, she will be soon. There’s nothing you can do about her. But if you do exactly as we say, you might be able to save yourself.”

      “Fuck you,” I said. “Give me Daphne, or I’ll find you and kill you myself.”

      “That’s not how these things work. I make the rules, not you,” he said. “And the first rule is this - go to the cops, and Daphne won’t be the only one we come after. We know all about you, Boone. If you don’t care about your own life, maybe you care about Hazel’s.”

      The line went dead.
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      Home sweet home. After a long day on set, all I wanted to do was go home, collapse in my bed, and sleep the sleep of the dead for the next ten days straight. Thankfully, I was finished with the show for a few weeks, so the days wouldn’t be so long and grueling. I had a chance to catch my breath, unwind, and relax before going back in and playing my part.

      No, I wasn’t an actress, but it seemed close enough most days. I did the hard work on set. I did the heavy lifting and the dangerous stuff the actual stars of the movies couldn’t—  or wouldn’t— do. I had a background in gymnastics and martial arts, and while I couldn’t act worth shit, I was good enough at what I did that I could often work through fight scenes in one take, saving a lot of time and money— something the crew, the production staff, and ultimately the studio, appreciated.

      It didn’t hurt that I was a doppelganger for the show’s lead. We had similar body types, long, auburn hair, and pale, freckled skin. She might have been an inch or two taller than me, but nothing lifts in my shoes couldn’t fix. I took it as something of a badge of honor that no one could tell the difference between Victoria Sterns and me. She was a Hollywood A-lister and sex icon. Well, at least they couldn’t tell us apart in the middle of a fight scene. I doubted I could pass for her on the red carpet, which was fine by me. I was never into ball gowns anyway.

      “Hello?” I called out to what appeared to be an empty apartment as I stepped inside.

      Usually, my brother was home before me, lounging on the couch in his boxers and a white muscle tee, eating some new Paleo snack or Keto-something. He had no shame. If it were just him and me, it wouldn’t matter. He was my twin brother and I didn’t look at him like that, but my best friend Christina had moved in with us about five months ago. I wasn’t quite sure how she felt about his usual state of dress— or lack thereof. She was usually so neutral, it was hard to tell what she was thinking.

      And just as the thought of Christina popped into my head, she popped her head out of her bedroom, a smile on her face. “You’re home early.”

      “Yeah, we wrapped up sooner than I thought,” I said, plopping down on the vacant for once couch, dropping my butt right where my brother usually sat.

      Christina came out of her room and joined me on the couch. She was still in her work clothes— designer slacks and a button-up shirt. She was a pretty girl and sometimes it felt like she was doing everything she could to cover it up or hide it. I often mused that she did it to make Hollywood take her more seriously. Unlike me, Christina wasn’t in front of the camera, but rather in the offices, handling marketing for the latest movies.

      Her short brown hair barely touched her chin, grazing it just slightly in a trendy bob. She had very large, brown eyes that were incredibly expressive. When you pissed her off, it showed in her eyes first. When she was angry, it was like you could actually see the fire burning bright behind her eyes.

      But I wasn’t about to tell her that. While she was Latina, she hated the stereotype that all Latina women were fiery and feisty. She was feisty, but not in the way most people thought. She was fiercely loyal and could definitely be fiery, but in all actuality, she was one of the nicest people you could ever hope to meet.

      “Hey, have you seen Boone lately?” she asked, biting her lower lip.

      I shrugged. “Not really, no. But I’ve been working a lot so we probably would have been like two ships passing in the night anyway. I was actually just wondering where he was now.”

      “Yeah, me too,” she said as she averted her eyes. “We, uh, we had plans for tonight, and he’s not answering his phone now. I’m getting a little worried, to be honest.”

      “You know my brother,” I said with a laugh. “He’d forget his damn head if it wasn’t attached. He probably didn’t charge his phone last night and it died on him.”

      “Yeah, but this is different,” Christina said. “He hasn’t been home in a couple of days.”

      That caught my attention, but just as concern started to wash over me, my experience took hold and turned back the tide. My brother was known as a bit of a wild card. You never really knew what he was up to. He worked around town, often doing stunt work like me, but also dabbling in a number of other gigs. He wasn’t afraid to hustle.

      Boone was always doing something new. He always had some new adventure or project he was working on that he didn’t tell us about until it failed. We were twins and sometimes we had that secret sixth sense some twins shared that allowed us to sense each other, but most of the time, I had no friggin’ clue what he was up to.

      “And he’s not answering his phone?” I asked.

      I’d been so busy finishing up the show, all I’d done lately was eat, sleep, work, workout, rinse and repeat. I’d been so totally consumed with wrapping the project up that I’d hardly been home in weeks. And when I did manage to find the time to stumble home, worn out and wrung out, I spent most of my time in my gloriously comfortable bed. He was a grown ass man, so I didn’t feel compelled to keep tabs on my brother. I wasn’t his social secretary, for God’s sake. He was a grown man, and for the most part, both of us had a pretty good head on our shoulders. We were smart enough to stay out of trouble.

      But if I was being honest with myself, I’d admit that something about this felt different. I didn’t know why, but something about Boone pulling a Houdini didn’t sit right with me. It was mostly because of the way Christina looked at me. There was more there, something she wasn’t telling me. I could see it and wondered what in the hell it was.

      She just shook her head.

      I reached for my phone, hit his number, then pressed it to my ear. It went straight to voicemail. I spoke when the beep sounded.

      “Hey, dude. Where ya at?” I chirped. “You’re worrying us. Call us back ASAP, alright?”

      She was right; he wasn’t answering his phone. Boone had that thing attached to him at all times, and even though we both hated talking on the phone, we never refused to answer when family called. After losing our mom at a young age, anytime the phone rang and it was from family, my gut clenched up tight as I wondered whether or not it was bad news waiting for me on the other end of that line.

      “I’m sure he’s fine,” I said, waving off her concerns. “He’d talked about going back home for a bit once his work finished. Didn’t he finish last week or so?”

      “Yes,” she said softly. “But he would have told us if he was leaving, right?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe he did and I just didn’t hear him. I’ve been out of sorts and completely distracted the last few weeks. I’ve been more than a little exhausted thanks to the long days the show’s been logging.”

      “But we made plans for tonight. And even if he did forget and go home, why wouldn’t he answer his phone?” she asked.

      “Maybe he doesn’t have a good signal,” I said. “We don’t always have good networks up in the mountains.”

      That should have made her feel better. It calmed me down a bit, at least. I had been exhausted lately, but I normally don’t forget entire conversations. But it was possible. On the other hand, would Boone have left without telling either of us? That was possible too, but it also didn’t sit right with me. Something about both explanations just didn’t add up.

      “I don’t know, it’s just so weird. We had plans tonight, Hazel.”

      I smirked. “Oh yeah? What kind of plans?”

      Christina’s cheeks turned red, and she leaned back on the couch. She wouldn’t look at me, her gaze going everywhere but my eyes.

      “Come on, what kind of plans, Christina? Consider my curiosity piqued.”

      A small grin tugged at the corners of her mouth. “It’s not what you’re thinking.”

      “Oh yeah? So you don’t have a crush on my brother?”

      She didn’t answer me. But she didn’t really need to. I saw the way Christina looked at Boone. I saw the stolen glances and longing, lingering stares. She was a shy girl compared to Boone and me, but I never failed to catch the subtle glances and flirtatious, playful conversations between them. My brother was an attractive guy. He was a bit flakey, but overall, a decent man, so I couldn’t blame her for having a little crush.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, patting her arm. “I’ll stop teasing you.”

      “Thank you,” Christina said softly.

      “And if you promise to watch Bill for me, I was thinking of heading back home for a bit of downtime myself anyway. I’ll head out there and check on him.”

      Christina looked across the room at the black and white cat sitting on top of the bookshelf. He looked back at her with a languid expression that was either boredom, haughty superiority, or cool indifference. It was hard to tell with Bill sometimes.

      “Your cat hates me.”

      “My cat hates everyone,” I said, snickering. “It’s nothing personal.”

      “Are you sure you want to go all the way to Colorado?” she asked. “I mean, he might not even be there.”

      “I was planning on heading out anyway,” I said. “Might as well head up there sooner instead of waiting. See if I can find him. You stay here in case he shows back up. I think we have it about covered, don’t you think?”

      Truthfully, I hadn’t had plans to go home. It had been a very long time since I’d gone there. Little reason to go now that my dad and stepmom had moved down to Florida to enjoy the sun and fun. Our old house sat empty. Boone had talked about going alone more than a few times. I remembered he said something about thinking it might be nice to get away from the city and all the craziness that entailed. But for me, too many memories surrounded home, and I had no reason, and absolutely no desire, to revisit them. Pulling the scab off those old wounds didn’t sound particularly appealing to me.

      But after all the filming and the business of the latest project, the idea of getting away from it all and breathing some fresh mountain air did sound nice. Nice, quiet, and peaceful with no cars and no crowds. Just me and the natural world around me. Yeah, the more I thought about it, the more appealing it sounded.

      There was just one problem— I’d have to avoid Ryder and Wyatt somehow. That wouldn’t be easy considering they lived right next door. Unless I somehow managed to learn the trick of invisibility between now and the time I got there.

      My heart sank as I thought about seeing them again. I often visited my family down in Florida. It was a longer trip, but it had the benefit of not having old ghosts waiting for me when I arrived.

      There would be a lot of potential drama to sort through. After all, old ghosts never die. But I couldn’t avoid forever and figured it was about time to head back, confront it if I had to, and deal with the fallout. I could find Boone and ease both Christina’s mind and mine all at the same time.

      “I’ll head out in the morning,” I said.

      “You going to drive or what?”

      “Nah, I have connections. I’ll call and catch a flight,” I said with a sly smile. “The benefits of working in Hollywood. You should know that by now.”

      “Whose private jet you going to borrow this time?” she asked, a small grin on her face.

      I shrugged. “Figured I’d ask Victoria first, but if she’s busy and needs her plane on standby, I have others I can talk to.” I assured her. “Shouldn’t be too much of a problem.”

      As much as I liked to complain about the long days and grueling scenes, there were some decent perks to my job as well— like having access to private jets to get away at a moment’s notice because you’ve made friends with the right people.

      My name might not have been on the billboards or in lights, I didn’t live in a mansion in Beverly Hills, and nobody but industry people would ever know my name, but I still had a pretty good life. It wasn’t exactly the life I’d hoped for, but I knew better than to complain. Things could be worse— I could have to fly commercial.

      Victoria owed me one. I’d helped her intimidate some paparazzi that wouldn't leave her alone at a club one night, so I figured that was worth being able to borrow her jet. Nothing like some simple martial arts moves to warn some pushy tabloid creep who was getting a little grabby to keep his hands off her. I was there, at her side, fending off the creeps before the bodyguards were, and for that reason alone, I knew I could get to Colorado as early as the next day. If her jet wasn’t available, she’d find someone else’s I could borrow.

      The one thing I could say about Victoria was that she never forgot people who did solids for her. I appreciated that about her because not everybody in the industry was that way.

      From Denver, I’d rent a car and drive the rest of the way, since my final destination was a house literally out in the middle of nowhere. No wonder Boone might have skipped town, considering the crazy schedule he’d had to keep the last few months. He probably needed to unplug and get away from the city too.

      For the first time in years, I couldn’t say that I blamed him either.
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      “Boone, I know service ain’t that bad up there. You can call me back, or hell, just send me a text. I need you to let me know you’re alright.”

      I paused with the phone still pressed to my ear like he was going to pick up the call. Except voicemail doesn’t work that way. I sighed and pressed on with my message. “Listen, you’ve won. I’m on my way out there,” I growled. “You’ve finally managed to drag my ass home. Happy now? See you in a few hours, bro.”

      I disconnected the call and sighed. It wasn’t like him to keep ignoring my calls. What if I was wrong? What if he wasn’t in Colorado? What if he went somewhere else? But where else could he have gone? And why ditch plans with Christina? I knew he liked her about as much as she liked him. It just didn’t make sense.

      Like me, Boone had two homes— one in Hollywood and one in Colorado. Unlike me, he went to the Colorado home fairly frequently and had been trying to get my ass back there for as long as I could remember. I always resisted though. Always put it off, kicked the can down the road, or just told him no. Maybe this was his backhanded way of finally getting me to go home. I wouldn’t have put it past him. He was a trickster at times and knew how to get his way. I often didn’t see the traps he laid for me until well after he’d already sprung them. It was one of the most infuriating things about my brother.

      What I never understood, though, was why it was so important to him that I go in the first place. It wasn’t like I had some huge sentimental attachment to the place. But I guess I was about to find out.

      I called Victoria just as the plane was pulling onto the tarmac.

      “Hey Vic, thanks again for allowing me to use your jet. I promise to return it to you in one piece and just the way I found it— other than the damage from the little party I had on board,” I teased. “We’ve landed now and it should be heading back to Los Angeles soon.”

      After finishing my message, I disconnected the call. No one answered their phones. I hated voicemail too. But I really did need to thank Victoria for the favor. She did me a solid worth more than intimidating a handsy sleazeball required. But there was no way I wanted to hassle with trying to book a flight so last minute and driving all the way there would have been a pain in my ass.

      I didn’t call in favors too often, especially not one as big as this, and I probably wouldn’t do it again. I didn’t like to take advantage of a situation. But it was nice that I had some friends in high places who were willing to help me when I needed it most.

      I got off of the plane and headed for the desk designated solely for private planes to pick up my rental car. I was super grateful for the convenience of it all. I grabbed the keys and my luggage and headed out to start the long drive up into the mountains from the airport. As much as I was looking forward to a little peace and quiet, I wondered why in the hell it had to be so far away. The drive home was sure to be long, boring, and tedious, but the views kept me awake. There was absolutely nothing else like the glorious mountain views in Colorado. The views were one of the few things I had missed in all the years I’d lived in California. I rolled the windows on the rental car down and smiled as I breathed in the fresh air. With the scent of pine filling my nose and that cool, crisp Colorado air filling my lungs, I instantly felt at peace. The trees that pressed close to the road were green and alive, and so much lushness and natural beauty surrounded me I was ready to burst. California had recently undergone a super bloom, and flowers, bushes, and colorful plantswere growing again, but it was nothing like the mountains of Colorado where that kind of natural beauty and wonder was a part of everyday life. How quickly I’d forgotten how beautiful it was.

      The sky was clear and a vibrant shade of blue you didn’t see in L.A. thanks to all the smog, and as I drove through the winding, crooked roads toward home, I soaked in some of the most gorgeous views of my life.

      The car ride went by quickly— a hell of a lot quicker than I thought it would. Thank God. I pulled into the driveway of my parents’ cabin. Not much had changed over the years. It was well maintained; they paid the local handyman and overseer to come in and inspect the place from time to time, doing the routine maintenance and repairs as necessary. My family had insisted upon it even though they so rarely visited.

      Inside, the cabin was fairly spacious, all things considered. My dad had built it himself,  adding to it as our family grew larger. The house was built with love, and I was saddened by how empty it looked, how utterly devoid of life.

      Which also meant no sign of Boone.

      “Fuck.”

      I reached for my phone again, picked it up, and checked the display. No calls from him. No text messages either. Nothing but his continued radio silence.

      “I would have sworn you’d be here, bro,” I muttered to myself. “Where in the hell are you?”

      I hadn’t checked inside the cabin yet. My survey was from the outside only. Maybe he had been there and was out. Maybe he still was in the area. He had friends in the town nearby, so he could be hanging with them and planned on coming back later. I put my phone away and grabbed my bags from the trunk. Either way, I was home now, and whether or not Boone showed up, I’d make the best of it. I’d relax a bit and enjoy the serene silence around me, getting my mind and body right before heading back to my crazy life in L.A.

      Still, I’d have felt much better if Boone had been there to greet me. I wouldn’t have the burning question in my mind— where in the hell was he? If he’d been there, the mystery would have been solved, my mind would be at ease, and I’d have an answer for Christina. Speaking of which— I dialed her number as I carried my bags into the house, my shoulder pressing my phone to my ear. I heard the call being connected after the second ring.

      For once, it didn't go to voicemail. At least someone answered their damned phone.

      “Please tell me he’s there,” she said as soon as she answered the phone.

      “No, I’m sorry,” I said. “And from your tone of voice, I’m assuming he never came home either?”

      “No,” she said. “I even took the day off and hung out at the apartment, hoping he might return at some point this afternoon. Still no sign of him. It’s like he just fell off the face of the earth. I don’t like this, Hazel.”

      “Me neither,” I said. For the first time, I admitted out loud that I was worried about my brother. “But Boone is a big boy and he’s not a complete moron. Close, but not complete. I’m sure he’s fine. He can take care of himself.”

      “I know, but…”

      Christina didn’t finish her sentence. She didn’t have to. We both knew it wasn't like him at all to just completely go off grid without at least giving me a head’s up first. He was a bit of a wild card, did what he wanted, when he wanted, but this— well, this was unusual even for him. He knew I was a worrier and that if I didn’t hear from him when I expected to, my mind never failed to go to the worst case scenario and I automatically pictured him dead in a ditch somewhere.

      That’s what happened when one day your mother is fine, and the next, she’s gone. You realize how easy it is to lose the people you love.

      “We’re going to find him, Christina,” I assured her, digging through my purse until I found the keys to my parent’s house.

      I unlocked the door and took in my surroundings, searching for any sign of my brother. Not much had changed inside either. I put my bags down on the oversized, sage green sofa, pushing aside the hundred or so throw pillows my stepmom had collected over the years before plopping down myself.

      With my phone still pressed to my ear, I leaned back and added, “I’m going to look around here. It’s possible we just missed each other, me coming in as he was leaving. He very well may be on his way back to California now. His truck wasn’t in the driveway, so maybe he drove.”

      “But why isn’t he answering his phone?”

      I couldn’t really say for sure, but I had to come up with something. “Bad signal? Maybe he lost it? Maybe it died on him? We both know he’s not too careful with that thing,” I explained. “For all we know he may have just wanted a little time completely unplugged and off the grid. Or he may have even dropped it in a toilet in some random rest stop somewhere.”

      Christina giggled, and that relieved the tension a little bit. But she stopped and all that tension came flowing right back in again. “God, Hazel, I hope you’re right.”

      It surprised me that Christina cared that much for Boone and was that worried about him. I knew she found him attractive, but as far as I knew, they didn’t really spend a lot of time together. I hadn’t been home a bunch over the last few months as my project really ramped up. Maybe something between them had changed. Maybe I’d missed something.

      “So Christina, about you and Boone—”

      “Oh Hazel, don’t even worry about that right now,” she said. “Just worry about finding your brother.”

      “What do you mean? I’m not worried, I’m just curious,” I commented. “Is there something going on between the two of you? Anything I should know about?”

      Christina fell silent for a second, which was all the answer I’d needed.

      “There is!” I shouted in glee. I jumped up and off the sofa, grinning so wide, it almost hurt. I heard her groan on the other end of the line, which made me laugh harder.

      “You and my brother? Wow, girl.”

      “Hush,” she said. “It’s not like that. I mean, well, we were headed that direction, but then he pulled back. We had a fight, and now he’s gone, and I’m worried I blew it. But even more so, I’m worried something happened to him,” she sighed.  “He hasn’t been himself the last few weeks. I didn’t know why, but he just kind of changed. Ever since that actress friend of his died, he’s just been different. I thought maybe there was something going on between them, and, well— yeah, I blew it.”

      “Wait, what? You think my brother and Daphne Lambert were together?” I couldn’t hold back the laughter. “No way. He’s not into women like that.”

      “They were close, though,” Christina said. “And after she died, he really changed. He pulled away, and it was almost like he was avoiding me.”

      “Christina, he was probably grieving the loss of someone he’d worked with. Maybe somebody he considered a friend,” I said. “I know my brother. There’s no way in hell he and Daphne were a thing. Especially if he was dating you. My brother is many things, but he’s not a cheater.”

      “I know that, it’s just hard sometimes, you know,” she said  “He’s around all these gorgeous women all day and night. Why would he want someone like me?”

      “Um, maybe because you’re gorgeous too?” I told her, sitting back down on the sofa. “And you’re smart and all around awesome.”

      My best friend needed me. Sure, my brother also needed me, but I knew he was out there somewhere, dealing with the loss of someone close to him and a fight with his girlfriend. Wait, was Christina his girlfriend? She hadn’t said they were exclusive, but it sounded pretty serious to me. At least it was judging by how shaken up Christina was about the whole thing.

      Christ, how did all this happen with me right there, living amongst them? Yeah, my job really sucked the life out of me, a bit too much sometimes, but I didn’t think I was that completely clueless and unobservant.

      “I don’t know, and let’s not worry about my feelings. I’m just worried about him,” Christina said. “Let’s just focus on figuring out where he is and if he’s okay.”

      “He’s probably pouting somewhere, drinking his feelings a bit. Once he feels better and has his head right again, he’ll come crawling back and the two of you will make up.”

      “I sure hope so,” Christina agreed. “And Hazel?”

      “Yes?”

      “You’re not mad at me for dating your brother?”

      “Why would I be mad at you? I’m happy for the two of you and I’m hoping we can find Boone to get you two back together again soon,” I beamed. “You know I’m dying for some nieces and nephews, right?”

      Christina chuckled. “Hold up there, you’re moving a bit too fast. Way too fast, actually.”

      “I know, I know,” I said. “Just trying to lighten the mood. But no, I’m not upset at you in the least. I’m only a little sad that I missed all this happening right in front of my eyes.”

      “You’ve been so busy with filming these days, we didn’t want to bother you. He was worried you might be upset, considering the past and all.”

      Yeah, the past. Speaking of which, my past was now directly next door to me. Within easy walking distance. The past was so close, I was sure it could hear me talking on the phone. I sighed. It seemed inevitable that I’d run into them at some point.

      “Nah, we were just kids back then,” I said. “And he was right to tell me to keep my distance from Wyatt and Ryder. They’re trouble. Nothing but trouble.”

      “Boone says they’re not as bad as you make them out to be,”

      “Boone is also not a woman, and he’s never really cared for our stepsister, so his opinion is a bit biased, I’m afraid.”

      “Maybe so,” Christina said. “Either way, I’m just happy you’re not angry with us. We weren’t that serious yet, but honestly— and God, this sounds terribly corny and stupid to say— I thought I was falling in love with him. I told him before he disappeared.”

      My heart sunk. God, there’s nothing worse than confessing your love to someone only for them to disappear and make you question if they felt the same for you. Once I found Boone, I was going to kick his ass for this. If he didn’t feel the same way for Christina, at least he could man up and tell her the truth instead of just running away to avoid her. She deserved a hell of a lot more than that, and I’d make him see it if I had to beat it into him.

      “Well, we’re going to find him, Christina. I promise you that, and when we do, I’m going to kick his ass for worrying us. Got it?”

      “Got it,” she said, sounding a bit nervous.

      My brother wasn’t an asshole. He wasn’t a dog and he didn’t use or mistreat women. That had never been his way. The idea of him stringing Christina along if they had started to get close, didn’t sound like Boone at all. Something about his sudden lack of communication didn’t sit right with me. He wouldn’t just disappear like this over some woman confessing feelings to him, even if he didn't feel the same way.

      That wasn’t Boone. That wasn’t my brother. Now I was worried.
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      “Fucking rich people, I tell ya,” I scoffed, taking a seat on the sofa.

      It felt damn good to be back home, back in Colorado and away from the ridiculousness of Los Angeles. The pace of life was slower, less hectic, and mellower than the chaos that was Southern California. My brother Wyatt nodded in agreement.

      “I don’t know how anyone fucking lives there, man,” I agreed.

      “I don’t either,” Wyatt nodded as he handed me a beer.

      I held the cold can to my forehead, relishing the coolness on my skin. He took a seat in the chair across from me, looking as worn out as I felt. He was just over a year older than me and we looked so much alike most people used to think we were twins. Wyatt was planned, and I was the happy accident that happened when our parents least expected it.

      Not that I was ever made to feel like a mistake. I was obviously loved, and my parents always said they wanted more kids eventually. I just came a little sooner than expected. But they always said I was a blessing in disguise.

      It was nice having a brother so close in age growing up, though. Wyatt was the quieter, more reserved of the two of us. He was always talking me into doing the right thing and calming me down when I let myself get all worked up— something that happened fairly frequently. He helped keep me out of trouble plenty of times when we were growing up. I don’t know what I’d have done without my big brother.

      We both had dark brown hair and brown eyes, but there were plenty of differences between us too. Wyatt’s hair was a tad darker than mine, closer to black than brown, but only the really observant noticed. His eyes were darker too— more of a true brown, while mine could almost be described as golden. He took more after our mom; I took after our dad. May they rest in peace.

      “I can’t believe he was really screwing his secretary. How cliché can you get?” I asked, shaking my head and taking a long pull from the bottle. “And with a wife like Andrea Chung at home waiting for him? Some men don’t deserve good women. I mean seriously, how big of an idiot can you be?”

      Our most recent case was a common one. A rich model, Andrea, had hired us because she suspected her CEO husband of cheating. It was an open and shut case that didn’t take us all that long to crack. Her hubby, David, hadn’t even tried to hide the affair he was having. He just assumed his wife was too dumb to catch on.

      His wife was one of the hottest models in the country. She was most guy’s wet dream. But she wasn't just legs and ass. She was smarter than many gave her credit for. No wonder she was running her own fashion house now. She clearly didn’t need her ex, and we were more than happy to provide the proof she needed for her to get closure and move on with her life.

      It was an easy case, but just being in Los Angeles took a lot out of us. Both Wyatt and myself preferred our mountain sanctuary, the place where we’d grown up and lived our entire lives. The city drained us in a thousand different ways. But being home, amongst the trees and wildlife, never failed to recharge our batteries and rejuvenate our spirits. You couldn’t pay either of us enough to consider moving away from our small, mountain town.

      “A lot of men don’t deserve most of anything they have,” Wyatt said, staring off into space as if he was deep in thought. “It’s an unjust world, Ryder, but what can you do?”

      “Not much, really. Besides help these pricks get their asses exposed when we can,” I said with a sly smile.

      I loved what we did. It was nice helping people get some semblance of justice. Nine times out of ten, when we were called in, the client hiring us was right. It was rare they were simply being paranoid about the reasons they called us. People needed to trust their gut more often. But in cases where it wasn’t completely clear— or when you needed proof for the divorce— well, that’s where we came in.

      Of course, if people trusted their own instincts more often, my brother and I would be out of work and that would kind of suck.

      I looked around at our home, which was left to us when our parents died. Sometimes it felt like everything had been given to us. Sometimes it felt like we had it too easy.

      “Do you think we deserve everything we have?”

      Wyatt also looked around, taking in our home, seeming to think about the question. “Probably not,” he said. “But no one else really deserves it either.”

      He was right. Because the people who’d worked their asses off to build our home, which was a cabin the size of some mansions in Hollywood, were gone. Dead. And at least Wyatt and I did our best to honor their memories and kept the place up in a way they would’ve wanted it kept up.

      Honestly, it felt empty without our parents. With just the two of us rattling around the big old place, that feeling of loss and emptiness was especially keen. But neither one of us was going anywhere. We often joked that if we got married, we better marry best friends or sisters, because they’d have to get used to all of us living together. There were too many damn memories in the house to give up so easily, and on top of that, we’d built a life we were comfortable with. No reason to shake things up just for the sake of shaking things up.

      We kept the goats and the chickens out back, and of course, we had horses. Our mother had always loved horses. Her old girl had passed away shortly after our parents died, and I remembered being pretty broken up about it. It was like losing a part of my mother all over again, making that pain fresh and vibrant once more. But we still had several horses from her horse’s lineage, so her legacy lived on.

      As did our parents’ legacy.

      Well, sort of. It wasn’t like Wyatt and I were dating or planning on having any babies of our own to carry on the family name. Neither one of us went out all that much. But it wasn’t like there was much to do in our podunk town anyway. And when we were working, we were strictly business. Even if some of our female clients came onto us— and that happened more often than you would think— we always turned them down. We never mixed business with pleasure. That was just one of those unwritten, unspoken rules we both adhered to.

      “I better check on the horses,” I muttered.

      We had help with the animals when we were away on business, but I always stressed about leaving them behind. I was an animal lover. I couldn't help it. I might take after my daddy mostly, but there were still elements of my mom in me too. I liked to think I got the best of both of them.

      Wyatt nodded, only half listening. He was deep in thought about something as he often was. I left him to his thoughts and his beer and walked out back. Our house was fairly large, so I had to walk down the long hallway that led into the kitchen. On my way out, I passed our parents’ old room. They had a nice suite in the back of the house that opened out to the yard. Since their passing, Wyatt and I had hardly entered their room. It almost felt sacrilegious. Mostly, we had people come in and clean it now and then, but we didn’t want to disturb their things. It had been ten years since we’d lost them, and while a lot had changed, a lot had stayed the same. Their room was virtually the same today as it was when they were still alive.

      I stepped out into our backyard, which was more like stepping out into the woods since our property line extended about as far as the eye could see. Except to the right of us, off in the distance a ways, I could see the old Hudson place. It stood mostly empty these days except for when Boone stopped by for a break from the big city and his big city life. But Mr. and Mrs. Hudson were gone, enjoying their retirement in Florida. Wyatt and I often looked after the place for them when Boone wasn’t around since we were the only neighbors for miles.

      As lost in thought as I was, something still caught my eye when I glanced towards the Hudson’s house. There was a shed on the back of their property, right along our fence line with them. It used to hold lawn and gardening equipment back in the day, probably still did. Nobody was there full time, and I couldn’t imagine that somebody broke in and redecorated the place.

      I remembered when we were kids, we used to hide out there after sneaking out late at night. It was far enough from both of our houses that our parents wouldn’t hear us laughing and goofing off, but was still close enough that we didn’t risk getting lost in the big, scary woods— something we didn’t explore until much later.

      As far as I knew, the shed had been sealed up for ages now. With a landscaping crew coming by a few times a month, there was no need for the lawn equipment, and to keep the raccoons and other forest critters from making a home in there, Mr. Hudson had sealed up all the windows and doors.

      Except the door on the shed closest to our property wasn’t sealed anymore. It was cracked open; the wood that had sealed it shut had been torn off. There was no way an animal could have done that.

      Alarm bells went off in my head, and I feared squatters had taken up residence at their place. It wasn’t an unheard of occurrence— even all the way up there in the mountains. Maybe even more so, since the sparse population up that way allowed squatters and bums to inhabit empty places with little interference from the police. I always carried a knife on me, but I double checked that it was in the sheath at my side. Grabbing a rifle would probably be overkill.

      It was still daylight, so if someone or something was inside that shed, it would see me coming from a mile off in any direction. Not that there was any way for it to get out. There was only one way in and out of that old shed, and I never took my eyes off it. As I walked toward it, I kept my hand on my knife, just in case. I had no idea what was in there, but I was damned sure going to find out.

      As I moved as quietly as I could, I heard nothing other than the birds and the wind rustling the leaves around me. No sound came from inside the shed, and there was no movement. I hopped the fence easily due to my height and physical fitness and continued stealthily on. My stomach tight, my shoulders tense, I made my way to the door and peered inside. The old wooden door was just barely hanging on by the hinges, so I pulled it open easily and stepped inside to look for any signs of tampering.

      It looked like the same old shed to me. Not much had changed.

      A noise caught my attention outside the shed, and I reached for my knife, quickly pulling it from the sheath. Moving on light feet, I moved beside the door, hiding myself from view if someone tried to enter. Another sound came from outside, and I felt my gut clench. Footsteps. A branch cracking under the weight of some heavy feet. Whoever it was, they were careless. Maybe they didn’t expect anybody to be there, but they weren’t even trying to be quiet. And they were headed my way. The creaky, wooden door opened, a shadow fell into the shed’s interior, and instinct took over. I stepped out in front of the person, knife in plain view, ready to get on with it.

      Only to come face-to-face with my brother.

      “What the fuck, man?” he said, frowning at me and my knife. “You think you’re Rambo or some shit?”

      I put the knife away. “Sorry. When I went out back, I noticed the door was no longer boarded up. Thought there might be some squatter taking up residence in their shed. What are you doing?”

      “I saw you headed over here, wanted to see what was up,” he shrugged. He ran a hand through his thick, dark brown beard as his eyes took in our surroundings, and I swear I saw the wave of nostalgia crashing over him. He was still frowning, his expression pinched and sour.

      “Lot of memories here,” he said. “Lots of history.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it,” I muttered, shoving my hands in my pockets. “Too fucking many, if you ask me.”

      “You still miss her?” he asked me, his eyes narrowing and jaw clenching.

      “Of course. Don’t you?”

      “Of course,” he replied. “Every fucking day.”

      “But she made it perfectly clear that she wanted nothing to do with us,” I said. “Nothing we can really do about it.”

      “Yeah, but that was years ago, man,” Wyatt reminded me.

      “Years ago, and we still haven’t heard a peep from her. Nothing,” I reminded him. “I wouldn’t get your hopes up of her coming home anytime soon, Wyatt. Or that she’d even want to see us if she did.”

      “Yeah, I know,” he said, his voice distant, a wan smile pulling at his lips. “Remember the time Boone found that stash of booze hidden in the woods and brought it here?”

      I chuckled as the memory surfaced in my mind. “We were dumb as hell to drink it.” I laughed. “Who knows how old that shit was.”

      “Hey, we survived, though,” he said.

      “Barely. Boone was throwing up for days. We had to scrub this shed clean the next morning, before his parents woke up.”

      “Totally worth it,” Wyatt agreed.

      “I suppose so. I just remember that Hazel was so happy that night. More so than usual,” I said.

      All I remembered was how much she smiled, and how she couldn’t keep her hands off me and my brother. Not in a sexual way, but in a warm, caring way. She’d hold our hands and drag us out into the field to look at the stars or she’d rest her head in our laps. She also threw up a lot that night, and we both took care of her. I held her hair as she vomited behind a tree not too far from the shed, and she went right back to smiling and laughing as if she hadn’t just puked up everything she’d eaten in the last week.

      Then one day, it had all changed. Hazel had wanted nothing to do with us and offered no explanation. It had sucked. We both missed her something awful.

      “Welp, we better seal this place back up so the racoons don’t make a home in here. I’d hate for the Hudsons to come back to find a family of critters living in their shed,” Wyatt said.

      “Yeah, they’re never coming back.” I laughed.

      Only Boone ever made it back out this way. For a while, even he was distant, without telling us why. He told us to talk to Hazel, but she had never returned our calls. We never got any answers. Eventually, Boone came around more and more often and some of the ice between us thawed. We weren’t as close as we used to be, but we’d have a beer and catch up on life once every few months or so. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. It was definitely better than what had come before it, anyway.

      God, I missed him. He used to be my best friend, my partner-in-crime. While Hazel and Wyatt were mostly well-behaved and the good citizens of our little crew, Boone and I often got into trouble together. I remembered that we used to have a blast back in the day. Skipping school and hanging out in the woods, smoking weed and drinking whiskey while Wyatt and Hazel went to school and kept their grades up.

      That was one reason Wyatt was a bit closer to Hazel than I was— they were in clubs together, they bonded over academic things Boone and I didn’t give a shit about. Both of them were athletic and played every sport they could sign up for, and they often worked out together, which only seemed to deepen their bond. I envied Wyatt for that very reason. I’d always had a crush on Hazel, as did my brother, and I remembered always being jealous of the time he got to spend with her.

      Of course, neither one of us ended up with her. She moved away and never spoke to either of us again. The thing that frustrated me the most, and honestly, still stung pretty fucking bitterly, was that she never told us why we’d suddenly become persona non grata in her life. It was a question without an answer that still bugged the shit out of me.

      I helped Wyatt secure the door again, boarding it back up, before heading back to our place.  It was always nice being home and between jobs, nice to roam around the woods and soak in the natural beauty of the place. Though it was filled with some old ghosts, it was a place of healing. I had to admit, though, that it did get pretty lonely sometimes.

      I shot a look towards the Hudson house. So many memories, all of them bittersweet now that Hazel was gone. Maybe one day she’d come back to visit the old place. In my ideal world, we’d learn why she’d cut us off the way she had. We’d get some answers and move past it and be as close as we used to be.

      But it wasn’t my ideal world. It was reality, and even if she did come home again, somehow I doubted she’d talk to either Wyatt or me. As I stood there, part of me hoped to see some movement inside the house. I’d hoped to see some sort of sign that Boone was back in town. At least talking to Boone again made me feel like Hazel was a part of our lives, if only tangentially. But there was nothing. The place stood still, looking as lonely as I felt at that moment.
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      “I’m heading into town for beer. Need anything while I’m there?” Ryder asked.

      “Nah, I think I’m good,” I said, leaning back in my father’s old recliner, staring into the fireplace. “Thanks, though.”

      Ryder left, and I listened to the door shutting behind him and the roar of the engine as his truck started up. A moment later, I heard the gravel crunching under the tires as he pulled out of the driveway. With the house utterly still and silent and the world outside filled only with the sound of birds and the occasional plane flying overhead, I realized just how alone I was. It hit me just how isolated we were out there in the middle of the sticks.

      Our parents had passed away ten years before in a car accident that wasn’t their fault. I was barely an adult at the time, and Ryder had just turned eighteen himself. Neither one of us was ready to be on our own, yet there we were with nobody else but each other in the entire world. Somehow, we managed to get by. I’d say in some ways, we even thrived.

      Financially, it was never an issue— our parents had money. As a kid, I was aware of it but never really knew how much they had. So you could imagine my surprise when I found out they’d left us enough to live comfortably for the rest of our days without working very hard, if we wanted to. We had a home, money in the bank, and the freedom to do whatever we wanted to do with our lives.

      But we had no one. Well, we had the Hudsons, who thankfully took us in when we needed them the most. But there was still something missing, and this massive empty void in our lives I knew could never be filled.

      Our home had meant to be a house for a family. A house filled with kids. It was never supposed to be a bachelor pad for two grumpy, single men approaching thirty. And truth be told, I’d always wanted a family of my own. I wasn’t sure about Ryder. He never talked about it, but I’d always hoped to have a son one day. Or a daughter. Someone I could teach how to hunt and live off the land like my father taught me. I wanted to pass down the wisdom my father instilled in me into some kids of my own.

      I stared into the fireplace, the fire cackling and burning. The house was silent around me, the absolute lack of sound pressing against me like it had a physical weight to it. It was too quiet and was starting to drive me crazy.

      I pushed myself up from the chair and walked toward the back of the house. Whenever the world was too lonely or quiet, I’d usually just head to the backyard. We had animals that helped provide us food. Chickens that gave us eggs, goats that gave us milk. But they were more than just sustenance providers for me; they were also a reprieve from the silence and loneliness that so often consumed me.

      I loved living in the mountains, I loved our home. Hell, I even loved my life. something was missing. There was one big empty spot I had no clue how to fill. And for me, that something was a family. I wanted someone to share all of this with. Someone other than my brother.

      For now, the closest thing to a family I had were the chickens, goats, and horses we kept on our property. It wasn’t much, but I knew it was still more than some people had. As usual, the moment I stepped into the pen, the chickens all rushed toward me. They were smart enough to know that humans equaled food and that whenever I stepped into the pen, they were most likely getting fed. I dropped some pellets on the ground and watched them peck at them. That’s as close as they came to me, though— just close enough to get the food. The chickens clucked and cooed. There wasn’t really any interaction with them, which meant I was still pretty lonely, all things considered. The goats and horses were usually better about interacting with me.

      I exited the chicken pen, and something caught my eye over at the Hudson place. There was movement inside the house. Boone usually let us know when he was in town, always stopping by so we didn’t get suspicious or come bursting in guns drawn and ready for a fight. Sure, maybe he’d gotten in late the night before or had just forgotten to call this time, but considering the broken door on the shed we’d found, combined with seeing someone inside the house, put me on edge and set all my warning bells off.

      I went back inside, grabbing the first weapon I could get ahold of— dad’s old hunting rifle. It wasn’t loaded, so I grabbed some ammo and stuffed the shells into my pocket just in case things went sideways. But I didn’t load the gun. There was no need to carry around a loaded gun if there was no threat. Besides, even if it was a squatter, which it probably was, I’d prefer to scare the guy off rather than actually shoot at someone. I’d be able to jam shells into the rifle in the blink of an eye if things got hairy. I was just hoping it didn’t come to that.

      I exited through the back door and walked over to the Hudson property, never taking my eyes off the house. I opened the gate, cringing as it creaked and praying that whoever was inside the house hadn’t heard the sound. Through the window, I saw someone walk by again. They were in the living room, so they probably didn’t see me sneaking in through the back.

      My plan was that I’d enter through the kitchen and sneak up on them from behind. I walked up the steps to the back door and tried the knob. It was locked. Of course it was. Ryder had the keys to the place with him, and I didn’t want to wait until he got back, so I did the next best thing.

      I knew the handle was loose. It needed to be replaced, and I’d gladly get them a new door handle after the house was secure. Hell, I’d buy them a whole new door. I just wanted to make sure no one was messing with their stuff.

      I jiggled the handle, then yanked as hard as I could. It took me a few tries before the door creaked open. I waited, listening to see if anyone had heard me. I heard movement in the living room, the sound of footsteps. Someone was definitely walking around in there.

      I slowly entered the house, lightly stepping into the kitchen I’d been in countless times before. I’d eaten my fair share of breakfasts there with the Hudsons over the years. There was a hallway that led past the dining room and into the living room. One, long hallway that had plenty of creaky boards that could betray me.

      I entered the hall moving slowly at first, then had to duck into the dining room when I heard footsteps coming my way. They continued down the hallway. Along with the footsteps, I heard something else. It sounded like…humming? No actual singing, just the melody of a song. It was hummed by a soft, feminine voice that when I heard it, opened a yawning pit in my stomach. I may not have recognized the song, but the voice was one I knew well.

      My chest tightened, and I loosened my grip on the rifle. Pressing myself against the dining room wall, I wasn’t sure what to do. If I made myself known by stepping out and announcing my presence, I’d probably scare her half to death. Plus, did I really want to see her again like this? I wasn’t sure I was ready.

      “Jesus Christ!” Hazel screamed.

      I looked over and saw her standing in the dining room doorway, her hand on her chest. Oops. I guess time for deciding was up.

      “What the fuck, Wyatt?” she screamed, her eyes wide as saucers, her face turning from scared as shit pale to an angry shade of red.

      A million thoughts flooded my mind, but I couldn’t find the words to speak to her. She was every bit as beautiful as I remembered. No, scratch that. She was even more beautiful. Her red hair was longer, falling over her shoulders in soft, gentle waves. Her blue eyes were vivid and filled with emotion. And her body— God, she’d filled out even more. A perfect hourglass figure with lean muscle running throughout. I had to stop myself from drooling.

      I finally found my voice. “I’m sorry. I thought someone had broken into your home.”

      “Yeah, someone most certainly has,” Hazel said, hands on her hips. “And I’m staring right at him.”

      “I didn’t know you were back in town, Hazel,” I said, running a hand through my beard.

      “No, listen, this isn’t the time for a reunion,” she said, biting her lip.

      Her eyes were full of anger. I could understand her being upset at me for breaking into her house and scaring her half to death. I got that. But the level of anger in her face and the heat in her voice made it clear that whatever it was that was bothering her went much deeper than a pretty good scare.

      “Sorry,” I apologized. “When I saw movement over here, I just wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

      “Everything is fine, so can you leave now?”

      I walked toward the back door, and Hazel followed me. When we reached the broken door, she looked at it and sighed. “Really, Wyatt? You broke my fucking door?”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll fix it for you.”

      “Don’t bother,” she shook her head, pulling it open. “Just leave, alright?”

      I stepped outside and turned around to face her. We locked eyes, and for a moment, the look of anger was gone and was replaced by something else.

      “Hazel, what’s going on?”

      Her lower lip trembled, but she quickly bit back the emotion and steadied herself. “You know what’s going on, Wyatt. Stop playing stupid with me.”

      “I don’t. I really don’t know why you hate us so much.”

      She shook her head and muttered, “Unbelievable.”

      “You just left us one day, and we never knew why.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Well, if you’re not willing to own up to it, even after all this time, there’s no use continuing this conversation, is there? Goodbye, Wyatt. Please don’t bother me again.”

      She slammed the door, but it bounced back open again. I saw her hurrying through the house, back toward the living room. I watched her for a second before I reached out and secured the door. I’d meant what I’d said— I’d gladly fix and replace the door— but I wasn’t sure if she wanted me to come back by anytime soon. Sure didn’t seem like it.

      I sighed and stood there for a long moment, remembering all the good times we’d had and wondered what went wrong. Own up to what? What exactly did she want me to own up to? What had we done? I racked my brain, trying to come up with anything that could explain the level of rage she still carried toward us and came up blank. I honestly had zero fucking clue.

      The last time we’d seen her before she left, things were good. At least, I thought they were. We were drinking at a party, having a good time. All four of us. Boone was there as well as some others, including their step-sister, Lila. Now, Lila was somebody I didn’t like very much, but there’d been no drama as far as I could tell. Hazel went off to the bathroom at one point, then came back and screamed at us. Boone followed, as did Lila. And that was it.

      The next day, Boone told us Hazel was leaving, and it was in our best interest to leave her alone. He followed her to Los Angeles not long after that. Last I’d heard, she went to college out there, something she’d briefly talked about doing but wasn’t sure she wanted to leave her home here in the mountains. Whatever happened that night at the bar apparently changed her mind about a lot of things. Most especially about my brother and me.

      If only I knew what the hell was going on, maybe we’d get our answers. Maybe if I knew what she was so pissed about, we could atone for whatever we’d done. I’d do whatever it took to make things right if she’d give us the chance.

      I thought about it from all angles, but I knew when to leave things to be. She wanted to be left alone. As much as it killed me to do so, I walked back to my house, not so much as glancing back again.

      Some things were simply out of my control, and sometimes, you just had to learn when to cut your losses.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hazel

          

        

      

    

    
      My heart was racing. I returned to the living room, and through the window, I watched Wyatt walk away, his shoulders slumped and a look of pure confusion on his face. Part of me wanted to run after him. That part wanted to reconnect with both Ryder and Wyatt and put the past behind us in the worst way possible. I watched Wyatt go into his house, letting the door swing shut behind him. I let out a small shriek, jumping when my phone rang suddenly, shattering the silence around me.

      “Jesus, calm down, Hazel,” I muttered to myself. I hoped it was Boone, but when I looked at the caller ID, I groaned. I almost didn’t answer it but finally decided it would probably better if I did. Bite the bullet and get it over with and all that.

      “Hello, Lila,” I said.

      “Hazel! Why didn’t you tell anyone you were coming to town?” she said, sounding as superficially cheery as ever on the other end of the line.

      “I just got here,” I said. “How did you— Oh wait, let me guess, Rick mentioned it?”

      Rick Jenkins worked at the gas station on the outskirts of town. I’d stopped at his station to fill up, he recognized me, and we talked for a couple of minutes, just kind of catching up, before I went on my way. I’d almost forgotten just how quickly news traveled in a town this small when everybody was up in everybody else’s business.

      “No, actually Shannon did, but she probably heard from Wilma who works at the station,” Lila said. “You know news spreads like wildfire around here.”

      “Yeah, I forgot about that, actually. Tends to happen living in a place like L.A.,” I muttered. “Totally different way of life and doing things out there.”

      I turned away from the window and looked around the living room instead. Behind the couch were family photos and some that were just my dad, Boone, and me. Others had our mother. And two had Lila and her mother, my stepmom, Debbie in them. It was crazy how our family had changed over the years.

      “Well, I’m hurt you didn’t come to me first. I’d have rather heard the news from you rather than Shannon, of all people,” she said. “We are family, after all, and I looked really silly not knowing my own sister was in town.”

      I flinched at the word “sister”. Yes, technically, she was my stepsister, but we were never close. As I grew older, I started to feel sorry for Lila, though. She was annoying and a bit snobby, but ultimately, she had wanted to fit in with us. She just wanted to be part of the family and to feel like my real sister. Knowing that, I did what I could to reconcile my feelings toward her, even inviting her out with the guys and me sometimes. It had never gone well— she got along with Wyatt and Ryder about as well as fire gets along with gasoline. But at least I can say that I tried.

      “Tell me, sis, are you thinking of moving back this way?” she asked. “Because if so, I can help you find a deal on a starter home—”

      “No thanks,” I said, cutting her off. “Not looking right now, but thanks.”

      Lila was a realtor. The premier realtor in the area, apparently. She mainly sold vacation homes to rich people, I assumed. She had to be raking in big commissions on those homes. Otherwise, I wasn’t sure how she could make a decent living since there were so few homes in the area. It wasn’t any of my business, though. I realized, not for the first time, that I knew so very little about her personal life, and part of me wanted to keep it that way.

      “Alright then. Hey, I had to try,” Lila laughed. “Anyway, what brings you back to our neck of the woods?”

      I knew if I told Lila that Boone was missing, it would eventually get back to my dad. Probably even faster than news that I was back in town had gotten to Lila. I didn’t want him to worry, especially since it was most likely nothing, so I decided to keep it to myself for now.

      “Just needed a little time to myself,” I told her.

      “Oh, is L.A. wearing you down?” she asked, trying her best to sound like she actually gave a shit. But I knew better.

      Truthfully, it had been for a while. There was a lot about Southern California I enjoyed – the nearly perfect weather year-round, the beaches, the food— but there was also a lot that wore thin on me, especially people’s penchant for not giving a shit about anyone but themselves.

      “Maybe a little. I had a break, decided I needed some cool, mountain air,” I told her. “So, here I am.”

      “How long do you intend to stay?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. A few days, maybe a week,” I said. “I have a few weeks off, but I doubt I’ll stay here the entire time.”

      “Good,” she replied, her voice clipped. It took me by surprise. She must have noticed her tone, and quickly tried to explain what she’d meant. “I mean, I just worry about you being that close to the Douglas boys and all”

      “You do realize they’re not boys anymore, right? They’re grown men.” I laughed.

      “Oh, trust me, I know all too well. I see them around sometimes,” she said, and I could hear the disdain in her voice. “I still refuse to talk to them. Please tell me you’ll do the same?”

      “I have no intention of seeing or talking to either of them,” I told her. My heart ached as I said those words. “Not after what happened.”

      “Thank you, sis,” she said. “I mean it. I’m so glad you believed me.”

      “Of course, Lila. How could I not after what you showed me.”

      My hand began to tremble as I thought about that night. Clenching my eyes shut, I pushed away any and all memories of what had happened. I couldn’t think of Wyatt and Ryder as friends in any capacity after that. It just wouldn’t be right.

      Still, being right next door and so close to two of my former best friends and not talking to them hurt like hell. Especially when I was so worried about Boone. I knew I had to be strong and couldn’t give in to the waves of sentimentality and nostalgia I knew were going to come crashing down over me at some point. I wasn’t there for Wyatt and Ryder; I just had to remember that.

      Lila continued talking— mindless gossip and jabbering for the most part— but I didn’t hear a word she said. I’d been too deep in thought about Wyatt and Ryder, but she caught my attention and brought me back to the here and now.

      “So, would you like to grab drinks tonight?” she asked with a fake enthusiasm.

      “Oh, no,” I said. “I’m sorry. I just want to relax a bit more. Maybe later this week?”

      “Sure,” she said, and I could hear her pouting over the phone. Lila never cared for being rejected, but the last thing I wanted to do that evening was go into town and be social, especially with someone I wasn’t really all that fond of to begin with.

      “Another time then.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      We ended the call, and I was relieved almost instantly. I fell onto the couch and closed my eyes, suppressing a scream. I hated my relationship with Ryder and Wyatt had changed. It was a pain that throbbed even after all this time. I not only had that on my head, but I was also worried about my brother. Where the fuck was Boone? It was really starting to worry me. The longer he went without calling me back or turning up at home, the more nervous I got. Christina was calling anyone and everyone she could think of who knew him in Hollywood, while I was stuck in Colorado spinning my wheels and dealing with old ghosts. Boone obviously wasn’t here. Maybe he’d come back and maybe he wouldn’t. Who knew? That uncertainty made me wonder whether I should stay or go back to L.A.

      My eyes were growing heavy, and even though it was the middle of the day, I was sleepy. Well, I am on vacation, I told myself. Might as well give myself permission to nap. God knew I needed a little downtime and some rest.

      Just like old times, I curled up on the large, oversized couch. I pulled down the throw that hung on the back and wrapped myself in it. I was too tall for it to cover me completely now, but I did my best. The couch was so damn comfortable, even more so than some beds, and I found myself drifting off almost immediately. My mind, however, was still spinning, still drifting back to Wyatt and Ryder. To thoughts of the past and happier times. Thoughts that seemed so fresh again after seeing Wyatt earlier that day.

      God, he’d looked so damn good in those jeans. He’d grown a beard, and it suited him well. It was the same dark brown hair as was on his head, was neatly trimmed, and made him look a little more mature. Distinguished. Like a man. What I wouldn’t give to feel that beard against my face. It was a bad thought, but as I started falling asleep, my filters shut off and I didn’t have the ability to censor myself.

      I imagined what it would feel like to kiss him and wondered if Ryder had grown a beard as well. Imagining both men grown up and filled out turned me on like little else had lately. At one time, I’d have given anything to be with either of them— or both, as was a common fantasy of mine.

      The idea of being sandwiched between their two hard bodies, their mouths exploring every inch of my own set my heart fluttering and my insides ablaze. Imagining the feel of four hands caressing me at the same time their mouths explored me, stoked the heat building between my thighs. Just thinking about it got my juices flowing again, and without even thinking, I slid a hand down my pants. Circling my clit, I imagined it was Wyatt’s tongue. Then Ryder’s. They’d take turns pleasuring me, while I took the other brother’s cock in my mouth.

      Slipping a finger inside me, I moaned into a throw pillow. Then two fingers. Then three. I imagined Wyatt’s cock thrusting in and out of me, as his brother spooned me, taking me from behind. I wanted them both to fill me at the same time. I fucked myself with my fingers, trying to imagine what their dicks would feel like inside me.

      It didn’t take long for me to reach the peak, and I cried out as I came, my pussy clenching around my fingers. I was deep in my fantasy, thinking about both men filling me with their cum, all three of us climaxing at the exact same time, and it caused my entire body to tremble in pleasure.

      I screamed, no longer muffling my sounds. There was no one around who could hear me. The nearest house - the Douglas’s home - was too far away. No roommate. No brother in the next room. Completely free to be as loud as I wanted to be, and I let it all out.

      I cried out their names, begging them to fill me with their cum as I came over and over again. Finally, as the last orgasm came to an end, I collapsed on the couch, feeling both satisfied and hungry for more. My hand was nice, so was the fantasy, but it had been far too long since I’d gotten laid. I wanted the real thing, but not just anyone— I wanted Wyatt and Ryder.

      Both of whom I needed to avoid.

      I groaned in frustration and threw the pillow across the room. It knocked down Lila’s high school graduation photo. It was unintentional, but it was nice not having her face smiling back at me. Everything about her always seemed so fake. Maybe the story she’d told me was too. I knew it was wrong to doubt someone who confided in you, especially when there was evidence, but there was part of me that wanted to believe she was full of shit. I’d never caught Lila lying before, but she was about as fake as a spray tan, so I wouldn’t put it past her.

      I rolled over on the couch, pushing those thoughts away. Maybe I’d talk to the guys later after all. Boone had also told me to stay away from them, just in case. He hadn’t wanted to see me hurt. I appreciated the gesture, but I was a big girl and could take care of myself. Including confronting the brothers and finding out the truth, once and for all.
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      Taking a deep breath, I smiled, relishing the clean, mountain air. I let it fill my lungs before breathing out. After spending so much time in Los Angeles recently, it felt good to breathe fresh air again. My body and my soul needed it, just like it needed the hot cup of coffee I was enjoying out on the back porch.

      It was morning, though it wasn’t all that early. I hadn’t seen Wyatt since I left for the store the night before and was beginning to worry. My brother was a morning person, usually. Unlike me. He was always up long before I was. It was just one of those differences between us.

      My gaze fell on the old Hudson property, and I thought about the door on the shed. I considered giving Mr. Hudson a call at some point, just to let him know what happened and ask him if he wanted me to replace it.

      The sliding glass door opened behind me and I heard my brother’s heavy footsteps on the deck. Wyatt sat down in the chair next to me without a word. I pulled my gaze away from the property in front of us and smiled at my brother, preparing to taunt him for sleeping in so late and being a slacker who burned half the day away in bed. But I saw the look on his face and my words died in my throat. His brow was fixed in a straight line, and his jaw was clenched as tightly as his fists were at his sides. Something was wrong.

      Before I could ask him what the problem was, he opened his mouth and spoke words that I was not prepared for, words that hit me like a punch to the gut.

      “Hazel’s home,” he said gruffly.

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Stop shitting me, man.”

      “No, I mean it. I saw someone moving around inside the house and went over to check it out. I thought it was squatters I was going to have to run off. Instead, I ran into her. She wasn’t too pleased to see meh.”

      I looked back at the house. The curtains were drawn, but there was the faintest of lights streaming through them. “Don’t fuck with me, Wyatt.”

      He looked at me and one look at his face told me he was being truthful. He wouldn’t mess with me about something this serious.

      “Scout’s honor, Ryder. I swear to you. Hazel is home. At least for now.”

      “Did she say why?” I asked, not taking my eyes off the house, hoping to catch a glimpse of her even though the curtains were thick and solid.

      “She didn’t tell me shit, except to get the hell out of her house,” he said.

      “So she still hates us, huh?”

      “Yep, and still refuses to tell me why,” he said.

      I sighed, putting my coffee down on the table between us. The coffee was suddenly bland and nowhere near strong enough. It needed a healthy shot of whiskey. With news like that dropped into my lap, I was definitely going to need something stronger.

      I didn’t say a word. I just continued to stare at the house and absorb the bombshell my brother had just dropped on me. All those years, and we hadn’t heard a peep from her. She just up and left, leaving Boone to tell us that she was upset at us, but never telling us why. It had to do with something that happened at the party the night before she left. Boone had tried to play it off, but I knew it did. Something about that night had changed and damaged our dynamic, but I couldn’t figure out what it was that had pulled Hazel so far away from us. Not for the life of me.

      I pushed myself up from the chair and Wyatt followed me.

      “Ryder don’t go over there and cause trouble,” he warned, putting a hand on my chest as if to stop me.

      “I’m not going over there,” I muttered. “I just need to do something.”

      My legs were twitching and my mind was racing. I couldn’t just sit there any longer. My blood was boiling, and I needed to do something to blow off some steam. I had a temper that was lightning fast, which I was working on. It wasn’t Wyatt’s fault that Hazel dropped us like a sack of dog shit, and I didn’t want to take it out on him. I needed to take my feelings out on something, though, and I needed to do it soon before I blew.

      Wyatt removed his hand, but his eyes were on me, watching me carefully. I knew better than to go over there. If I went over and talked to Hazel, there’d be a fight. My brother had always been the calmer, more level headed one of us, and if he got screamed at, well, I had no hope of holding a peaceful conversation with her. But still, something had brought her home, and I held onto the smallest flicker of hope that maybe that something would somehow bring us back together.

      I went over to a pile of wood in the backyard, picked up my axe, and started chopping. With each swing of the axe, I felt a little better. My muscles were burning as I put everything I had into the movements, letting my rage flow through me, letting it run down the length of my arms and down to the handle of the axe. Wyatt was sitting behind me still, and I felt his eyes boring into my back.

      Sweat rolled down my forehead, slicking my face, but I didn’t stop. One piece of wood after the next. We wouldn’t need the wood for many months since winter was a long way off, but it didn’t matter. It gave me something to focus on as well as a way to channel my anger.

      A noise pulled my attention from the woodpile: the sound of a door opening and closing on the Hudson property. Before I could stop myself, I looked over there, and my eyes locked with Hazel’s.

      She stood there, staring at me with wide eyes for a moment. Her hair was a brighter shade of red than I remembered, and longer too. I’d never seen her with hair that long before, and it was stunning. It flowed in the wind, and for a second, she looked like a goddess with her pale, freckled skin and her crown of red, flowing locks. She was wearing a light green sundress that showed off her strong arms and tight body. She’d always had an amazing body, like an athlete’s, taut, toned, and hard. But it was clear she’d taken her workouts up a few notches.  She probably had to, in her line of work.

      I wanted to call out to her, or at least wave, but I didn’t. I watched as her face shifted from curiosity and maybe even a wistful longing into a look of practiced indifference and hurt. She looked like a woman who’d been scorned. With pursed lips and a furrowed brow, she looked utterly unapproachable. I still had no idea what we’d done to her to deserve such scorn and it pissed me right the fuck off.

      She raised her hand, and for a second, I thought she might wave. But she raised her middle finger, pointing it right at me before turning on her heels and marching back inside her house, slamming the door behind her for good measure.

      My insides were boiling over again, and the rage was almost too much for me to bear. Rather than march straight over and lay into her, though, I managed to put myself in check. I raised the axe up over my head, bringing it down on the wood, and watched it explode underneath the blow. Once wasn’t enough, however. I did it again— and again— to the same piece of wood, until there was nothing left. Yet I kept bringing my axe down, hitting the ground underneath, until Wyatt’s firm hands grabbed my arm.

      “Easy there,” he said, his voice calm. “Give me that before you take your damn foot off.”

      I gripped the axe handle as tightly as I could, not giving it up easily. But one look into my big brother’s gentle, brown eyes, and I released it to him. I wasn’t going to fight with him. He was the one person who always had my back; I wasn’t going to let the bullshit with Hazel get between the two of us. It hadn’t back then, and it wouldn’t now.

      Wyatt dropped the axe to the ground with a solid thump, seemingly relieved that I gave it up so easily. There was a sadness in his eyes, however. I knew he’d suffered what had happened with Hazel, and it hurt him too. How could it not? After all, he was always closer to her than I was, which was something I used to envy back in the day. Now, we were both on the outs, and from the looks of it, neither one of us were getting back into her good graces anytime soon.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, announcing an incoming text, and I reached for it, a slight flare of hope that it was Hazel blossoming within me— a blossom that died on the vine when I saw who was calling.

      “It’s Boone,” I muttered, opening the message. I stared down at the screen, reading and re-reading the message. It didn’t make any more sense with each successive read through.

      “What’s he want?” Wyatt asked.

      “I think he’s drunk,” I said, putting the phone back in my pocket. “It’s just gibberish.”

      “Huh. Drinking this early?”

      I ran a hand through my sweaty hair, shrugging. “I guess so. I’ll text him in a bit to see what’s going on.”

      My phone buzzed again, and we both looked at it. This time, the message made sense. “Whatever you do, don’t tell my sister anything.”

      “Don’t tell Hazel anything? What about?” Wyatt asked.

      “Beats me,” I said. “Probably got himself into trouble or something. Maybe he needs to be bailed out of jail.”

      We shared a chuckle. It had been years since Boone had gotten himself into that kind of trouble, but it certainly wasn’t unheard of with him. Before he moved out to L.A, we’d get calls and messages a lot— sometimes from jail after he’d had too much to drink and had gotten into a stupid bar fight, or for stealing liquor— all while underage, of course.

      He never wanted his sister to know about his troubles and had sworn us to secrecy. She looked up to him and worried about him when things weren’t going well. And for his part, Boone loved his sister more than anyone else in the world. He didn’t ever want to disappoint her.

      I typed a quick message, asking him what kind of trouble he was in this time and sent it. I waited but there was no immediate response. I put my phone away and shook my head.

      “Probably drunk,” I muttered again.

      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” Wyatt said.

      “I’m going to take a shower,” I said. “Try to cool off a bit.”

      “Sounds like a good idea,” he said. “If you hear anything else from Boone, let me know, alright?”

      “Sure thing,” I said, heading to our house.

      I glanced towards the Hudson place one more time before stepping inside, hoping to catch sight of Hazel again. Even just a quick glimpse. But the curtains were drawn and there was no sign of her in either the front of the backyard.

      Yet all I could think about was her in that skimpy little sundress, showing off not only her arms, but her amazing cleavage as well. Green was a perfect color for her too; it went great with her hair and skin. She glowed, even from that far away.

      What I wouldn’t give to rip that dress right off her. The blood rushed from my head to my lower regions. Over the years, I’d dreamt about seeing Hazel again, but she’d never looked as hot as she did in real life, not even in my sexiest dreams.

      As I entered the house, I made a beeline for the shower. Not just because I was drenched in sweat, but because of the growing erection in my jeans. Seeing Hazel brought up a lot of memories, including one that had been a wet dream of mine since I’d gotten my very first boner.

      As soon as I was in the shower, I turned the cold water on to cool off. The chilly water ran down my face, my chest, and my back. I closed my eyes, memories of Hazel and my fantasy overwhelming me. I gripped my cock firmly in my hand.

      The water only added to the fantasy for me.

      It was late summer, right before the party. Wyatt was away for work since he’d had to take over dad’s business after he’d died. Boone was grounded for stealing again. Hazel was bored and caught my attention by throwing rocks at my windows. It was silly because my parents were gone by that point and it was just me in the house. Alone. She could have come to the door, but for some reason, she preferred that method of getting my attention. I never complained— at least she wanted my attention then.

      “Let’s go swimming!” she called out to me.

      That was all I’d needed to hear. I’d grabbed my swim trunks and was out the back door as quickly as possible. We ran down toward the river. I was confused because she wasn’t wearing a swimsuit— just jean shorts and a t-shirt— but I didn’t ask any questions. We reached the riverbed and she stripped off her shirt, and that’s when I realized she wasn’t wearing a swimsuit at all. My jaw dropped.

      “What? Never saw boobs before?” she laughed. “Besides, I’m wearing a bra.”

      “Don’t you have a swimsuit?”

      “Nah, I outgrew my last one and haven’t gotten a new one yet,” she said, pulling her shorts down, leaving her with just her panties on.

      Both her bra and panties were white. She didn’t see a problem with it, so neither did I.

      We were eighteen and fresh out of high school. I was no virgin, but seeing Hazel like that had made me feel like one. I suddenly got very nervous and wasn’t sure what to do.

      She gave me a quick once over, followed by a wink and a smirk.

      “Perhaps I should lose the bra and panties too?” she asked, her gaze falling to the very obvious hard-on poking through my swim trunks.

      “If you want,” I said, a coy smile on my lips.

      “Only if you ditch your clothes too,” she said.

      She didn’t have to ask me twice. I dropped my shorts in record time and watched her cheeks turn bright red as she saw me naked for the first time. Her eyes were fixed on my cock for a few seconds. I had nothing to be ashamed of; I knew I was well-endowed, so I stood there, showing off for her, secretly hoping it would spark something between us.

      She chuckled nervously. “I didn’t think you’d actually do it.”

      “Why? Did you confuse me with Wyatt or something?” I teased.

      “No, I just thought maybe…I don’t know actually,” she said, tongue-tied.

      “Like what you see?” I asked, smirking. “Are you going to live up to your side of the deal? Or did I strip down for nothing?”

      Hazel laughed, but it was a nervous laugh. I started to tell her she didn’t have to undress if she didn’t want to, but she reached around and undid her bra, letting her perfect tits fall free. My jaw nearly hit the ground, and I didn’t think it was possible for my cock to get as hard as it did when I saw her breasts for the first time.

      And that was where fantasy and reality unraveled. In my fantasy, she finished undressing and we went into the water, my body pressed against hers. Maybe we fucked, maybe we didn’t. Sometimes, all it took was imagining my cock pressed against that perfect body of hers to get me to come.

      In reality, however, we’d heard footsteps in the woods and had just enough time to throw our clothes back on, her bra and my swim trunks. Boone made his appearance from amongst the trees, grinning like an idiot.

      “What? You didn’t think you’d leave me behind, did you?” he asked, obviously not noticing the erection in my trunks and the fact that his sister was in her bra and underwear.

      “Boone, what the fuck are you doing here?” Hazel asked.

      “I snuck out. Mom and Dad are asleep, and I wanted to swim,” he said, dropping his jeans.

      He was only wearing his boxers. I guess the Hudsons didn’t see much difference between underwear and swimwear, or maybe it was too dark for him to notice his sister. She grabbed her shorts and pulled them back up, much to my dismay. She was huffing and puffing, clearly upset at being interrupted. Hell, so was I. I almost saw Hazel Hudson naked with the possibility of so much more, and Boone had to ruin it for me.

      Hazel slipped on her shirt, pushed past me, and headed home.

      “Where ya going, sis?” Boone called out.

      “Home,” she grumbled. “I no longer feel like swimming.”

      Back then, I was a confused boy, but thinking back, I had a better idea of why Hazel had suddenly decided to not swim. Had Boone not stopped us, who knows what might have happened. I knew what I wanted, but what she wanted would forever be a mystery to me because of her brother’s shitty timing.

      In my head, however, I imagined exactly what I hoped would happen. With my cock in my hand, I pictured Hazel dropping her panties, letting me see her fully naked for the first time. I pictured a small patch of hair covering her pussy, a pussy I wanted to plunge into more than anything else in the world. We got into the water. Her legs wrapped around me as I kissed her deeply. I continued stroking myself, thinking how it would feel between her thighs, sliding into her tight, wet hole.

      I groaned, falling forward and resting my free hand on the wall for support. With my eyes closed, I stroked myself until the cum bubbled up inside me and my balls tightened against my body, ready to explode. I steadied myself and let go, losing control and picturing filling Hazel’s pussy with my seed as my entire body shook with pleasure.

      No real experience had ever made me come as hard as imagining Hazel did. No one even came close. She had always been the woman in the back of my mind, the one that had gotten away. I wanted her so badly, and in my post-orgasm haze, I convinced myself that her being back made that possible. If I could get her to talk to me, maybe we could pick up where we left off. Maybe we could hook up. Hell, maybe we could do more than hook up. She was the perfect girl, always had been for me. The only one I could ever see myself settling down with.

      If only she’d talk to me. There has to be a way to get through to her, I thought as I washed the sticky mess down the drain. I finished washing myself quickly and got out of the shower. There was another missed message from Boone waiting for me.

      Please, man, you two are the only ones who can help me.

      I typed a response, suddenly feeling uneasy.

      Help you with what? What kind of trouble are you in?

      I waited for a response from him, but it took him forever to reply. He hadn’t answered my question from before either. Finally, after drying off and getting dressed, another garbled message came through, this one just a series of numbers.

      I typed another message.

      I don’t get it. Are you drunk man?

      His response was simply No. Nothing else. No explanation, nothing . Sighing, I typed a few question marks and waited. Nothing else came. I put my phone away and decided to wait for a message from him. He’d get back to me eventually and maybe it would make sense in time. If he wasn’t drunk, maybe he was high. Or maybe he was lying to me about being drunk. Who the fuck knows, I thought. I sure as hell didn’t.
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      “No news yet? Maybe I should just head back to L.A.,” I sighed into the phone.

      I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples, doing my best to stave off the headache threatening to split my head in two. The stress was getting to me. In all my years on this planet, I’d never gone this long without talking to my brother.

      “There really isn’t a reason for you to rush back,” Christina said. “Not unless you want to. You need to relax a bit, Hazel. You deserve it.”

      I opened my eyes and stared at the photo of my brother and me sitting in a frame on top of the mantel above the fireplace. Boone and me at our high school graduation. Being twins, we always had a special bond, something most people would never understand. It sounded silly, even to me, but I could always feel my brother when he was out in the world. He was a bright light inside of me, and the longer I went without hearing from him, the dimmer that light became.

      “I don’t know, maybe I could do more searching there,” I said.

      “I’ve already called all of his friends and coworkers, anybody else I could think of,” Christina said. “I’m doing everything I can here, and so far, I’m coming up empty. The only other place he’d be is there, right?”

      “Yes, I mean, I thought so, but obviously not,” I muttered.

      “I’m sure he’ll show up eventually,” Christina said, though her voice sounded less certain than her words. I knew she was just as nervous as I was.

      “But what if—”

      Christina cut me off before I could finish. “He’ll show up eventually, Hazel, and we’ll both kick his ass really good when he does.”

      That brought a chuckle to my lips. Little old Christina kicking big, old Boone’s butt.

      “Now that’s a sight I can’t way to see,” I laughed.

      “Hey, I might be small, but I’m mighty,” she said.

      “Oh, I know it,” I agreed. “And Boone knows it too, surely. He’s quivering in fear wherever he’s hiding.”

      “Yeah, explains why he’s not eager to come home, huh? He has two badass girls waiting to kick his ass.”

      We both laughed, and it felt good to laugh after everything I’d been dealing with over the last few days.

      “I hope so,” I said once the laughter quieted down. “God, I really hope so.”

      “Me too,” Christina said, her voice softer than before. “Listen, I have to go to work, but I’m meeting with Hank Cromwell this afternoon, and figured I might ask him if he’s heard from Boone.”

      Hank was the producer of one of Boone’s latest projects. They’d kept in contact over the last few months. It was well worth talking to him.

      “Good luck. Hopefully he’s heard something.”

      I was tired of sitting around with my hands tied. I knew Christina wasn’t the only person capable of asking around. People at home knew Boone. All I had to do was ask them and see if anyone had seen or heard from him. Of course, that meant starting with the two men I was doing my best to avoid, Ryder and Wyatt. While Boone had initially backed off from them, I knew he’d reached out to them over the years and they got together once in a while. He’d tell me about it, without details. I knew what I had to do.

      Christina and I said our goodbyes, and I looked at the clock. It was early, just barely seven a.m. I didn’t want to bother Ryder and Wyatt so early. I knew both men tended to be up fairly early, but I listened to my excuse anyway.

      The day before, when I saw Ryder, I also noticed that my dad’s garden had died over the years. Of course, it made sense that he wasn’t there to care for it or eat the crops from it, but it hurt me to see the lack of tomato plants growing around the back porch. Originally, the tomato plants were for my mother, who could never get enough of them, but my father had kept them up even after her death. I might not be there for long, but I wanted to at least clean the garden out, and perhaps pick up some plants. Gardeners came out a couple times a week, they could care for them and maybe donate them to a local food bank or something. I wasn’t typically a sentimental person, but it just felt like something I had to do.

      The shed door had been tampered with, obviously so, but I blamed the gardening crew or even Ryder and Wyatt. I knew the Douglas brothers took care of my parents’ house while they were gone, so it didn’t bother me too much. I opened the door, grabbed a shovel and some other tools, and quickly got to work on clearing the garden.

      Every few minutes, I checked my phone, distracted by my thoughts about Boone. I’d lost my mother, and at times it felt like I’d lost my father when he’d remarried. I couldn’t lose Boone too. He got on my nerves most of the time, sure, but there was no one in the world who understood me like my brother did. I went to work, digging and digging, sweat dripping down my face and mixing with tears as I feared the worst.

      What would my life look like without Boone in it? I couldn’t imagine it. I didn’t want to imagine it. I buried the shovel deep in the soil, hitting what felt like a large rock. I dug deep again, hitting the same solid surface.

      Cursing under my breath, I dug up the rock. Bits of blue peeked out from underneath the dirt and my heart stopped. I almost couldn’t continue. Dropping the shovel, I knelt and used my hands to push the dirt away, making out the words more clearly.

      It had our names on it— Hazel and Boone— in our mother’s handwriting, along with our birthdate. I remembered the rock, one of many my mother painted before she died. It used to sit right on the edge of her garden but over the years, got buried and lost in the dirt.

      Lifting it out of the dirt, the rock crumbled into several large chunks. The shovel had broken it. I’d broken it. Holding onto the bits and pieces, I let out a scream of frustration and pain. The tears fell heavily down my cheeks. Like the rock, something inside me just broke.

      I wasn’t sure how long I’d been crying when two strong arms wrapped around me and steadied me against a solid wall of chest. I knew who it was before he even said a word. I’d have known his scent anywhere.

      “Hazel,” Wyatt said, his voice soft yet strong, as if he was trying to break me out of a daze. “Hazel, please, what’s happening? Are you okay?”

      I let him hold me. Truthfully, it felt good to be in his arms. I didn’t want to pull away. The past was forgotten, at least briefly, and all I could think about was Wyatt holding me close, soothing me, and I never wanted him to let me go.

      I wiped my tears, hoping they were no longer obvious, and pulled myself together. Sitting upright, I removed myself from his arms.

      “I’m fine. Just a bit stressed, that’s all.”

      I stood up and Wyatt followed me. It was hard not to look at him and swoon, but I did my best to compose myself. When our eyes met, my heart raced. His eyes were brown with flecks of green and gold in them. I’d never seen eyes like his before, and I’d forgotten just how powerful they could be. I gasped and backed away from him, feeling dizzy from the flurry of emotions running through me.

      “Hazel, come on, talk to me,” he said, running a hand through his thick short brown hair. The sunlight caught his eyes and they sparkled like gemstones, and once again, I felt woozy. He reached out for me, catching my arm as if I was about to fall.

      I yanked it away, but the warmth of his touch was seared into my flesh. The memory of his hand on my skin was enough to send tingles throughout my body.

      Pull yourself together, Hazel, I thought to myself. Remember, you wanted to ask them about Boone anyway.

      “Uh, yeah, so I wanted to know if you’ve heard from Boone lately?”

      Wyatt’s eyes flickered down to the ground, then to his hands. He wasn’t meeting my gaze, and I wondered why. When he didn’t answer, I pressed him for more information.

      “Wyatt, please, I haven’t heard from him in days and I’m worried sick.”

      “Yeah,” Wyatt said, his voice low. He finally looked up at me, his brow furrowed, making him look older than he was for a second. “Ryder heard from him yesterday, but I don’t know much else.”

      My heart jumped into my throat. He’d heard from Boone, which meant my brother was alive. Relief washed over me, followed by anger. “God, when I find him I’m going to kick his ass all the way back to L.A.,” I muttered. “Do you know what he said? Where he’s at?”

      Wyatt shrugged. “Not really, but Ryder might. I can ask him.”

      “Thank you, Wyatt,” I said, feeling like the mystery might finally be solved. I caught myself grinning at Wyatt, and he smiled back at me. As soon as I realized what I was doing, I pushed that smile away and returned to a serious expression.

      “No problem. You know I’d do anything for you and Boone, right? Ryder and I’d be nothing without your folks, and if there’s anything I can do, well, you know where to find me.”

      His words were sincere, and I wanted to believe him. Dammit, I did believe him. I wanted so badly to ask him about the night of the party, the one where my world had fallen apart, but it had been so damn long, I didn’t know exactly how to bring it up. Besides, we had more important things to think about, like actually finding Boone.

      “I know, Wyatt. Thank you,” I said. “If you don’t mind talking to Ryder for me real quick, I’d appreciate it.”

      His face fell a bit, but he nodded at me. “Of course. He’s probably sleeping, but it’s high time he get his ass out of bed.”

      “Still not a morning person, I see,” I  chuckled.

      “Never was, never will be. Ryder hasn’t changed a bit,” he said. “But you sure have.”

      My cheeks flushed, and I looked away. “Right, so about Boone—”

      “Yes, yes, I’m on it,” he promised, turning to walk away. He stopped a few feet away and looked over his shoulder, nearly catching me checking out his ass. “Are you okay otherwise?”

      “I’m fine, Wyatt,” I said. “Just worried about my brother.”

      “You sure that’s all it is?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow.

      “Positive,” I said. It was a lie, but how could I express everything I felt? I missed my mom and Boone, I missed the family we once had, and yes, I missed my two best friends. There was so much I’d given up when I’d moved out to L.A, and being home brought it all back to me.

      “Alright, if you insist,” he said, and he continued walking to his home.

      I stared at his ass in those tight jeans as he walked away because hell, I was still very much a warm-blooded female, and he was hot as fuck.

      “Cool your jets, Hazel,” I said to myself, returning to the garden. “Remember why you’re here. It’s not to get laid.”

      Sure, getting laid might be nice, but there was no way it would be as simple as all that. Not with the Douglas boys was, not with our history. I needed to keep my head on straight to avoid being hurt again.
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      I awoke to a pounding on the door, followed by Wyatt’s voice. “Ryder, you up?” he asked.

      “I am now,” I groaned as he opened the door.

      My brother stood in the doorway, his arms crossed in front of his chest and a stern look on his face. He looked worried, which caused me to worry. I sat upright and was instantly awake.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Hazel’s upset. Apparently she hasn’t heard from Boone in a few days, and she’s concerned.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. “Is that all? You fucking woke me up because Hazel is worried about Boone?”

      “She’s really upset, Ryder. I know you’ve heard from him, thought you could share what you know with her.”

      The text messages from the day before had stopped after Boone said he wasn’t drunk. “It’s just a bunch of gibberish and shit,” I muttered, scrolling through the messages.

      “Can I see?” I handed the phone to him, and he looked even more worried than before. “Just a bunch of random numbers and letters,” he said. “None of it makes any sense.”

      “Tell me about it. I think it’ll only freak Hazel out more, especially the parts about us being the only people who can help him and not to talk to her about it.”

      “Yeah, but I already told her you’d talked to him.”

      “You what?” I said, running a hand over the stubble on my chin. It was growing fast and getting out of hand. I needed to clean it up, eventually. “You actually talked to Hazel?”

      “I did,” he said, handing me my phone back. “And she asked me to talk to you.”

      “So she really wants our help?” I asked.

      “It would appear so,” Wyatt said.

      After her giving me the finger the day before, the news took me by surprise. It was a complete 180. Suddenly, she was willing to talk to us, Wyatt, at least, and wanted us to help her find her brother. It made me think something serious might be going on.

      I rolled out of bed, wiping the sleep from my eyes with a big yawn. I stretched as I stood up and reached for the jeans on the floor. Throwing on my clothes in silence, I followed Wyatt out of the house and to the Hudson home. I still wasn’t sure what to expect, especially since Hazel had made it very clear how she felt about me the day before, but if she needed help, I was there.

      Wyatt tapped on the front door, and we waited out front. In the past, we wouldn’t have had to knock— we’d have just walked right in and been welcomed inside.

      When the front door swung open, Hazel stood in the doorway in a pair of cut-off jean shorts and a t-shirt. Nothing fancy, but she didn’t need to get all dressed up to look good. Not with her body.

      The shorts showed off her toned legs and calves, the t-shirt was fitted enough to highlight her hourglass figure. Her red hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail, allowing tendrils to fall around her porcelain face. Without any makeup, her freckles stood out against the paleness.

      And as expected, my body reacted to her just as it always had— with all the blood rushing down to my dick. I was speechless at first, but Wyatt managed to do all the talking as Hazel let us into her home. She wasn’t smiling at either of us, more like scowling, and it wasn’t the most comfortable feeling stepping inside the old house. We certainly weren’t welcomed with open arms like we used to be.

      “Wyatt said you talked to Boone,” Hazel said, narrowing her gaze on me as we took a seat in the living room. She chose the single chair, leaving Wyatt and me on the sofa. She crossed her arms and legs and stared me down like it was an interrogation.

      “I wouldn’t exactly call it talking to him, but I’ve heard from him, yes,” I said. I remembered the one specific message that said to not tell Hazel. Not that I had much to tell besides the fact that I’d heard from him and that there were some weird messages from him. Beyond that, I had no idea what we were supposed to keep a secret from her.

      “What did he say?”

      “Not much honestly,” I said, scratching my head.

      “Can I see the messages?”

      I glanced at Wyatt, who shrugged. Again, all I could think about was that Boone didn’t want Hazel to know something. I didn’t want to break my friend’s trust, but I also wanted to ease her mind.

      “There’s not really much to show,” I said. “The messages made no sense. It was like maybe he was drunk or something.”

      “I’d still like to see them if that’s alright with you,” she said.

      I looked at my brother for guidance. Wyatt didn’t seem to have an opinion either way and remained quiet, which didn’t help my predicament.

      “I can’t do that,” I said at last.

      “And why can’t you?” Hazel asked, cocking her eyebrows.

      “Because, well, Boone asked me not to,” I said.

      “Oh? So my brother is missing and sending you weird, nonsensical messages, and you’re going to keep them from me? Typical.” She rolled her eyes and let out a deep sigh.

      “Typical? What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, the rumbling of rage boiling inside me.

      “Just that I knew I couldn’t count on you to do the right thing,” she said, her voice clipped.

      That was it. The rage inside me boiled over, and I stood up, towering over her. Wyatt joined me, grabbing my arm, but I pushed him away.

      “And what the fuck do you know about me, Hazel? Not like you’ve been around the last few years or anything,” I said. “You’ve been too busy in your own little world. You don’t even know what your brother’s up to. Now that’s typical.”

      Hazel’s cheeks and chest burned bright red. She stood up, and even though she was a foot shorter than me, she rose up on her tiptoes and got right in my face.

      “I know my brother better than you ever did,” she spat.

      “Oh yeah? Then why is he talking to me and not you?” I asked.

      Wyatt grabbed my arm again, and I yanked it away a second time, shooting him a death glare. He backed off, moving closer to Hazel. She lunged toward me, but Wyatt grabbed her hand. She stopped and looked at my brother, and for a split second, I thought she might slap him. But she didn’t. She let him hold her hand, and even though it was silly, jealousy coursed through me.

      They’d always been closer, while I was closer to Boone, and I envied Wyatt for that. I’d wanted Hazel to give me a shot, and the one time she almost did, Boone had ruined it. I knew I’d probably never get another chance with her again, and that ate me up inside. Seeing Wyatt holding her hand, and the way Hazel looked at him, pushed me over the edge even more.

      I rushed past them and headed for the door. I pushed it open, but before leaving, I looked over my shoulder. Hazel and Wyatt were still there, lost in each other’s eyes, oblivious to my presence. My last words had been lost to them both.

      I stepped out the door, slamming it behind me as Wyatt called out my name.

      “Ryder, come back!”

      I wasn’t going back in there. I owed Hazel nothing. She couldn’t just waltz back into our lives, bringing chaos with her, and expect me to bow down to her demands. Not when those demands went against the wishes of my best friend, someone I’d finally been able to reconnect with again, after years of distance, all because of Hazel and whatever her bullshit beef was with us.

      I wasn’t about to let her tear Boone and me apart again. Not when it was clear there’d never, ever be a chance to be close to her again.
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      “Dammit,” Hazel muttered as she watched Ryder leave. “Still has a temper, I see.”

      “Well, to be fair, you did push his buttons a bit, but that’s nothing new,” I said with a chuckle. I was aware that her hand was still in mine and she hadn’t pulled away, and I wasn’t about to let her go.

      “Everything pushes his buttons,” Hazel said with a small hint of a smile. She wiped the grin away as quickly as it appeared and pulled her hand free from mine. She took a seat in the chair, and I went back to the sofa, the moment between us having clearly passed.

      “Yeah, well, he was hurt when you up and left like you did,” I said, speaking slowly, afraid I might trigger something in her. “We both were.”

      Her brow furrowed, and she glared at me. “Well, had you two—” She held up her hand. “You know what? Never mind.”

      “You’re still not going to tell us what happened? What did we do to make you so damn angry?” I asked. I was feeling brave since she’d held onto my hand, brave enough to push for some long-awaited answers. She frowned at me.

      “Now’s not the time for that,” she said, shaking her head. “We need to find Boone. Did you read any of these messages?”

      “I saw a few,” I told her, rubbing my chin. I wanted to say something about her changing the subject, but decided I’d pushed hard enough for now.

      “And?” she asked, throwing her hands in the air. “What did they say?”

      “Besides the one about not telling you, they were all gibberish. Nothing made sense,” I said. There was one more about Ryder and me being the only people who could help him, but I wasn’t sure if I should tell her about that one or not.

      “That’s it?” she asked. She gave me a look that said she knew me too well and knew I was keeping something from her.

      With a sigh, I said, “And one that said we were the only people who could help him.”

      “Who’s we?”

      “I assume he meant Ryder and me,” I said with a shrug. “Since he specifically asked to keep you out of it.”

      “And that’s all? He didn’t tell you what he wanted help with?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. Not yet at least.”

      “Do you promise to keep me in the loop, Wyatt? If you hear anything else from him, you’ll let me know, right?”

      I flinched. I hate making promises I wasn’t sure I could keep. It would all depend on what was happening. Something was definitely going on, and for one reason or another, he wanted to keep Hazel out of it. Until I knew exactly why, I didn’t want to promise anything.

      “Wyatt?” she pressed.

      “Hazel, I don’t know what’s going on, or what will happen. I can’t promise you anything. Boone specifically asked us not too.”

      She let out a groan of frustration. “And I thought I could trust you.”

      “You can trust me, Hazel,” I said. “That’s why I’m telling you this now. I can’t guarantee anything until I understand what the hell we’re dealing with.”

      “If you’re not going to help me find my brother, just go,” she said, her annoyance becoming clearer.

      “Do you think it’s wise to be alone?” I asked. “I mean, we don’t know what’s going on and—”

      “It’s fine,” she said, standing up from the chair and walking toward the door. “I’m sure it’s nothing, right? I mean, you and Ryder seem to think it’s no big deal.”

      Sarcasm dripped from her tongue like poison, and I could see the contempt in her eyes. Any progress I’d made getting closer to her had vanished in a blink of an eye.

      “Hazel, I think it might be better if you came and stayed with us until we find Boone.”

      “I can take care of myself. Now please go,” she ordered, motioning toward the door.

      I could have fought her, told her I wasn’t going anywhere, but I couldn’t bear to see the way she looked at me. And she was right. It was probably nothing and I was being paranoid. I didn’t want to leave, but I wouldn’t stay where I wasn’t wanted. I got up from the couch and walked to the door, stopping short of it.

      “I’m sorry for everything, Hazel,” I whispered.

      “Everything? So you’re admitting there’s something to be sorry about,” she said. Her jaw was clenched tightly as she looked up at me.

      “I still have no idea what you’re so pissed about, but obviously there’s something,” I said. “And trust me when I say, I’d never, ever do anything to hurt you. Not intentionally. So if I have hurt you, well, I’m sorry.”

      Her face softened, and I wanted nothing more than to close the distance between us and hold her close to me, to kiss her sweet lips. But we weren’t there yet, and I wasn’t sure we’d ever be. I couldn’t truly apologize for something without knowing what I was apologizing for.

      I walked out of her house, shutting the front door behind me. It took everything in me not to turn around and continue our conversation, but I knew Hazel and I knew she needed her space. In time, maybe she’d come around, but I couldn’t rush her.

      At least she’d come back home, even if it was temporary. That was a sign things were looking up, or so I could hope.
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      My phone buzzed as I was walking into my house. Pulling it out, I noticed a message from Boone.

      Fucking perfect timing, I thought with a chuckle. As I pulled the message up, my laughter stopped. Message after message came pouring in, to a group text that included Ryder as well.

      Whatever you do, protect Hazel at all costs.

      I’m in a lot of trouble, and they may come after her.

      Keep her safe. She can’t know about any of this.

      You’re the only two people who can help me.

      The messages stopped after that one, as did my heart. I stood on the front porch, staring at my phone in disbelief and hoping it was some sick prank by Boone. He was known for pranks now and then, but they’d always been silly. Nothing serious like this. When he didn’t respond for a few minutes, I typed a message.

      Where are you, and what’s going on? How can we help you?

      I walked into the house, looking for Ryder. He was getting the messages too, and I hoped to God they made some sense to him. My phone buzzed just as I was heading up the stairs. I stopped, part way up the stairs just as Ryder was rushing down them to find me. We stared at each other, both taking out our phones at the same time.

      Ryder read the message aloud. “Mob. They’re watching everything I do. I can’t say much, but you’ll understand. You’re the only people who will understand.”

      “What does he mean?” I asked.

      “Beats me,” Ryder shrugged.

      “Enough with the texting,” I growled, dialing his number. The phone didn’t even ring, it went straight to voicemail. I tried again. Nothing. Ryder watched me from the top of the stairs as I tried a third time and got his voicemail.

      “Dammit,” I yelled, slamming my phone against the railing.

      “He’s not responding to my texts either,” Ryder said.

      “The Mob? Really?” I asked. “He can’t be fucking serious.”

      Ryder didn’t answer me. We just stared at one another for a long time, waiting for another message to come through. But nothing else came. After what felt like an eternity, I made my way to the top of the stairs toward my brother.

      “What are we going to do?” Ryder asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said, scratching my beard. “Should we tell Hazel?”

      “He asked us not to,” Ryder said.

      “I know, but—"

      “Listen,” Ryder said, grabbing me by the shoulders. “I know how you feel about Hazel, but if you want to protect her, we need to listen to Boone. He knows more than we do. If this is really the Mob, the less she knows the better.”

      He was right. I hated not being open with her, but I hadn't made any promises. I told her the truth— I wasn’t sure if I could tell her everything. And Ryder had a point. The less she knew, the better. The Mob wasn’t something to mess around with.

      In all our years as PI’s, we’d never worked anything as serious as this. A few cheating husbands, a wife swindling money from her husband’s business, but this was a whole other level.

      But Boone trusted us, and we’d do anything to save our friend and protect Hazel.
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      “Please tell me you have news,” Christina said as soon as she picked up the phone. She sounded frantic, nearing panic, and I didn’t like that one little bit.

      “Not really, but Boone is alive,” I said. “Ryder talked to him fairly recently.”

      “Oh good,” Christina said. “That’s such a huge relief. What did he say? Where is he?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, pacing the living room as Christina peppered me with questions. “Ryder won’t tell me shit. Said Boone didn’t want him to tell me anything.”

      “That’s bullshit,” Christina said. “He’s your brother.”

      “Right?” I said, walking down the hall and into the kitchen with the phone pressed to my ear. “But whatever, Boone and Ryder were always super tight. They always had their secret schemes. I’m pretty sure he’s okay and he’s just off getting into trouble again.”

      “Wasn’t Ryder the one you had a crush on back in the day?”

      My cheeks burned as I opened the fridge, looked through it and seeing the lack of food on the shelves, realized I needed to do some shopping if I planned to stay in town. My stomach growled as I closed it and headed back to the living room. I glanced at the broken door Wyatt had come through, making a mental note to fix it before I headed back to L.A. We lived in the middle of nowhere, a place where people didn’t bother to lock their doors, so it didn’t bother me too much that it was broken. Still, I’d lived in Los Angeles too long for it not to raise a few concerns. I brushed them off and returned to the living room to plop down on the couch.

      Christina continued teasing me. “Or was it Wyatt? I can’t remember which brother you liked more.”

      Truthfully, I didn’t have an answer for that. Back in the day, I had always been closer to Wyatt; we’d had a lot in common and often worked out together. We were good friends. But Ryder had caught my eye at a young age. I was a typical teen girl who had a crush on the bad boy who just so happened to live next door to me and was my brother’s best friend.

      “Oh wait. That’s right, I forgot. You’ve always had a thing for both guys,” Christina said. “Because you have a decision-making disorder. Either that or you’re just greedy.”

      “Oh hush. Like you have room to talk. You have a thing for my brother,” I teased back. “And I bet if I had another one, you’d have a thing for him too.”

      Christina fell silent and I felt bad for popping off like that. It was meant to be a joke, but considering how Boone just disappeared on her, I didn’t blame her for being a little upset. Being ghosted like that tends to piss people off.

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything. I know the two of you have gotten close over the last few months,” I said softly. “I just never realized how close.”

      “That’s fine. You were busy,” she said.

      Looking for every opportunity to change the subject away from Wyatt and Ryder, I remembered that she had a meeting the day before and jumped on that.

      “So did Hank know anything?”

      “Not really,” Christina said. “I mean, he said he hadn’t seen Boone since filming wrapped up, but he was a little dodgy about it. I couldn’t really press him for answers. I only had a minute before he and my boss went into a meeting. But honestly, he seemed to brush me off.”

      “No surprise there,” I said, rolling my eyes. I’d met Hank once at the release party for the film my brother worked on with him. He seemed to like my brother well enough but looked down on everyone else as he clung to Daphne Lambert, the main star of the movie and one of the biggest names in Hollywood. Or at least she was one of the biggest names in Hollywood before she turned up dead.

      “He’s still not talking much about Daphne either, is he?” I asked.

      “You mean his mistress that mysteriously and suddenly killed herself at the height of her career? Yeah, that’s not suspicious at all,” Christina said.

      The door in the kitchen swung open and shut, causing me to sit up straight on the couch, a surge of adrenaline coursing through me. Christina continued talking about her conspiracy theories regarding Daphne’s death, but my ears were peeled, listening for any sounds coming from the other room. When I heard nothing else, I relaxed a bit, told myself it was just the wind. Then it happened again.

      “Wyatt? Ryder? Is that you?” I called out, standing from my spot on the couch.

      I walked down the hallway, phone in my hand still pressed to my ear, ready to give the guys a piece of my mind for coming in without knocking. The hallway was long, but I could hear footsteps in the other room. They were soft, muffled, but it was definitely footsteps. Someone was definitely there. Damn Wyatt, walking in without an invitation. I cursed him under my breath and let Christina go quickly so I could give him a piece of my mind. Disconnecting the call, I held the phone at my side and crept down the hallway.

      I approached the dining room first but didn’t even give it a second look. I could hear him moving around in the kitchen still. After Wyatt scared me the first time, I wasn’t about to let him get me again.

      “Seriously, guys, I know you used to walk right in like you owned the place, but—”

      I rounded the corner in the kitchen expecting to run into Wyatt. Instead, I found two men, neither of them familiar to me, in black masks with their guns drawn. My heart hammering in my breast, I turned to run back down the hallway. Someone stepped out from the dining room— another man in a black mask. This one was larger than the other two combined. He was armed as well but held his weapon at his side casually as if it were an afterthought— as if he knew he didn’t need it.

      A small squeak escaped me as I realized I was trapped between the three masked, armed men. I knew my odds weren’t good, but I sure as hell wasn’t going down without a fight. I rushed at the guy who’d stepped out from the dining room, taking my chances with the bigger man. Being a stunt double came in handy sometimes. Having trained in various disciplines, I had some knowledge of self-defense and various fight techniques— most of which you only saw in the movies.

      Gritting my teeth and steeling myself, I lowered my shoulders and rushed him, aiming for his core, doing my best to take him off guard before he could pull his gun up and use it on me. I hit him as hard as I could, driving my shoulder straight into his midsection. The man let out a loud “whoof” as I drove the air from his lungs, then doubled over in pain. It wasn’t much of an opening, but it was enough for me to push past him and run for the door.

      The sound of gunshots echoed around the house, sounding like cannons going off. They were so loud and so close, I felt the rumbling down deep in my bones. It was really happening, but it felt surreal. I tried to deny the reality of it, shut it out of my mind and pretend it was just another scene from another movie. I knew it was the only way I was going to get through it. The only way I would to survive. If I gave in to the fear gnawing at my heart, I would freeze. I wouldn’t be able to act. And I needed to act.

      I had just reached the door when one of the men grabbed my shoulder from behind. Spinning around quickly, I kicked him in the crotch as hard as I could. He registered the pain instantly and let out a strangled gasp. The man doubled over in agony, but he didn’t let go of me. His grip on my shoulder was like an iron vice and not even a solid kick to the jewels got him to release it.

      “Don’t kill her,” the big man yelled from behind him. “We need her alive.”

      Knowing they couldn’t kill me, gave me the courage to continued to fight. I twisted my arm free from his grasp and pushed the front door open. Before I could break free of the house, though, I felt two strong arms wrap around me from behind, holding me fast. And no matter how hard I fought back, kicking and screaming, I couldn’t get free of them. The bigger guy I’d kicked in the balls had me in his grip. He was stronger than an ox, and he picked me up, carrying me effortlessly, like I weighed nothing at all. I thrashed and wailed, my punches and kicks to his body seeming to do nothing but tickle him.

      As he carried me, I lowered my head and bit his hand like I wanted to tear it off his arm with my teeth. The coppery bitterness of his blood filled my mouth, but I refused to let go as he shouted and cursed.

      With a roar, he threw me onto the ground in the hallway, and I slid across the linoleum on my backside before hitting my head on the leg of the table. I’d ended up in the kitchen without realizing it, and everything on the table crashed around me. I tried to get my legs under me and tried to stand again, but one of the other guys pressed something to my neck. I felt two sharp points of cold metal pressing into my flesh a moment before the familiar buzz of a stun gun sounded in my ears. It was the last thing I heard before the world went black.
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      My mind was spinning. Hazel was back. Boone was gone. The Mafia was somehow involved. But for all the fucking revelations popping off, all I could think about was Hazel. She was first and foremost in my mind.

      I knew it was wrong, but seeing her again had brought back so many memories it was hard to keep up with them all. Memories of working out with her in the gym and watching the sweat rolling down her body as she lifted nearly as much as the guys did. Memories of seeing her in a bikini at the swimming pool, doing laps, her hair dripping wet and her body glistening as she got out of the water. God, she’d looked amazing back then, and she probably looked even better now.

      I was stroking my cock and thinking about her— a common occurrence when something reminded me of the good times we’d shared back in the day. The night of the party, I thought we might finally become more than friends. Before she left, anyway. We’d been alone earlier in the evening, tucked away in a bathroom, talking. She said she’d wanted to talk to me about something and dragged me into the bathroom. I wasn’t even sure what we talked about anymore— if we ever actually got around to talking. But it was the only place we could get some peace and quiet.

      I licked my lips as I remembered the way hers felt against mine. So warm and soft, tasting like vanilla lip gloss. Her body hard yet soft in all the right places, I remember her hair was silky in my hands as I held her close, her body pressed to mine, kissing her with everything I had in me.

      I recalled as our kissing hadstarted getting even more heated, someone knocked on the door and wouldn’t let up. The other bathroom in the house had some girl puking her guts out and the person at the door apparently really had to go. I didn’t want to stop, though. I wanted to keep going until the inevitable and satisfying climax— for lack of a better word. But it was Hazel who finally pulled away, her face flushed.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this, Wyatt,” she said at the time. “This is exactly what I wanted to avoid.”

      I had no idea what she’d meant by that, but I let her go to avoid awkwardness. She ran out of the bathroom, leaving me there as some guy waltzed in and proceeded to have a piss despite the fact that I was still in there, leaning against the sink.

      I was in shock. Hazel had finally kissed me. I’d finally touched her in a way I’d wanted to for years. And within seconds, it was all gone. It had ended, and that was the last time I ever really saw her. I always blamed myself, thinking maybe I’d gone too far with her in the bathroom that night, that I’d taken things farther than she was comfortable with. Maybe I was supposed to apologize for that, I thought.

      But it hadn’t felt wrong at the time. In fact, it had felt very right. After all, she was leading the way. I merely followed. Eagerly and happily, I followed. I went into it knowing I didn’t want to scare her off or pressure her. She had kissed me. She had rubbed herself against my erection, moaning as my fingers became entwined in her hair. I hadn’t let my hands wander too much;

      My erection was throbbing in my hands, and I knew I had to take care of it before I could focus on the problem at hand. I needed to clear my head, so to speak.

      Closing my eyes, I pictured Hazel on top of me, her clothes gone and her glorious body on display. It was her hand on my cock, not mine, and she was rubbing me between her legs.

      “I’ve wanted this for so long,” she moaned, sliding my hard cock against her wetness. “I’ve wanted you for so long.”

      It sounded cheesy, even to me, but I went with it. Hazel continued rubbing herself against my cock, moaning in pleasure. God, what I wouldn’t give to hear her moaning for real.

      She slid down my cock, taking me deep inside her. My hand tightened around my erection as I imagined feeling the inside of her for the first time. Her face contorted into a look of bliss and surprise as I filled her, and she began riding me, her breasts bouncing as she fucked me. She rode me hard and fast, grinding herself against me as her moans became more and more desperate.

      “Yes, yes,” she screamed.

      I moaned along with her, unable to control myself. In my fantasy, I took one of her perfect breasts in my hand, guiding it to my mouth and sucking on her nipple. Her body trembled above me as she said those magic words. “I’m coming! Oh God, Wyatt, I’m coming!”

      Imagining her coming on my cock, feeling her pussy clench and tighten around me, was enough to send me over the edge. My entire body convulsed in pleasure as I shot ropes of hot cum on my stomach, wishing it was inside her instead.

      I lay in silence, staring at the ceiling, feeling a mixture of relief and sadness. Relief that I finally got some release, but sadness over the fact that I had to resort to my own hand. Sure, I’d been with other women, but none of them would ever compare to Hazel. I wanted her and knowing that it was unlikely to ever happen made the entire fantasy bittersweet.

      Grabbing some tissues from beside my bed, I cleaned myself up. I was just about ready to head into the shower when Ryder strode through my door.

      “Whoa there,” I said, grabbing my boxers and sliding them up. “Knock first next time.”

      “It’s Hazel,” he said, sweat dripping down his forehead. He was out of breath too; clearly he’d been running. “She’s gone.”

      Those words sent a chill down my spine. “Gone as in she left to go back to L.A.?”

      “No, gone as in I heard loud noises from over there and saw a strange car leave her house, so I went to check on her and she’s nowhere to be found. Her backdoor was open and there’s signs of a struggle.”

      My heart stopped and Ryder and I shared a knowing look. Boone had mentioned the Mob and had only made one request of us so far – keep Hazel safe. And we’d failed to do that.

      I dressed as quickly as possible, slipping on some old jeans and a t-shirt from the floor, and my brother and I rushed to Hazel’s home. As we entered through the back door, I felt guilty realizing they’d entered the house through the door I broke.

      Ryder was right about signs of a struggle too. The vase that normally sat on the kitchen table was on the floor, broken and with water around it. A coffee mug lay broken on the floor as well. We walked through the glass, and in the hallway, pictures were knocked off the walls.

      Neither one of us had much to say. It was obvious she was taken against her will. But where would they go?

      “We have to tell Boone. Maybe he has some ideas where we can find her,” Ryder said, thinking the exact same thing I was.

      No matter what, we had to go after Hazel.

      His phone was out already, and I watched as he typed a message.

      You need to talk to us now. They have Hazel, Boone. This is no joke. Who are we dealing with, and where can we find them?
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      I wasn’t sure how long I was out, but the next thing I remembered was waking up in a room, tied to a chair. I opened my eyes, the light making me wince and my head thundering like somebody was inside my skull beating a drum. The room was solid white drywall, no windows. Nothing I recognized. I had no idea where I was. I wasn’t even sure I was still in Colorado. I could have been on Mars for all I knew.

      I took in my surroundings, doing my best to avoid looking at the light since it made my skull feel like it was about to explode. There was one way in or out of the room, and that was through a metal door on the wall opposite me. A regular door with regular locks, nothing too fancy. Nothing I couldn’t figure out how to get through once I was free from my restraints. I had no idea who was outside that door, but it didn’t matter. I knew no matter what, I had to fight. I wouldn’t lay down and die or let them have me, not if I could help it.

      I was alone in the room, and there was no sign of the men who grabbed me. My muscles screamed at me, my body aching in ways I didn’t even know were possible. Not even my roughest day doing stunts on set made me hurt like I was then. But I knew I couldn’t give up.

      My hands were tied behind my back, and they’d bound my feet as well. I tried to pull my hands free first but had no luck. My bonds wouldn’t budge. Whoever tied me up knew what they were doing. The restraints on my feet were looser, so I wiggled a bit, hoping to break free. Several minutes passed, and while I could move my feet a little, there was no pulling them free.

      They hadn’t gagged me, which made me think we were in the middle of nowhere, somewhere no one could hear me. I didn’t scream, which might be someone’s first instinct, because I didn’t want to alert them to the fact that I was awake. The longer I was alone in the room, the better my odds of breaking free were, which made my chances of surviving all the better.

      I just had to get out of my bonds.

      I continued struggling with the ropes on my feet, while also moving my hands around, wiggling and squirming, doing everything I could think of to make the restraints loosen their hold on me. If I could slip one hand out, I’d be golden. I just needed one hand to untie the rest.

      The sound of footsteps approaching caused me to pause. I was no closer to being free than when I woke up, but I had to stop. I couldn’t risk rousing suspicion. But there was no reason to feign sleep. They’d know I was faking— there was a reason I wasn’t an on-screen actor, after all. The door swung open, hitting the back wall with a loud clang and an explosion of white dust from the drywall rained down on the floor beneath it.

      The man standing in the doorway was large and foreboding. I recognized him for what he was in an instant, even without the mask. His jet-black hair was slicked back with some kind of oil, and he had a mustache like some silly movie villain. This had to be a movie set, I thought to myself. Villains didn’t really look like that in real life, did they?

      He cracked a smile at me, which brought out the lines in his face, aging him by at least a decade. He was forty or a very well-preserved fifty.

      “Glad to see you’re awake, Hazel,” he said, pulling a chair from the hallway.

      The metal raked across the floor, sounding like nails on a chalkboard, making me cringe in pain. My headache worsened.

      “What do you want from me?” I growled.

      The man sat down in the chair across from me, crossing his legs at the knee and resting his hands comfortably, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. It was just another business meeting for him. No, don’t pay attention to the girl tied in the chair folks, everything was fine.

      “Your brother is Boone Hudson, correct?”

      “Yes,” I said slowly. After the words spilled from my lips, it sunk in. If this obviously dangerous man knew Boone’s name, maybe he was the reason my brother was missing. “What did you do with him?” I croaked.

      The man cackled, an unpleasant sound that rang out like thunder and echoed off the empty walls. “Oh, dear, if we had him, we wouldn’t have come after you,” he said. “But since we are having trouble locating your brother, we had no choice to reach out to you.”

      “What do you want with Boone?” I repeated.

      “We just want to ask him some questions,” the man said, holding his hands up as if to show me he wasn’t armed.

      “Seems like you and your thugs want to do more than talk,” I said. “Judging by the way you ‘reached out’ to me. My head is killing me by the way, asshole.”

      He shrugged. “Don’t worry, we just want to talk to you. We have no intention of harming a hair on your pretty little head. Not if you cooperate.”

      “I don’t know where Boone is, and even if I did, fuck you,” I spat, acid in my voice.

      The man cocked an eyebrow. “You’re a feisty one, aren’t you?”

      “Why don’t you remove these restraints and see how feisty I can get,” I challenged

      “No, no, that won’t be necessary,” he said. “Like I said, we don’t want you hurt. We just want to send a message to your brother.”

      “Fuck you,” I said again. “In case you didn’t get it the first time.”

      “Oh, that can be arranged, Hazel,” he threatened. “But don’t worry, you don’t have to do anything for us. We’ve already sent the message we wanted to send.”

      “What message is that?”

      “That we know we can hurt him by hurting you,” he said, smiling gleefully as if he’d just given me the best news of the day. “And that we can do whatever we want with you.”

      Determined not to give him the satisfaction of knowing I was afraid, I squared my shoulders and jutted out my chin.

      “Then why don’t you?”

      “Because the best bait is live bait, don’t you see?”

      “So you’re going to keep me here, locked away to lure Boone to you? That’s your master plan?”

      “No, not at all,” he said calmly. “In fact, you’re free to go whenever you wish.”

      I narrowed my eyes and pulled at the restraints to underscore his words. “Sorry if I don’t exactly feel free right now.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll remove those restraints once you’re far away from here,” he said. “I think we’ve successfully gotten Boone’s attention by now.”

      I wasn’t so sure, given the fact that Boone wasn’t talking to me. But I wasn’t about to argue with him. If he thought Boone knew about my capture, so be it. If it meant they set me free sooner, that was even better.

      “Oh, one more thing,” the man said as he was got to his feet. “Whatever you do, don’t go to the police. We have eyes and ears all over the place, and if we find out the cops are involved…” he leaned forward, his face just inches from mine. Well, as you know, we know where to find you, as well as your father, your stepsister, and Christina.”

      My blood ran cold.

      He left the room, but two other men came in. They were the same skinny ones who’d snatched me from my house. They were wearing ski masks to cover their faces again. Without saying a word to me, one of them gagged me and the other put a bag over my head. Once again, my world went black, but I felt them moving me around. No stun gun this time, thank God.

      They carried me outside, and I tried to get a feel for my surroundings— any sounds or smells in the area that might tell me where I was. The only sounds I could make out, though, were of men talking and a car engine running. The air smelled like gasoline, that stench blotting out anything else I might have been able to catch a whiff of. They pulled me from the chair and one of the men carried me to a car, and I caught a sniff of stale cigarettes, but nothing more. Nothing concrete that could lead me back there or to them. I wasn’t sure if it was planned that way or not, but they had covered their tracks well.

      They shoved me into the backseat of a car, even going so far as to buckle me in. The car’s engine was running and was the same one I’d heard before. Car doors slammed around me and someone slid into the seat beside me. He also smelled like cigarettes, but there was something else too. Cologne or maybe deodorant. It wasn’t much, just a fresh, clean scent with a hint of musk and something else. Was it pine? Yes, he smelled a lot like Pine-Sol. If he thought that made him smell good, well, he was wrong. It was hard not to gag from the scent of him. The last thing I wanted to do was puke into the bag covering my head.

      The car lurched forward, and I did my best to follow along, trying to get a sense of the direction we were headed. We traveled one, long, straight road, all gravel from the feel of it. Then it turned to shitty asphalt. Then a left, another left, a right, another right. We took one turn after another for what felt like an eternity, and it was hard to keep track of them. I suspected that was the point— to confuse me and keep me from getting my bearings. Maybe they were cleverer than I gave them credit for.

      “We’re almost there,” a man up front said. “Get her ready for the drop.”

      The bag on my head was suddenly torn off and I could see again. It took my eyes a second to adjust to the light, or rather, lack thereof. It was already dusk, but there were streetlights, which meant we were in a town somewhere.

      Familiar stores and shops lined the street and I suddenly knew where they’d taken me. I was in town now, not far from home. Not far at all. We’d been driving for about an hour or so, maybe a little more, but I was close to home.

      There were two men up front, I noticed. One hadn’t said a word the entire time and I’d had no idea he was even there. Three men for little old me. I was almost flattered.

      “Be quick about it,” the man up front said, glancing in the rearview mirror.

      I saw his eyes through his ski mask. Brown eyes that looked almost black. He looked away when he caught me staring as if he was afraid I’d be able to ID him just from the color of his eyes.

      He commanded, “Drop her now.”

      The man next to me drew a knife and cut through the restraints at my feet. Before he could sit up, I kneed him in the face with as much force as I could muster. He cursed and blood wetted the front of his mask, slipping beneath it and staining the front of his shirt. He grunted and sputtered, then pulled his hand back as if to smack me, but the guy in front had stopped the car and grabbed him.

      “Don’t harm her. If Boone doesn’t turn himself in, then you can have all the fun you want,” he ordered. “But until then, we don’t want any questions.”

      The man with the bloody nose scowled at me, his eyes narrowing in the eyeholes of his mask. I didn’t need to see his face to know it was contorted with rage. Good. Fuck him.

      The man from the front seat came around and opened my car door. He looked down at me for a long moment. “If anyone sees us, you’re dead,” he said, his voice low and threatening. “I don’t care what the boss says.”

      “Just be good and you’ll be home free,” the driver shouted at me. “Don’t be stupid, girl.”

      With one swift movement of the guy’s knife, I was free. Before I could take the swing we both knew I wanted to take, he pushed me out of the car door onto the hard ground. I hit the asphalt with a grunt and scrambled to my feet as the car peeled out and sped away. No license plate, nothing to identify the vehicle besides it being a black BMW. Yeah, that’d narrow down the suspect list.

      I looked around, and while I was in familiar territory, I was just outside of town. It was about a half mile into the small downtown area, then another two miles up the mountain to home. It was getting dark, and my body hurt from the ordeal. I just wanted to get to the house.

      Shaking, shivering, and still in a fair amount of pain, I walked toward town, looking at the lights in the distance. It wasn’t a cold night, but I held my arms close to me for comfort. There was a chill throughout my entire body that I couldn’t get rid of, no matter how hard I tried. A chill that had nothing to do with the temperature.

      My head was spinning, and I had no idea what had just happened. I was alive, though, and that was all that mattered. Except for the fact that gun toting goons were after Boone. Those men wanted my brother for some reason, and I wasn’t exactly sure why.

      I knew better than to message Boone. I figured they were somehow monitoring his communications and telling him what happened would play right into their hands. No, no one could know about it, I decided. I wasn’t sure how I would figure it all out on my own, but I would. I’d find out what Boone was hiding from and try to fix it. I knew powerful people in Hollywood; surely, it was something we could solve together.

      It had to be.

      It took a few minutes for me to reach my small town. I wasn’t sure where to go at first. I saw a diner but realized I had no wallet or anything on me. I couldn’t even get something to eat if I wanted to— and I wanted to. I was hungry, dammit. I couldn’t walk in there looking like I did and without any money. I didn’t want to arouse suspicion.

      Then I saw the sign— Lila Samuels-Hudson, Realtor— and it was like a beacon of hope. Lila and I had never been all that close, but she’d asked me to get together with her at some point, and I didn’t want to walk home. I just needed the perfect story to keep her from thinking anything was wrong.

      Thankfully, her office was open. A bell over the door tinkled as I pushed open the glass door and stepped inside. A wide smile on her face, my stepsister stepped out of a nearby office, looking as perky as ever with her waist-length blonde hair and big, blue eyes. She stared at me in shock at first, and there seemed to be some disappointment in her expression as well. But she quickly brushed all that off and plastered her always-fake, friendly realtor smile on her face.

      “Hazel!” she squealed, running over to me and wrapping me in a hug.

      The pain in my body made me groan and wince, but if she noticed, she didn’t seem to care. If anything, she seemed to grip me tighter after I grimaced.

      “What brings you in to my office today?” she beamed. “Change your mind about wanting to buy some property?”

      “Uh, no, I was just in the area and decided to stop by,” I said, taking a deep breath when she finally released me from her bear hug.

      She gave me a once over and frowned at me. “You’re looking a little rough, sis. Is everything okay?”

      “Oh yeah, I’m fine,” I said, waving her off. “I just went for a run into town, but I lost track of time and I’m not sure I can make it back before night falls.”

      “You jogged all the way here? It’s almost dark. That’s not safe on these roads.”

      “I know. What was I thinking, right?” I laughed.

      “Do you want a ride home?” she asked.

      “Yes, please. I mean, if you don’t mind,” I said.

      “I don’t mind at all. I was just getting ready to close up here,” she agreed. “Want to grab a bite to eat on the way home?”

      “I’d love to, but I left my wallet at home,” I fixed her with a faux-sheepish look..

      Truthfully, I just wanted to get home. I could eat there. Spending time making small talk with my stepsister was the last thing I wanted to do after being held captive for God knew how long. I glanced at the clock and tried to piece together my day. Her voice cut into my thoughts and made me lose the thread.

      “That’s alright. You can pay me back later,” she said.

      She gave me a once over, her eyes roaming up and down my body, and I became increasingly aware of her designer duds compared to my worn-out jean shorts and dirty t-shirt. She seemed to notice as well.

      She smiled. “Maybe we’ll get carry-out. What do you say?”

      “Sure,” I said, not wanting to be rude. My stomach had been growling earlier, before I was kidnapped, and I hadn’t had so much as a cracker since then. Even though I felt very little in the moment, I knew I should eat.

      After dragged out of my house, shocked unconscious with a stun gun, held captive, and thrown out of a car, I really didn’t want to endure eating dinner with my stepsister. Some small part of me would have preferred to be back in captivity. But at the very least, we’d be doing it at home.

      “Great, I know this great pizza place that opened up last year,” she said, grabbing her bag from a nearby office. She shut off the lights and continued to talk as we exited the building, and she locked up behind us. “You haven’t been here in so long,” she said. “Believe me when I say a lot has changed.”

      I looked around and saw many of the same shops and restaurants that were there before I left but kept my mouth shut. I simply smiled and nodded. I wanted to be polite to her. After all, she was doing me a favor. And she was doing so without asking any questions, which was even better. If she wanted to talk about the town for the entire ride home and while we ate, I would be happy to listen.

      Lila clicked on her key fob, and the lights of a white Mercedes SUV flashed brightly. I stood there, stunned for a moment.

      “What is it?”

      “When did you ditch the pickup truck?” I asked.

      “Oh, a while back,” she said, giggling and waving my question off with a flick of her wrist. “You’re not the only one who can have nice things, you know.”

      There was just a hint of coldness in her comment, as if she was enjoying one upping me, but as I slipped into the passenger seat of her vehicle, she was all smiles.

      “Business has been good, I guess?”

      She waved me off again. “Of course,” she said. “I’m good at what I do.”

      I had a hard time believing that real estate in our middle-of-nowhere mountain town could be that good, but what did I know? I knew next to nothing about the real estate market.

      “Well, I’m happy for you, Lila,” I said, and I found that, surprisingly, I meant it.

      My stepsister had moved from New York City to Colorado when her mom married my dad, and she always seemed to resent leaving the big, bright city for the middle of nowhere. She had an insatiable craving for the nicer things in life, as did her mother. It was always a bone of contention between us and she always had to remind me of everything she’d given up when her mom decided to uproot her life and move her to Bumfuck, Colorado. It would seem she eventually learned to love it.

      She didn’t acknowledge my statement at all. Her smile faltered for a bit and there was just a hint of the real Lila underneath. I always knew she was two different people. There was the sweet, happy-go-lucky girl she liked to show the world. But she also harbored a miserable person on the inside. I’d felt sorry for her in the past, which was one reason I’d tried everything I could think of to help her when we were growing up. I did it even though she was always looking down on me. As if growing up in the bright lights of the city somehow made her inherently better than me.

      “So when are you going back to Los Angeles?” she asked.

      “I don’t know yet,”

      “Must be nice just to take weeks of vacation at a time,” she said.

      “Yeah, well, the rest of the time, I work my ass off.”

      “I work hard too, you know,” she said, side-eyeing me as if slighted by my comment. “You’re not the only one who works hard.”

      “I didn’t say that I was,” I said. “Just that when we’re filming, I can be on set for twelve to fourteen hours a day, most of it falling through glass windows or jumping off buildings.”

      “All that is fake, though,” she said. “You’re never in any real danger.”

      She was right. At least most of the time, my life wasn’t really in danger. Sometimes accidents happened, but they were pretty rare. Safety precautions were taken very seriously. Of course, real life seemed to be more dangerous than anything I ever did at work at the moment.

      I decided to change the subject, because I knew that when Lila got defensive, it could get ugly quickly. She had the market cornered on pettiness.

      “Dad said you were seeing someone. A lawyer?”

      Lila pursed her lips and glared at me. “We broke up a month ago.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      I never could say anything right when it came to talking to Lila, so I decided I was much too tired to try. I relaxed back into my seat and closed my eyes. My body felt so heavy, and I was utterly exhausted after everything I’d been through. I only opened my eyes when the car stopped.

      “We’re here. I’ll run in and grab the pizza. Wait here,” she said, climbing out and shutting the car door before I could argue.

      “You didn’t even ask what kind of pizza I wanted,” I mumbled to myself.

      Truthfully, it didn’t matter, not really. At that point, I was so hungry I’d have eaten almost anything, especially if it meant getting home sooner. More than a full belly, I just wanted to be alone, to try and figure out what my next moves were going to be.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Home sweet home,” Lila intoned dryly, staring at the house with a weird look on her face.

      I knew that she often resented her life in Colorado, but the fact that she still lived in town made me think she’d found something she liked about it enough to stay. Still, there was often resentment in her voice when she spoke of our childhood, as if her life had been so terrible and she was lucky to survive.

      “Yes, thanks for the ride,” I said, holding the pizza box.

      I knew she was expecting an invitation inside, though I worried about the state of the house after what had happened earlier. Not that I had much choice now. I couldn’t very well leave her in the driveway after she’d bought dinner and gone out of her way to drive me home.

      “Come on, let’s go inside and eat. It’s getting late,” I said.

      We both got out of the car and walked toward the house in silence. I carried the pizza, the aroma making my mouth water, and was looking for my keys out of habit when Lila pulled the door open.

      “Do you always leave the place unlocked when you’re out?” she asked disapprovingly.

      “Not usually, but you know how it is. Not much crime around these parts.” I chuckled, but deep down, I shuddered. Not much crime, said the girl who’d been kidnapped.

      “Well, you never know. I’d be more careful if I were you, especially with those neighbors of yours,” she said, stepping into the house and not bothering to hold the door for me.

      I opened it myself and ran smack dab into Ryder and Wyatt, who looked like they were just standing there waiting for us to walk in. Ryder stood, his face darkened by anger, sneering at Lila.

      “Oh? And what’s so wrong with her neighbors?” he asked.

      Lila stood tall, her arms crossed in front of her and her chin out defiantly. The guys were taller, of course, and towered over her, but Lila didn’t seem to mind. And I was left standing there, watching as my stepsister came face-to-face with the men she seemed to hate more than anyone else in the world.

      Lila turned her face to me, glaring. “What are they doing here?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, shooting both Wyatt and Ryder a death glare. “What are you doing here?”

      “We were worried about you,” Wyatt growled. “Ryder saw a strange car out front earlier. Then we came over to check on you, and you’re gone and the house is a wreck.”

      Lila continued looking at me, as if not hearing Wyatt. “Do they always just come right in whenever they want?”

      She seemed to be focusing solely on the brothers being there. In a way, it was a blessing. I didn’t want anyone to question me about the strange car or the reason my house was a mess. I didn’t want to have to think of a clever lie to cover up the truth.

      “Yeah, it looked like there’d been a struggle or something in here,” Ryder said, walking over to me. I took a step back and saw the pain in his eyes. “Are you okay?”

      Before I could answer his question, Lila snapped. “She’s fine.”

      Ryder didn’t stop looking at me for the answer though. I simply repeated what Lila said. I didn’t have it in me to argue with him right then.

      “I’m fine,” I told him. “Everything is okay. Nothing to worry about. I went for a run and it got late. As for the mess, an animal probably got in the back door,” I said, staring pointedly at Wyatt.

      My knees felt weak, and the weight of everything that had happened fell on my shoulders all at once. I didn’t want to deal with Lila and the guys bickering. I just wanted to eat and get some rest.

      “You don’t look fine,” Wyatt said, walking toward me.

      This time, I didn’t take a step back. I let him reach out to me and rub my arm. It felt nice to have a gentle touch after everything that had happened.

      “I just went for a run into town, like I said, ran into Lila and we got something to eat,” I said, my voice cracking.

      I couldn’t look either of the guys in the eye and lie. I knew they’d see right through it, and they did.

      “See, everything is fine,” Lila reiterated. “And there’s no reason for you to just let yourselves into our home whenever you want.”

      “Your home?” Ryder snickered. “When’s the last time you stopped by to take care of the place, Lila? You live in town, but you never bother to come by, not even when your parents need you to do something to help out around here. They always have to come to us instead.”

      “Well maybe I don’t like coming here because of you two living right next door,” Lila said, standing up on her tiptoes and getting right in Ryder’s face. “I never felt safe with the two of you so close to us. I don’t know why my parents trust you.”

      “We’ve never done anything for them not to trust us,” Wyatt countered.

      My legs started shaking, and I felt sick to my stomach. All the shouting was getting to me, making my headache from earlier come back with a vengeance. Closing my eyes, I tried to block out the fighting, but I couldn’t do it anymore.

      “You’re just pissed because we weren’t interested in you no matter how hard you tried,” Ryder raised his voice.

      “Stop! All of you, just stop!” I shouted.

      Tears ran down my face, and there was nothing I could do to stop them. I hated crying in front of people or showing emotion of any kind. It made me feel weak. But I couldn’t take it anymore. I shoved the pizza in Lila’s arms. “Take it and go, please.”

      “You’re not going to take their side, are you? After everything?” she argued, her eyes wide.

      “I’m not taking any sides tonight. I’m exhausted and I want you all to leave,” I said, shooting a look toward Ryder and Wyatt. “All of you. I want to be alone.”

      “Hazel, do you think that’s a good idea?” Wyatt asked, coming closer to me and touching me again.

      His hands were on my shoulders, and I wanted nothing more than to fall into his arms and to let him hold me. I needed that, more than anything, but I knew it would just cause more of a fight.

      “I told all of you, I’m fine,” I said. “Now leave. I need to be alone.”

      “But…” Lila started.

      “No, just please, not tonight, Lila. I have a headache and just want some peace and quiet,” I said, speaking softly.

      I couldn’t look at any of them. Obviously, someone was lying, and while I’d normally believe my two best friends over my stepsister, there was a reason I had a hard time doing that. She had proof; she’d showed it to me after everything went down. She showed me proof that the two of them had come on to her shortly after their interactions with me, where we almost hooked up. First it was Ryder, then it was Wyatt. And when she told them no, they didn’t take it so well, showing a side of themselves I never knew existed.

      But Ryder’s comment about not them being interested in her gave me pause.

      If only she didn’t have the text messages to prove it.

      It might be the past, but at the time, I’d thought I meant something to them. I’d thought I was more than just a random hookup. For them to jump from me to Lila so easily really hurt something deep inside of me. That was something I was having a hell of a hard time getting over. Maybe it was petty, but it hurt to feel like I hadn’t mattered to them, like I’d been used. Especially back when I’d thought the world of both of them.

      “Just go, okay? I’ll be okay, I promise,” I said.

      Ryder and Lila were still bickering, and I could only make out bits and pieces. Wyatt, seeing that their fighting was getting to me, grabbed his brother’s arm.

      “Stop. It doesn’t matter,” he said.

      “But she’s full of shit. She’s the reason Hazel hates us, don’t you realize that?” Ryder argued.

      Lila countered, “Hazel hates you because you’re assholes.”

      “Stop, both of you,” Wyatt said, pushing Ryder toward the door. “Leave, now.”

      “But—”

      “Go home, Ryder. Now isn’t the time for this.”

      Ryder glared at Wyatt, and I feared the two men might get into it themselves, but he surprised me by turning on his heel and heading for the door instead. He slammed it shut on the way out, and I could hear him stomping down the steps, making sure we registered his displeasure.

      Lila continued. “You too, Wyatt.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Wyatt stood firm. “Not until I know Hazel is okay.”

      He stood there, with his arms crossed over his massive chest and stared at Lila with a look that would make even the strongest of men quiver in their boots. Lila didn’t budge, though. She looked at me.

      “Are you going to let him talk to me like that?”

      “Lila, please, just go,” I pled, the tears still wet on my cheeks. “I really just want to be alone right now.”

      “Alone with him, you mean?”

      “No,” I said, looking at Wyatt. “I want to be alone-alone. Without any of you.”

      Wyatt nodded, seeming to understand that I meant it, which was more than I could say for Lila.

      “Come on, Lila. I’ll leave if you will,” he said.

      In that moment, I was so thankful for Wyatt. I knew it hurt him to leave, to admit defeat like that, but he was doing it for me. I gave him a weak smile and mouthed the words, “Thank you.”

      “I just want to spend some time with my sister,” Lila said.

      I put my hand on her arm, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Another time, Lila. I promise. I’m just not up to it tonight.”

      She frowned, but after one more look at Wyatt, she finally agreed. “Fine.”

      The two of them walked to the door, almost side-by-side. Wyatt glanced back at me, sadness and concern in his eyes. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay?”

      “Yes,” I said. The man had told me they didn’t want to hurt me. I was merely bait. I knew they’d give it some time before coming back for me. Had they wanted to hurt me, they would have.

      It seemed to pain Wyatt to walk out that door, but he did because he knew there was no way Lila would leave if he didn’t go with her. I understood her beef with them, but I suddenly didn’t want it to have anything to do with me anymore. I was too damn tired and I’d missed them too damn much.

      I needed to figure some things out, come up with a way to save Boone and get him out of whatever mess he’d gotten himself into. But I was also exhausted and in pain. I needed to rest.

      I noticed that during all the arguing, Lila had put the pizza down on the coffee table. I knew I’d eventually pay her back for it, but I was just thankful to have some food that was ready to eat. Sitting down on the couch, I devoured several slices and then passed out. It was a restless sleep filled with many nightmares.
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      “Why did you let her get away with saying those things?” I shoutedas soon as Wyatt walked into the house.

      “Because now isn’t the time to hash all that out,” my brother said, walking over to the window and opening the blinds, allowing us a view of Hazel’s house. “Something’s going on with her; something bad happened. I can tell.”

      He was right. I’d been foolish to let Lila’s games get to me when we had much more pressing concerns. Like the fact that Boone was missing and Hazel had clearly been taken. She was back and insisting everything was fine, but Wyatt was right. Clearly she wasn’t fine and we had no answers to the plethora of questions we both had— like who took her and how did she get free?

      I felt like a complete asshole.

      Joining my brother at the window, I asked, “Are you sure it’s okay to leave her alone?”

      “No, I’m not sure it’s okay, but what else can I do? She wanted to be left alone,” Wyatt said. “And Lila wouldn’t leave unless I did.”

      “We could go back now that the bitch is gone.”

      “No,” Wyatt answered firmly. “Give her some space. We can take turns keeping an eye on things from over here.”

      “Are you sure that’s enough?”

      “It has to be,” he said.

      “No, it doesn’t. You can go over there right now. She actually seems to be warming to you.”

      Wyatt glanced at me, studying me. I looked away so he couldn’t see my face.

      “She’d just kick me out again, and it would stress her out. Trust me on this, Ryder. Hazel is too stubborn for us to force her to do anything,” he said.

      I knew he was right, but I didn’t like it. I wanted to protect her, to be there in case someone did come after her again. If Boone was telling the truth, we could be dealing with the fucking mafia. Speaking of Boone, I decided to let him know Hazel was back.

      I pulled out my phone and saw several messages from him that I missed during the argument with Lila. He was obviously freaking out about Hazel.

      I quickly typed my response.

      Hazel is home; she’s safe. But she won’t tell us what happened and refuses to let us stay with her. She needs to know what’s going on.

      Wyatt was still watching Hazel’s house, so I could focus on my phone. Boone responded fairly quickly.

      No, the less she knows, the safer she will be. Trust me.

      Wyatt spoke up, as if he’d read my mind. “We need to tell Hazel what’s going on so she can see how serious this is.”

      “Boone said no, the less she knows, the better.”

      Wyatt’s jaw clenched tightly, and he shook his head. “Well that’s bullshit. Unless Hazel knows what she’s up against, she’s not going to let us help her.”

      My brother had a point, but so did Boone. Without knowing the full details, it was hard to say what the best course of action was with any certainty.

      “Sorry, I have to trust Boone on this,” I said. “He knows more than we do about what’s going on.”

      Wyatt slammed his fists down on the window pane in a rare display of temper. “Hazel is in danger and Boone is off God knows where. We need to do everything we can to keep her safe.”

      “Yeah, I agree,” I said, my voice rising. “And I think the best way to keep her safe is to not tell her anything about the mafia connection.”

      Wyatt shook his head and muttered something underneath his breath.

      “What did you say?”

      “I said, typical,” he sneered. “It’s typical that you’d protect Boone at all costs.”

      It was very similar to what Hazel had said earlier, and it pissed me off even more coming from my brother. Grabbing Wyatt by the shoulders, I forced him to look me dead in the face. His eyes glowed with a fire I very rarely saw in my brother. He was the calm one, not the one to lose his temper like I often did. But this time, he looked ready to explode, which rattled me just a little bit.

      “This isn’t about protecting Boone. It’s about protecting Hazel,” I growled. “Boone knows what we’re up against. You don’t. You can’t make these calls, only he can.”

      “Fuck Boone,” Wyatt said, knocking my hands off him. “He got into this mess, and he wants us to help without even telling us what’s going on. This is a game to him, but Hazel’s life is at stake here, and I’m not going to sit around and wait for him to send another stupid, garbled message.”

      Wyatt stormed off, grumbling to himself as he stalked toward the door.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To protect Hazel,” he growled.

      “But you said—”

      “Yeah? Well, fuck what I said before,” he said. “The Mob is after her, they probably took her once already, and we’re just standing here arguing whether she deserves to know or not.”

      “Don’t do this, Wyatt,” I demanded.

      “Don’t do what?” he said, turning around in the doorway and staring daggers through me. “Be honest with her? Maybe we wouldn’t be in this mess if everyone had been honest from the beginning.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I said, my voice low and gravely.

      “You know damn well what it means,” he said, his narrowing eyes on me like lasers. “Tell Boone I’m done keeping his secrets. If he wants me to protect his sister, he’s gonna have to be good with me doing it my way.”

      Wyatt slammed the door on his way out, leaving me alone. I slammed my fist into the fireplace, cursing as my knuckles hit the hard, brick edges, splitting the skin. Blood splattered the stone from the cuts on my knuckles, but it didn’t hurt. No, what hurt was inside of me, the fire growing that I couldn’t put out. All the anger that was bubbling to the surface after years of suppressing it. Anger that threatened to boil out of control if I wasn’t careful.

      Wyatt was right, though. Secrets got us into this mess. Boone’s secrets. He’d lived a secret life for as long as I could remember, and now it was coming back to bite him in the ass and sucked Hazel into the mix.

      My phone buzzed.

      I didn’t want to read his latest message, but I did anyway. As I expected, it was garbled letters and numbers. The same ones he sent before. Repeatedly.

      “Fuck it all,” I growled, throwing my phone across the room in a fit of rage. Luckily, it landed on a patch of carpet, avoiding the wall.  “Fuck this nonsense once and for all.”
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      I stood on Hazel’s front porch. Not much time had passed, and I was worried she might not want to see me so soon. I meant what I’d said earlier about giving her some space. I also meant what I’d said about telling her the truth. She deserved to know who was after Boone, and likely, who was after her too.

      Boone had always managed to get himself into trouble, but this time was probably the worst of them all. She deserved better than to be in danger because of him. I knew she loved her brother, but he’d gone too far this time. Whatever trouble he was in, it was his fault, not Hazel’s. If he hadn’t wanted her to know, he shouldn’t have gotten involved with the fucking Mob in the first place.

      I remained on her front porch for a while, listening for any sounds inside the house. It was quiet. Not wanting to disturb her, I took a seat on a bench right outside her front door. The night was quiet, only the sound of bullfrogs and cicadas in the distance. It was a lovely sound, one of my favorite things about living in the mountains. The night sky was clear, and the evening was cool, but not cold. If I had to, I’d wait out there all night. Just me and the crickets and frogs and crisp, Colorado air.

      Closing my eyes, I tried to relax. It was rare that I lost my temper, but I’d had enough of Boone’s childish bullshit. My brother and he were always involved in some scheme or another, and we were always told to keep it from Hazel. Boone didn’t want his sister thinking less of him. God forbid he stop acting like an asshole instead.

      A noise pulled me from my thoughts, and I sat upright, suddenly alert. The front door had creaked open, just a touch. Then it opened fully.

      “Wyatt?” Hazel’s sleepy voice called out from the doorway. “Is that you?”

      “Yes, it’s me.”

      “What are you doing out here?” she asked, stepping out onto the porch. Her hair was matted on one side as if she’s fallen asleep in a weird position. It was cute. She looked sleepy but much calmer than before, so that was a good sign.

      “I was worried about you,” I admitted. “I wanted to keep an eye on things.”

      “Oh,” she sighed softly. She walked over and joined me on the bench. “Thank you, I guess. But I can take care of myself, you know.”

      “I know,” I said, staring down at my hands. “You’re a tough girl. Doesn’t mean I don’t worry about you still.”

      Hazel wrapped her tiny little hand over mine, taking me by surprise. I looked up and caught her eye, and she smiled at me. Not a weak smile, like before, but a genuine one. She was happy to see me for the first time since she’d come home.

      “Also, there’s something you should know. Something Ryder and I have kept from you,” I said.

      “Oh?” she asked, her eyes widened. She retracted her hand, as if suddenly not so sure I was safe anymore.

      The look on her face broke my heart, but I continued anyway. “Boone told us who he’s hiding from, and I suspect he’s in a lot of trouble. He’s still safe, as far as I can tell, but I’m worried you’re not.” I paused, hoping she might tell me what had happened earlier, but she remained quiet, merely averting her eyes, so I continued. “He’s somehow mixed up with the mob.”

      “The mob?” Hazel repeated. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “I wish I was,” I said. “Unless this is some huge prank Boone—”

      “No, I’m afraid it’s not,” she said softly. “There are people after him. Dangerous people.”

      “How do you know this?” I asked, again hoping she might open up to me. “Did they hurt you, Hazel?”

      She shook her head. “No, they didn’t hurt me. Not really. They just—” I shrugged “Well, they sent Boone a message saying they knew where to find me. That’s all.”

      “That’s all?” I said, hackles raised. “They took you earlier, didn’t they?”

      “They did,” she said slowly. “But they also let me go.”

      She looked at me again, and I swear there were stars in her eyes. Her light blue eyes looked darker blue and filled with so much magic, it was hard not to get lost in them. It took me a second to realize that what appeared to be stars were actually tears rising to the surface.

      Seeing her with tears in her eyes killed all the anger and frustration inside me. Nothing else mattered in that moment but her. I wanted to protect her, no matter the cost, and I wanted to comfort her.

      Without a second thought, I wrapped myself around her, holding her to my chest. She fell into my arms easily, her soft hair tickling my face as she rested against me. Her arms wrapped around me too, and we held each other for what felt like an eternity. I hoped it brought her comfort.

      Finally, she looked up at me, her eyes no longer wet with tears. I leaned forward, kissing her softly on her forehead. When she didn’t stop me, I moved lower, kissing the tip of her nose.

      I wasn’t about to push any further. I knew she was in a fragile state and didn’t want to take advantage of that. There was a tightening in my pants, because yes, I wanted her. I wanted her more than anything, but I wasn’t going to let my boner cloud my judgement. Hazel needed me, and not the same way I needed her.

      She stroked my cheek, tugging playfully at my beard, and continued staring into my eyes. “Well?”

      “Well what?”

      “Aren’t you going to kiss me for real?”

      Her words surprised me. “Hazel, I want to, but—”

      Before I could finish my sentence, her soft, perfectly plump lips were against mine, and her mouth opened for me. I pushed away memories of the last time we’d kissed, hoping it wouldn’t end the same way. I kissed her with everything I had in me, holding her face in my hands as our tongues explored each other’s mouths.

      “Let’s go inside,” she whispered against my mouth between kisses. “To my bedroom.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked her. My cock was hard and ready, and I was sure of myself, but I wanted to make sure Hazel was ready for it.

      “Yes, Wyatt. I’ve wanted this for so long,” she admitted. “Please?”

      I wouldn’t have been able to say no with a gun to my head.

      She took my hand and guided me into her house and down the hall to her childhood room. It looked exactly as she’d left it. Her walls were a light yellow, which she’d always hated. The rest of the room was all her, however. Posters on the walls weren’t of sexy celebs or teen heartthrobs, but of athletes she’d admired. They were her inspiration, she’d said.

      Her bed was a full size, not the biggest bed for the two of us considering my size, but at least it wasn’t a twin. The bedding was simple navy with a white down comforter. It clashed with the walls a bit, but Hazel hadn’t cared much about that. Neither did I. Especially as the two of us moved to her bed.

      Hazel pulled at my shirt, lifting it off over my head. Her gaze moved away from my face to my chest, and she muttered, “Damn, you look good.”

      “I could say the same about you,” I said, lifting her t-shirt off as well. Underneath, she was wearing a simple black bra, and I couldn’t wait to get it off her, to see her topless for the first time.

      But Hazel pushed me away playfully and dropped to her knees in front of me. I stared down at her in awe as she fumbled with my belt.

      “Will you help me with this thing?”

      “Of course,” I said, removing it for her. She made quick work of my zipper, sliding my jeans down to the floor, taking my boxers with them.

      My cock was throbbing; I didn’t think I’d ever been so hard in my life. Just the smallest touch from her hand brought a moan to my lips. She smiled up at me, obviously pleased with how sensitive I was. She wrapped her hand around it, though it didn’t go all the way around. The look on her face was priceless when she realized just how thick I was. Parting her lips, she took me into her mouth, and I almost lost it right then.

      The warmth and wetness nearly sent me to my knees, it felt so damn good. Her hand made up the difference, moving in sync with her mouth up and down my shaft, while her tongue played with the head every time she came up.

      It felt so good.

      Too good.

      My balls tightened, threatening to explode.

      She stared up at me, my cock in her mouth, and watched as I fought against the pleasure, fighting my orgasm until I couldn’t take it anymore.

      “Stop, please.”

      She stopped, pulling her lips from my member with a satisfied smile. She knew exactly what she was doing, how close I’d come to filling her sweet mouth with my load, and she’d enjoyed it. As much as I would have enjoyed it too, I knew there was more we needed to do. I couldn’t come that easily; not before she did.

      I pulled Hazel up to her feet, then lifted her into my arms. She squealed a little when I picked her up, and giggled as I carried her to the bed. I laid her down as gently as I could and removed her shorts. I slid them down her legs, leaving her panties at first. Hazel helped with that, pushing them down until she could no longer reach them, and I helped take them off the rest of the way.

      Finally, I got to see her mostly naked. Her thighs were closed, at first, and there was only a hint of reddish blonde hair peeking out. Her breasts were still hidden behind the bra, and I couldn’t have that.

      Lowering myself over her, Hazel wrapped herself around me, kissing me deeply as I reached around to unlatch her bra. I’d wanted to do more, to go down on her and use my mouth as she’d done to me, but Hazel obviously had other ideas. Once the bra was free, I tossed it away. Her legs held me in place above her, but I could see her breasts for the first time - her perky, pale breasts covered in freckles. Pink, erect nipples stood out, just begging to be sucked.

      I couldn’t resist.

      Taking one of them into my mouth, I suckled until she writhed under me. Her entire body bucked upward as she gasped. “Wyatt, please,” she begged. “I need you inside me. Now.”

      Reaching between us, Hazel took my cock in her hand and guided it to her opening. I looked deep into her eyes and thrust into her, spreading her lips apart with my thickness. The expression on her face nearly made me lose control again, as she arched her hips upward to meet my thrust. Her eyes clenched shut and her lips were open in a perfect “o” as she groaned.

      “Yes, yes,” she moaned as I sunk even deeper inside of her.

      She was so tight, each thrust inside her sent me closer and closer to the edge. Breathe, Wyatt, think about something else, I told myself. Anything to keep myself from coming so fast.

      Hazel wasn’t helping, though, with her legs wrapped tightly around me, her body moving upward to match every thrust and the sounds she made. God, it was more glorious than anything I could have imagined.

      She whimpered as our lips pressed together. Her nails dug into my back, pulling me closer to her, as if she couldn’t get enough of me. And I couldn’t get enough of her either.

      Not wanting the ecstasyto end quickly, I rolled us both over. She rolled with me, and even though I slid out from her wetness, she climbed on top of me and I was back inside her in the blink of an eye.

      Hazel rode me, her breasts bouncing as she moved, her pelvis grinding against mine. She found the perfect rhythm, and I held onto her hips, pulling her down against me and thrusting upward to meet her.

      Her head fell forward, and she muttered, “I’m going to come.”

      Her body trembled above me as she cried out in pleasure. I held onto her, thrusting upward and doing my best to keep her on top of me, to keep her orgasm going for as long as possible. Her pussy spasmed around my cock, clenching it, milking it. Try as I might, I couldn’t hold it together a second longer.

      I exploded inside her and we came together, our bodies rocking wildly on the bed as pleasure ripped through us. She raised her head to look me in the eye as we began to come down from our high.

      She stayed on top of me for a few seconds, and I held her close, kissing her softly. She kept twitching, even after her climax, and whimpering softly. “That was amazing,” she said when she finally regained the ability to talk.

      “Yes, it was,” I told her. It was everything I’d always wanted and more. Better than anything I could have imagined.

      Hazel slipped off my cock and rolled to my side, resting her head against my chest. My fingers played with her hair as we snuggled in silence.

      It was that moment when I knew I’d never stopped loving her. I’d always loved her. I didn’t want to scare her away, so I kept that thought to myself in case she wasn’t feeling the same way. But I knew it, and I hoped our encounter was the beginning of something more.

      She was the only woman I’d ever wanted, and no matter what else was happening - no matter what kind of trouble Boone was into - she was all that mattered to me. Keeping her safe was my number one priority. Fuck everyone else.
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      Wyatt’s heart thundered in his chest against my cheek. His breathing was steady. Part of me wondered if he fell asleep, and I wished I could join him. Another part of me knew I needed to tell him how I felt - not just about him, but Ryder as well. I couldn’t keep it a secret forever.

      Sitting up, I found him awake. His eyes were open, though barely. He was sleepy, and I hated that I was about to ruin the moment with a serious discussion, but it was now or never.

      “What is it?” Wyatt asked me, reaching out and stroking my cheek.

      Even he could see it written on my face.

      “I have something to tell you, Wyatt. I need to be up front and honest about how I feel,” I said, speaking fast.

      He moved to a more upright position, looking more awake than he was before. His eyes were fixed on me, giving me his full attention. I couldn’t back down now.

      “Is this about the stuff Lila said? Because whatever it was, it’s not true,” he huffed. “We never really even talked to her, so whatever she told you is bullshit.”

      “No, no, it’s not— well, I would like to address that stuff eventually, but that’s not what I want to say.”

      “Go on.”

      I could no longer look into his gorgeous eyes; it hurt too much. I knew he wouldn’t take it well; no man would ever take what I was about to tell him well. It was a talk I’d needed to have before I slept with him, but things had happened and it was too late for that now.

      “I’ve had feelings for you for a long time,” I admitted, running a finger along his bare chest, playing with the soft, black hairs that went from his chest to his washboard abs.

      Wyatt relaxed underneath me, and before I could finish, he said, “I’ve had feelings for you too, Hazel.”

      That wasn’t a surprise. I’d known for some time that he felt for me too. I’d known since we were teenagers, or so I thought. At least until I saw what he’d supposedly textedto Lila. Now, I wasn’t sure what to think, but I chose to believe him.

      “Let me finish, Wyatt,” I said calmly. I took a deep breath, and looked him straight in the eyes. “I have feelings for you, but I also have feelings for your brother. I always have.”

      Wyatt stilled completely underneath me. “What? Ryder?”

      “Y-yes,” I stammered. I was going to say I liked both of them equally, but Wyatt didn’t give me a chance. He was already climbing out of bed and reaching for his clothes.

      “Wyatt, please, let me explain,” I said.

      Down the hall, I heard knocking followed by Ryder’s voice. Cringing, I cursed my luck.

      “Yeah, well, maybe you can explain it to Ryder,” he muttered. “Tell him how much you want him. After you fuck him, of course.”

      I scrambled to my feet, incensed with rage. “What did you just say? Like you have room to talk. You went after Lila after we were interrupted in the bathroom all those years ago!”

      “Like hell I did,” Wyatt growled. “And the fact that you believe that is insulting.”

      Ryder called down the hall, “Wyatt? Hazel? Anyone home?”

      “Yeah, we’re down here,” Wyatt called out, slipping his shirt over his head.

      I had half a second to grab my clothes before Ryder was at the door. Wyatt opened it to leave just as Ryder walked inside. I was wearing nothing but my panties and a t-shirt with fresh tears running down my face. Ryder stared at me with dark, hungry eyes, but I didn’t have time to put the rest of my clothes on. I had to follow Wyatt.

      “Wyatt, wait!” I called out after him.

      I wasn’t fast enough, and by the time I got down the hall, he was gone out the front door. I ran toward the door, completely oblivious to the fact that I was only partially dressed. Ryder grabbed my arm.

      “Let me go,” I yelled yanking free from his grasp, which only made Ryder block the front door. I bolted for the back door, but he grabbed me again.

      “I don’t know what went down, but I know my brother, Hazel. Give him some space to cool off,” Ryder said. “You know he doesn’t get pissed that often. So if he’s that pissed, you need to back off.”

      “I need to talk to him, to explain myself better,” I said.

      “In time. He’ll calm down, and you can talk to him then,” Ryder assured me.

      “I don’t want to wait, I want to talk to him now,” I argued.

      “And you’ll get no reasonable response from him. You know this, Hazel. You know Wyatt almost better than anyone does, and when he’s angry, he doesn’t think straight.”

      I didn’t like it, but he was right. I had to let Wyatt cool down before he’d hear me out. Otherwise, he’d continue to take everything I said the wrong way, and it would only make things worse. With a deep sigh, I fell to the couch.

      Ryder sat down beside me, putting an arm over my shoulder. That same, hungry look was in his eyes as before, but he looked away when I caught him staring.

      “You don’t have to stay with me,” I said. I knew Ryder had to know what happened between his brother and me. Now wasn’t the time to talk about my feelings. It had been a terrible time to talk about it with Wyatt, but I only realized that after the fact. I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      “Someone should stay with you,” he replied, his voice low. “I’m sure Wyatt filled you in on what we know?”

      “Yes, and that somehow my brother is tied up with the mafia,” I said. I pulled back from his embrace, remembering the earlier conversation. “You know my brother better than almost anyone. Did you know he was somehow involved with the mob?”

      “No clue, I swear.”

      I studied his face for a long time before nodding. “I believe you, but if neither of us knew anything, how are we going to find out what’s going on?”

      “Wish I knew. I still keep getting the same, weird messages from Boone,” he said, shrugging and staring down at his hands. “I don’t know what to make of them.”

      “Can I see them?”

      Ryder hesitated for a moment, but sighed and handed over his phone. I scrolled through the messages, and panic hit me when I saw the one telling Boone I went missing. He knew the mob had me; their message had been sent.

      “Those letters and numbers look familiar,” I said. “Looks like he alternates. First it’s all letters, then numbers, then letters again.”

      “Yeah, but what does it mean?”

      “I’ve seen this before,” I muttered. “But where?”

      Ryder looked over my shoulder, and together we stared at the set of letters and numbers until it hit me. I jumped up from the couch and said, “We have to go to the shed.”

      “What?” Ryder asked.

      “Just follow me, you’ll see what I mean.”

      On the way out, he mentioned, “The shed door was broken the other day; it looked like someone had tampered with it.”

      “I bet I know who,” I said as we approached the door. Ryder opened it, and we stepped inside. It looked much like it had when we were kids, just with more dust and more gardening equipment that never got much use these days. I went over to the trash can buried in the back and pulled open the lid.

      “Just as I remembered,” I said, pulling out a dusty, worn out book.

      “Is that—” Ryder asked with a half-assed grin.

      “Yeah, it’s our old code book, back when we tried sending secret messages back and forth.” It had been a silly children’s game, but something about it had always appealed to Boone. He kept at it, even after the rest of us realized it was childish. “I recognized the letters and numbers from the book.”

      “There’s something else in there, too,” Ryder said, reaching inside and pulling out a crumpled piece of paper. He opened it, and it was in Boone’s handwriting - his adult handwriting. And it too was in code.

      I worked my way through the book until I found the code that matched the style best. It wasn’t that hard, and it made me wonder if perhaps Boone was being just a little too careless until I realized what he’d written.

      “It says ‘Remember our secret place’,” I said.

      “Our secret place? You mean that cave we used to sneak out to in the woods?”

      “Maybe?” I shrugged, biting my lip. “You know, Wyatt still goes down there from time to time to clear his head,” Ryder said.

      “Then maybe he’s seen something but just didn’t realize it?” I asked.

      I had no pants on. I was standing outside, in a shed with Ryder, wearing a t-shirt and panties. I shivered from the cool draft that blew through the shed.

      “We can ask him in the morning. It’s too late to go looking for it tonight,” Ryder said. “We’ll get lost.”

      “We won’t get lost,” I argued. “Or are you no longer an expert tracker?”

      He smirked. “Oh, I am, but I know you’ve been through a lot today. Whatever is in that cave can wait a few hours until morning, I’m sure.”

      “What if it can’t?” I asked, shivering again. It was just chilly enough to be uncomfortable wearing practically nothing. I needed to change if we went into the woods.

      “Come on, let’s go inside,” Ryder guided me back, not addressing my question.

      I let him usher me back inside, and as soon as I was back in the warm house, exhaustion took hold. He was right, I’d been through a lot that day and it was catching up to me. But I wasn’t about to go to sleep, not without knowing what was in the cave.

      “Let me get dressed and—”

      Ryder cut me off, motioning for me to sit down on the couch. I wanted to fight it, but my body ached so badly. I relented and sat down beside him.

      “Rest for a bit first, Hazel,” he said.

      “Only for a bit,” I said. “Then we go and look for the cave.”

      “Sure,” Ryder said. He wrapped his arm around me, and I let him. I even leaned against him, resting my head against his chest. I felt so safe and warm beside him. I closed my eyes, telling myself it would only be for a second.
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      The cool air felt nice against my skin. Being surrounded by nothing but the sound of insects and animals, with the occasional rustling wind, settled my nerves almost immediately. I’d been too hard on Hazel, and I knew it. I shouldn’t have expected her to realize her love for me this fast, not after so many years had passed without us seeing each other. But just the thought that she might love Ryder, and not me, filled me with a jealous rage. All my life I had done things right while Ryder did whatever the hell he wanted. I took care of him, gave up my own hopes and dreams to be there for my brother after our parents died, and he might get the girl I loved too? I knew it wasn’t Ryder’s fault either, but damn, it hurt like hell. But if she was in love with Ryder, why had she slept with me? I was confused as shit and needed to clear my head.

      Sticks and leaves crunched under my feet as I walked deep into the woods. The woods, where so many of my best memories took place, seemed like an entirely different place at night than it did during the day. Some would call it eerie, but it still felt like home to me.

      I knew the place like the back of my hand and had no fear of getting lost in the darkness. The moon was large and bright in the sky, lighting my way. I walked a familiar path, one I used to walk many times as a kid, one that led to our secret place, a hideout where the four of us would meet once our parents went to sleep.

      I walked the path often, even as an adult. Sometimes it was nice to sit in the cave, pretend that nothing had changed, that I was still that twelve or thirteen-year-old boy, waiting for his friends to arrive so the real fun could begin.

      The path sloped downward, leading to a small river we’d been swimming in countless times as kids too. All against our parent’s wishes, mind you. They’d have shit a brick had they known we went swimming in those murky waters, but we all managed to survive.

      The path eventually leveled out, and the sound of rushing water signaled I was close to the cave. I could almost do the next part of the walk with my eyes closed had I wanted to. But I preferred keeping my eyes open, taking in my surroundings. There were animals in these woods, some big ones too, and I’d need to be aware of my surroundings. My dad used to take us hunting, but over the years, Ryder and I had stopped. There were too many reminders of our dad, and we usually preferred watching the animals over killing them. We might be big mountain men like our father, but we had even bigger hearts, like our mother.

      When I reached the river bed, I took a sharp right and walked along it for about a quarter of a mile. This way gave me an even clearer view of the sky, with the stars shining brightly overhead. Maybe my eyes had adjusted to the darkness, or perhaps the moon and stars really were that bright, but it wasn’t that dark. I could see clearly. Clear enough that I noticed something was off a few feet before I got to the cave. I quickened my pace, my eyes fixed on what appeared to be an object sticking up behind a rock. When I reached the cave, I had to go inside it, just a few steps in, and found what had caught my eye.

      It was a bag. Just a simple waterproof knapsack built for hiking. At first, I assumed it was probably lost by some hikers, maybe washed down the river or got carried by the wind, but when I picked it up, I realized it was heavy. Too heavy to float or to be blown across the land. Curiosity got the best of me, and I opened it.

      “Fuck, Boone, what have you gotten yourself into?” I muttered, lifting out a thick stack of cash. All of them were hundred-dollar bills, and there were more fat stacks in the bag. It was way too much money for someone like Boone to have come across naturally, making me think it all had to do with his ties to the Mob.

      I knew I couldn't leave the money there, so I returned the money to the bag and closed it before lifting it. It was heavy, much heavier than I expected it to be. I tossed it onto my back. I jogged through the forest, not stopping for any reason. I had no idea what we were supposed to do with the money, but I wasn’t about to leave it out there in plain sight. We didn’t get a lot of hikers since technically we owned the property, but anything could happen. Boone had hidden it for a reason.

      We just had to figure out what that reason was.

      I ran back up the steep hill, away from the river, and in the distance, I saw the lights of both houses. I was in good shape, but running through the forest at night with a sack full of money on my back was beginning to wear me out. Thankfully, I was getting close.

      The earth flattened out again, and I was home free. I took off running toward Hazel’s house, our earlier disagreement far from my mind. I had a clue, finally, something that might lead us to Boone or help him in some way. Hopefully the three of us could figure it out together.

      I opened her creaky back gate and took the back steps up to her kitchen door two at a time until I pulled the broken door open. I ran inside, down the hallway, but stopped as soon as I reached the living room.

      Hazel was asleep on the couch in my brother’s arms. His eyes were shut, and they looked so peaceful and happy. Hazel’s words about having feelings for both Ryder and me echoed through my head. Everything from earlier came back at me at once, and I clenched my fists to my side.

      So soon after she and I had been together, she was in his arms. I wouldn’t have expected it to happen so quickly, but there it was. Right in front of me.

      Without waking either of them up, I walked out of the house, afraid of starting yet another fight. I needed to clear my head, to be as far away from them as possible at that moment. It was getting late anyway; everything could wait until the next day, I told myself.

      The money would just go home with me for the time being.

      I’d try to get some sleep, and hopefully things would be better in the morning. Yeah, right. There was a pile of money that Boone had hidden in a cave, and my brother and the girl I loved were getting cozy on the couch.

      My house was lonelier than ever before, and I fell into bed feeling lost.
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      “What was that?” Hazel asked, sitting upright suddenly.

      “What was what?” I yawned. I hadn’t intended on falling asleep, but we’d gotten pretty cozy on the couch and it had just happened. Hazel was still in her panties and her t-shirt, looking as yummy as ever. Her hair was messy from sleeping on my chest, tousled around her head. Her face was so serious.

      “I don’t know, I thought I heard something,” she said. “What time is it?”

      I looked at my phone. There were no more messages from Boone, and I didn’t know if that was a good thing or not.

      “Just after three in the morning,” I replied.

      Hazel nodded and looked around the living room, hugging herself with her arms. Whatever had happened earlier had her on edge, I was sure of it. I hadn’t heard anything, and the house was quiet except for the normal nature sounds outside.

      “We should get going to the cave,” she said, standing up and stretching, her toned calves flexing as she did so.

      “Why don’t we wait a few hours until morning?” I asked. “The sun will be up soon enough and we’ll have better light.”

      “Because I want to see what’s in the cave now,” she answered. “It could lead us to Boone.”

      Hazel hurried down the hall before I could say another word. She was damned stubborn when she wanted to be, and I knew there wasn’t much use arguing with her. I waited on the couch for her to come back, and within a few minutes, she was dressed and ready to go. She had on a pair of tight jeans and a red USC sweatshirt. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail and she was awake and ready to go.

      “You comin’, Ryder?” she asked me, shooting me a look from the couch.

      “Sure,” I said, standing and walking over to her. I smirked and added, “Not like I’d let you go out there alone.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you two Neanderthals that I can take care of myself?” She smacked me playfully on the arm, and I pretended it hurt. She laughed, and it was the most beautiful sound I’d heard in a long time. We were getting along again. I wasn’t sure what planets had finally aligned themselves to make that happen, but I wasn’t going to question it for fear of bursting the bubble.

      We walked out the back door, side-by-side. I wasn’t about to let her out of my sight. I double checked that I had a knife at my side. I felt pretty confident that I wouldn’t need to use it at this time of night in woods only we knew, but my father had taught us never to go into the woods unprepared.

      “So what were you and Wyatt fighting about earlier, if you don’t mind me asking?” I said, holding open her back gate for her.

      She looked at me with a guarded expression, and at first, I thought it might lead to another fight, but instead she stopped walking and sighed. “I told him that I had feelings for him.”

      “Oh,” I said, not exactly sure how to take that. It hurt a bit, but it didn’t come as a big surprise. I had a feeling the two of them had done something in her room before I got there. Not to mention they’d always been close, but that didn’t mean hearing the truth didn’t hurt. “Why would that make him angry?”

      We started walking again, and Hazel wouldn’t even look at me. “Because I also told him I had feelings for you.”

      That stopped me in my tracks. “Wait, what?”

      “You heard me, Ryder. Don’t make me repeat myself,” she said, walking ahead of me and not bothering to look back.

      “You have feelings for me?” I said, hurrying up to her.

      “Uh, yeah. Wasn’t it obvious? I’ve always had a crush on you,” she said, side-eyeing me.

      “But you also have feelings for Wyatt?” I asked, just for the sake of clarity.

      “I do. And that’s the problem.”

      “It’s a pretty big problem,” I agreed softly.

      Had she chosen my brother because she didn’t care about me, well, I’d have been hurt but it wouldn’t have made a difference. I mean, I’d always thought it was a given that the two of them would end up together. They were always so close. But once I knew she had feelings for me too? That changed everything.

      “Yeah, tell me about it,” she said.

      We were just nearing the hill that led down to the river when a sound caught our attention. Both of us froze.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      “It sounded like gunfire,” I said, turning on my heel. “And it came from near our house.”

      I knew Hazel could keep up with me and that she would follow as I yelled at her to stay away. She followed close behind me as we reached my house. The chickens were restless, squawking and freaking out. The goats were running around, scared out of their ever-loving minds. Even the horses were neighing and kicking in their stalls.

      “You wait out here,” I motioned for her to stay behind the house

      I ran into the back door of our home and found Wyatt in the kitchen with a rifle. He was blocking off the hallway, where a commotion could be heard. Furniture was being flipped, items were being tossed, and the telltale sound of a gun being reloaded hit my ears. He tossed a bag my way, a bag that was much heavier than it looked.

      “Take this and get out of here,” Wyatt yelled. “Take Hazel with you!”

      “I’m not leaving you,” I yelled back. “Come on, exit out the back.”

      Hazel hadn’t listened, as I feared. She rushed into the kitchen as Wyatt reloaded the rifle.

      “Get her out of here, now!” Wyatt shouted.

      “We’re not going without you,” Hazel called back.

      Wyatt glanced over at her, scowling in frustration, as I took Hazel’s arm to try and pull her back outside. Wyatt only took his eyes off the intruders for a split second, but that was long enough.

      “Fuck,” he screamed, dropping the rifle as blood spilled down his arm.

      Hazel yanked herself free, running to Wyatt before I could stop her. She took one look at his arm and her face paled. Not wanting to delay another second, I took Wyatt’s good arm, and with Hazel’s help, the two of us dragged him out the back door. In the commotion, I’d dropped the bag Wyatt had tossed to me. It wasn’t as important as Hazel and my brother, and I’d completely forgotten about it.

      “To the truck,” I said.

      We had a garage in the back of our house, and from the looks of it, the path was clear. The shooting inside had stopped, much to my relief, but I wasn’t about to let my guard down.

      I tossed Hazel the keys as I helped my brother toward the garage.

      “I can walk. They got my arm, not my leg,” he said, shooting me an irritated look.

      I ignored him. Without seeing the wound, it was hard to know how much damage they’d done to him. All I could see was blood flowing freely down his arm, more blood than I felt comfortable with.

      Hazel opened the garage door and started the truck. She sat behind the wheel. I helped Wyatt get into the back as quickly as possible, then I climbed in and nudged Hazel over.

      “Get in the back with Wyatt,” I said.

      Hazel looked into the backseat, and without a moment’s hesitation, she climbed over the seat and joined him in the back. As I pulled out of the garage, I hit the gas as hard as I could, taking off down the long driveway.

      “He’s lost a lot of blood,” Hazel said, her voice frantic. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Take off his shirt,” I said, watching the rearview mirror. “Assess the damage and stop the bleeding until we get to the hospital.”

      “No hospital,” Wyatt growled.

      I didn’t even bother to acknowledge that with an answer. Of course we were going to the hospital; my brother had been shot. But first, I needed to make sure we weren’t being followed. I watched for headlights behind us and saw nothing.

      “This doesn’t make sense. Why aren’t they following us?” I asked.

      “Do you have the bag?” Wyatt groaned.

      Shit.

      “No, I dropped it to get you out of there,” I said.

      “What? We have to go back,” he told me, trying to sit up. He growled in pain and fell back down against the seat. “Fuck. That’s why they’re not following us. They got what they wanted.”

      “What was in it?” Hazel asked.

      I glanced back at the two of them. Wyatt’s shirt had been ripped off, exposing the wound. She was using his shirt to apply pressure to the hole in his arm, but it wasn’t doing much. There was just too much damn blood. “Tie the shirt around the wound as tightly as you can, and try to make a tourniquet,” I told her.

      “Money,” Wyatt answered my question. “Lots of money.”

      “Looks like the bullet hit his bicep. It doesn’t look like it hit an artery or anything,” Hazel said once she’d secured the shirt around Wyatt’s upper arm.

      Neither one of us gave two shits about what was in the bag. Wyatt’s well-being was far more important.

      “They’ll be able to sew him up at the hospital,” I said.

      “No hospital, Ryder. They’ll ask questions,” he groaned.

      “So?” both Hazel and I asked at the same time.

      “Do you really want the police to get involved?” Wyatt asked.

      He had a point. Hazel and I shared a look, then she went back to tending to his wound. Wyatt continued talking, as best he could, wincing with pain every time Hazel got too close to the wound with the napkins she’d found in the center console.

      “I’ll be fine. The bullet just grazed my arm. We’ll keep it clean and wrapped up. No hospital needed,” he said. “I’m more concerned that we lost our evidence.”

      “Evidence?” Hazel asked.

      “Yeah, the bag of money,” he said.

      “Where did you get this bag of money, Wyatt?” I asked, feeling relief as we reached the paved road of town. It was the middle of the night, and our small town was quiet and dark, but we weren’t nearly as alone. And no one had followed us; they’d stayed at our house, which was both good and bad. Good that they hadn’t followed, but bad that we wouldn’t be able to go back there. We’d have to find somewhere else to stay until we sorted everything out.

      “I found it in the cave we used to hide out in as kids,” he said.

      Hazel scowled. “I told you we needed to get down to the cave sooner.”

      “What? You two knew about the cave?” Wyatt asked, groaning in pain.

      “It’s a long story, Wyatt. We’ll tell you later,” Hazel said, her voice soft and soothing. “For now, we need to figure out our next steps, and you need to rest.”

      “Rest, my ass,” Wyatt bit out “I’m fine.”

      Hazel was right though; we needed to figure out our next steps, especially where we could go. The mob had their money, so perhaps they were done with us. That would be a nice thought, but I somehow doubted we were home free just yet. After all, they still didn’t have Boone and we were their only links to him.

      “I bet they’re using us as bait,” Hazel said, reading my mind. “Hoping we’ll lure Boone to them, or Boone will come to us.”

      “Exactly my thought too,” I said. At that moment, my phone went off. Pulling it from my pocket, I said, “Speak of the devil.”

      Without hesitation, and since I was driving, I handed the phone to Hazel.

      “It’s another code, but without the book, it’s going to take me a second. It’s all numbers this time,” she said.

      I left her to it. I had something else on my mind, finding somewhere to stop for the night. Wyatt needed to rest, and we needed to figure out what the fuck to do next. Since there was no going back home, I’d have to find a hotel, but where? I didn’t want to stay too close to town just in case they were sticking around to keep tabs on us in hopes of luring Boone out into the open.

      I drove through our small town, past it and onward. I kept going west, hoping I’d find somewhere to stop eventually. Somewhere random, where we could rest without worry and come up with a plan of action for what we were going to do next.
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      Ryder was staring out the window of the hotel, the curtains mostly drawn shut. He’d parked the truck on the back side, out of view from the road. He hadn’t said much since we’d settled in, choosing to keep an eye out instead.

      Wyatt was on the bed, and after a quick stop at a 24-hour pharmacy, his shoulder was clean and wrapped up. I’d given him a shitload of Tylenol for pain— the best we could do. From the look on his face, the Tylenol was working about as good as you might expect. It wasn’t exactly intended for gunshot wounds, but it would have to do.

      I sat beside him on the bed, staring at Ryder’s phone, trying to decipher the latest message from Boone. My brother wasn’t responding to anything; we just had to settle for what we had from him, and the longer I stared at it, the more confused I became.

      “Here, let me have it. Might take my mind off the pain,” Wyatt said.

      I handed over the phone, laying back on the bed beside him. His face was twisted into a mask of pain until he caught me staring at him. He put on his best fake smile.

      “Do you still believe whatever shit Lila fed you about us?” he asked me.

      “Really? You’re going to bring that up now?”

      “Seems like we have nothing better to do,” he said. “Sleep doesn’t seem like an option.”

      I sighed, resting my head against the hard ass pillows. My body was tired, but my mind wouldn’t stop turning, making sleep an impossible dream.

      “You’re right,” I said, thinking about what Lila had told me. She was the original source of all our problems. “And you know, I normally wouldn’t believe her, but she had proof.”

      “Proof? What kind of proof?” Ryder barked, not even turning to look at us.

      “Text messages from you two,” he said. “Right after we— well, right after things almost happened between us.”

      I wasn’t sure if either brother knew about the other’s experience with me. I was so confused back then, liking both of them. I’d just assumed that the first one I got with would be the one I’d choose, but I couldn’t make a decision. It had been too hard.

      “And what exactly did those messages say?” Wyatt asked.

      “Well, the one from you asked her to hang out, and when she said no, you got all— I don’t know— you got all weird.”

      “Weird, how?”

      It had been so long ago, but I remembered the words by heart. They were etched into my brain and my heart. “You told her that she was the most beautiful girl in school, and that you’d do anything to have just one night with her.”

      Ryder scoffed while Wyatt just stared at me, looking as confused as ever.

      “Seriously?” Ryder asked, finally turning to face us. “Does that sound like either of us, Hazel?”

      “No, but the messages came from you,” I said.

      “Did they?” Wyatt asked. “Because you know I never liked Lila. She’s pretty, I guess, but her personality is rancid. I’ve never been into the prissy cheerleader types, and you know that.”

      “Yeah, but you’re guys, and I just figured you’d say anything to get some pussy,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. I was beginning to feel sheepish, which meant maybe I didn’t believe all of Lila’s tales after all.

      “And you don’t think she could have doctored the messages?” Wyatt asked. “I mean, she had that little computer geek, what’s his name—”

      “Thomas Dillinger or something like that,” Ryder finished.

      I remembered Thomas alright. He was a geeky guy, the type people like Lila wouldn’t normally associate with, but he was absolutely in love with my stepsister. It was almost creepy, if you asked me. Even more so that she’d allowed it. She seemed to like the attention Thomas gave her, even if she treated him like dirt most of the time.

      “Yeah, he went on to MIT or some shit,” Wyatt said. “Computer science genius. You don’t think maybe he could have doctored the messages?”

      “I never really thought of it, I mean we were only in high school, but I guess it’s possible,” I said. “Maybe once we get out of here, we’ll give him a call. See if he remembers any of us.”

      “I think he’s got much bigger fish to fry personally,” Ryder said, rolling his eyes. He went back to the window. “What did she say about me?”

      “Well, your message to her was just angry,” I answered. “You pretty much told her you’d have your way with her, whether she liked it or not.”

      I watched as Ryder’s fists balled up at his sides. I could only see his face in the reflection of the window, but it was enough to see the truth in his eyes.

      “And you believed I’d say something like that? That I’d basically threaten to rape her?” he said through clenched teeth.

      “Well, it looked pretty cut and dry, and that night at the party, she came to me, in tears, her clothes ripped. And you came out of the room too, right afterward…” I trailed off.

      Ryder spun around to face me again, nothing but absolute rage on his face. He slammed his fists down on the table nearby so hard I thought it might break in two. “You thought I tried to rape your stepsister?”

      “No, I didn’t think—”

      Lila had said he didn’t go all the way, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that I had believed her, against my own best friends. I believed my stepsister, who was known for her lies and attention-seeking behavior, when deep down, I knew neither man would ever hurt a woman.

      Tears stung my eyes as I realized my stupidity. “I’m sorry, Ryder. I didn’t think.”

      “I would never lay my hands on a woman if they didn’t want me to,” he said, his jaw clenched tightly. “How many times were we alone, Hazel, huh? How many times could I have taken advantage of you? Like when you were drunk and I took care of you, made sure no one else messed with you. And you still think I’d be able to do that to someone else?”

      I opened my mouth to explain myself, but truthfully, there was nothing I could say.

      “Do you want to know why Lila’s clothes were ripped?” Ryder said. “Maybe it’s time you knew the truth.”

      “Ryder, now isn’t the time.” Wyatt tried to sit up.

      “No, now is a perfect time,” Ryder spat. “Because it’s about time all the secrets came out. The reason she was in the bedroom in the first place was because she was hooking up with Boone.”

      “Boone and Lila?” I scoffed. “No fucking way.”

      “He didn’t want you to know, thought you’d be disgusted because she’s your stepsister,” Ryder said. “But that’s why he kept insisting on her hanging out with us, why he pushed for you to invite her more.”

      My mouth dropped. He was right. Boone was always mentioning how Lila and I should hang out more, how we needed to include her.

      “And the reason she was sleeping with your brother? It wasn’t because she cared about him. No, it’s because he provided her with coke,” Ryder said.

      “No. No fucking way,” I said, angry at Ryder’s accusation.

      “You don’t really know your twin as well as you think, Hazel. Boone’s always been in some kind of trouble, and I’ve protected his ass time and time again. And this is the thanks I get?”

      Ryder motioned around the shitty hotel room. His voice had started to rise, but Wyatt managed to sit upright, then pushed himself to his feet. He walked over to his brother, throwing his good arm around his shoulder. The two talked in hushed voices while I tried to process everything they’d told me.

      Lila had lied about everything. I’d ruined our friendship over her lies.

      My brother and my stepsister had hooked up, at least once.

      And my brother sold drugs in high school.

      Now he was involved with the Mafia.

      Everything I thought about my life and the people in it had been a lie, a complete and utter lie.

      My phone rang. “What time is it?” I muttered, scrambling for the phone.

      It was just after six in the morning, and Christina was calling. She normally didn’t wake up so early in the morning, so I felt a bit nervous. The guys looked at me as my phone continued to ring.

      “You going to answer that?” Wyatt asked, cocking an eyebrow.

      “Yes, of course,” I said, hitting the button to answer. Before I could say anything, Christina started talking.

      “First of all, I’m okay, and so is your cat,” Christina said. Never a good sign to start a call that way. “But there’s been a break-in at our place.”

      “What?” I asked, every hair standing on end. “Who was it?”

      “I don’t know yet,” Christina replied, her voice shaky. “The cops didn’t catch the guys. I don’t think they expected anyone to be home, so I got lucky there.”

      I looked over at the guys, who were focused on me. I quickly explained, “My apartment in L.A. got broken into.” The three of us knew exactly who was behind it, but I didn’t want Christina to know too much. The less she knew, the better. Getting back on the phone with her, I said, “Whatever you do, don’t go back there, please.”

      “I’m not,” she said. “I’m headed to my parents now. I can’t take Bill with me, but he’s being boarded at the 24-hour vet down the street from us.”

      “Thanks, Christina. I’m sorry you have to deal with all of this alone,” I said softly. My head was hurting again from the stress of everything going on.

      “There’s some good news at least,” Christina said.

      “What’s that?” It was hard to imagine a bright spot in all of this mess, but leave it to Christina to manage to find it.

      “I only got bit four times when loading him into the crate. I think he’s starting to like me,” she joked.

      I chuckled. Yes, leave it to Christina to find the silver lining. Before I could say anything else, she asked me the question I was dreading the most.

      “You don’t think this has anything to do with Boone, do you?”

      I knew it had everything to do with Boone, but how much should she know? I had a split second to decide. “Maybe, Christina. Which is why I think it’s best if you stay out of the area for a bit. Just in case.”

      “Jesus Hazel, what has he gotten himself into?”

      “We’re still trying to figure it all out, but as soon as we do, I promise I’ll let you know. For now, maybe go home to your parents’ place for a bit until this all blows over,” I suggested.

      She sighed heavily on the other end before answering. “Will do,” she said. “I have no desire to go back there alone. Thank God the neighbors heard the window breaking and called the cops, or—”

      She trailed off, but we both knew the outcome had the cops not arrived in time. It was an outcome I didn’t want to think about. Christina was an innocent in all this, and when I finally found Boone, I was going to kick his ass for dragging her into his mess too.

      “Hey, I better go,” Christina said. “My bus is here.”

      “We’ll talk later, okay?” In that moment, all I wanted was to hug my best friend, to tell her how much she meant to me. I wasn’t an overly affectionate person normally, but after what I’d been through, I decided I might change. “And Christina?”

      “Yes?” she asked. I heard people talking in the background as she boarded the bus.

      “Be careful, alright? I love you. I don’t want anything to happen to you,” I said.

      “You too,” she said, her voice soft and filled with surprise. “Love you, Hazel. Be careful.”

      When I hung up, it felt like my entire world crumbled underneath me. Christina could have been hurt or worse. On top of everything else, it was too much. I screamed and hurled my phone down on the bed. Anger and fear rushed through my body. I was afraid, not for myself, but for those I loved. For my brother. For Wyatt and Ryder. And for Christina. Hell, I was even worried about Bill. He was an asshole of a cat sometimes, but he was my asshole.

      Both men rushed to me, one on either side. I found myself sandwiched between them, crying my eyes out.

      “Is she alright?” Wyatt inquired softly.

      “Yeah, her and Bill made it out just fine,” I said, wiping my nose on my sleeve.

      “Bill?” Wyatt questioned, raising his eyebrows.

      “My cat,” I said with a small chuckle, amused by the confusion on his face. “Billy the Kid because he’s so mean.”

      “Ahh,” Wyatt said, doing his best to suppress his grin, but I could still see it. Ryder was also grinning at this confession.

      “Why am I not surprised you have a cat named after Billy the Kid?” Ryder asked.

      I didn’t have an answer to that, but it made me laugh harder than I had all evening. I’m not sure why. Maybe because I was losing my mind due to stress and exhaustion, or perhaps it really was that funny.

      “Any news from Boone?” I asked, once the tears stopped falling.

      The guys were still sitting beside me, crowding me on the bed. I felt safer with them there because I knew at least they were alive and well.

      “Not really, but I think I figured out the message,” Wyatt said. “They’re not a code this time, they’re coordinates.”

      “Coordinates?” I raised my brows. “To what?”

      Wyatt pulled out his phone and handed it to me, with a map pulled up and a marker placed right in the middle of Los Angeles.

      “Looks like we’re going to L.A., huh?”

      Neither of the guys answered. They didn’t have to. The answer was obvious.
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      “What do you even like about this city?” Wyatt asked as we drove down Sunset Boulevard.

      Ryder hadn’t said much to me since the night before. Once I’d stopped crying, he went back to being upset with me. Not that I blamed him, but there wasn’t anything I could say that would make it better. I just had to give him time and hope that he eventually accepted my apology.

      I looked out the window at Hollywood, one of the biggest tourist destinations in the United States. People flocked to Hollywood for the glitz and glamor, but truthfully, it was little more than crime, homeless people, and filth. Almost everyone I brought to Hollywood was disappointed that it wasn’t what they expected.

      The City of Angels wasn’t exactly what I expected either. When I’d made the decision to move out there to attend USC, I was just another bright-eyed, naive girl with a dream of making it big. I didn’t really intend to be an actress, I wanted to work behind the scenes - to direct and produce. But after college, I couldn’t really find any jobs that paid in those fields, so I did what I had to. For some women in Hollywood, that meant porn, but for me, I put my athletic prowess and gymnastic skills to work, getting hired for my first job based on luck more than anything else.

      But I’d never stopped and asked myself if I was happy before, or if I’d even liked living in L.A. I just did it.

      “Honestly? Not much,” I replied after a few moments. “Besides the Mexican food, that is.”

      “We have Mexican food in Colorado,” Wyatt said.

      “Not like they do out here. Find yourself a little hole in the wall joint, one that looks like they wouldn’t pass a health inspection, and I promise you’re in for a real treat.”

      Wyatt shook his head, cringing as he adjusted his arm. I hated seeing him in so much pain, but he was doing his best to remain in good spirits.

      “We’re almost there,” Ryder said, his voice low. He stared straight ahead, his hands tight on the steering wheel.

      While I got a couple hours of sleep, and Wyatt might have slept for an hour or so, I wasn’t sure Ryder ever stopped looking out the window. I took one bed, Wyatt took the other, and when I woke up, Ryder was sitting in the chair with a cup of shitty hotel coffee, still making sure we hadn’t been followed.

      “Do you ever think about coming back home for good?” Wyatt asked me.

      His question caught me off guard. Had anyone asked me the same question a couple weeks prior, I’d have said “No way in hell. Too many bad memories.” But now that I’d been back, the idea didn’t seem so bad.

      It almost sounded nice.

      “I dunno. We’ll see what happens,” I mumbled.

      Ryder stopped the truck and looked down at the phone, verifying the location. Wyatt leaned forward, groaning as he did so. I placed my hand on his back, rubbing it gently, trying to soothe him.

      “I think this is it,” he said.

      “What is it?” I asked, leaning forward to stare out the front window. “Looks like a bunch of storage units.”

      “At the end of the message there’s the letter B,” Wyatt said. “I believe we’re supposed to find unit B.”

      “And do what when we find it?” I asked.

      None of us had really thought that far ahead. Ryder opened the car door and climbed out, slamming the door as he walked toward the units. Wyatt and I shared a look before I hopped out, followed by Wyatt.

      “Ryder, we need a plan. We can’t just walk right up in here,” I told him.

      “And why not?” he asked, never slowing his pace.

      “Because someone might be watching us,” I said. “They might be protecting this place.”

      Ryder didn’t stop, and I had to speed up to catch him. Wyatt was a tad bit slower due to the pain in his shoulder, but he caught up eventually. Ryder finally stopped right outside of unit B.

      Like most storage facilities, there was a garage door. It was a dusty, white-grey color with a bright yellow B painted on the front of it. There was also a regular door off to one side, but no windows, and I was betting the doors were locked.

      “What now?” I asked, glaring at Ryder. “We’re probably on camera, you know.”

      Ryder didn’t answer me. He first tried the regular door, as if thinking it might be unlocked. When it didn’t open, he pulled out a gun I hadn’t realized he was carrying on him.

      “What the fuck, Ryder?” Wyatt said.

      Before either of us could say or do anything else, Ryder shot the lock on the garage door, causing it to explode into a million pieces. He put the gun away and breezed over to the door, pulling it up without any hesitation. Once he was standing in the open doorway, he shot a look over his shoulder at us. “You coming or not? I doubt we have much time.”

      He was right. The cops may or may not be called. In parts of Los Angeles, the sound of gunshots blended in with the cars backfiring, the illegal fireworks, and just the general noise of the city. But the cops weren’t my concern, even if we were breaking and entering.

      As soon as we entered, he pulled the garage door shut and we were inside, surrounded by complete darkness.
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      All three of us were feeling along the wall for some sort of light switch. Even as my eyes adjust to the darkness, it was hard to see anything clearly. It looked like a bunch of filing cabinets filled one wall of the unit, but without any light, we wouldn’t get anywhere. Ryder had fucked up by simply shooting the lock; now we were on borrowed time. My brother was never one to think clearly, especially when upset - which he still was. It wasn’t an excuse to act rashly, however, and his move put us in some danger.

      “I think I found it,” Hazel said, her voice coming from the middle of the unit. “But I can’t reach it, can one of you help me?”

      I was the first to get to her. WIthout thinking, I lifted her off the ground. Bad idea. Pain shot through my shoulder and it took everything in me not to drop her. I must have made some sort of sound because Hazel said, “Wyatt, don’t hurt yourself.”

      I put her back down and decided on the next course of action, reaching the damn switch myself. It was hanging from a light bulb in the middle of the room. Just a dangling light with a string to pull, nothing more. As soon as I yanked the chain, light filled the room. It wasn’t much light, but it would have to do.

      “Where should we start?” Hazel asked, looking at the wall of filing cabinets.

      Ryder didn’t hesitate; he walked right over and pulled on one. When it didn’t open, he reached for his gun. Hazel hurried to him, grabbing his arm. “No. We can’t risk it, Ryder. We’re already likely to get caught.”

      I stayed out of it. The look he gave Hazel would have been enough to make weaker women back away, but Hazel stood tall. She took the gun from Ryder’s hand as he shot daggers at her.

      “We need to be smart about this, not just use force,” she said.

      “How else do you plan on getting these open?” he asked. “Unless you happen to know how to pick locks.”

      “Maybe we don’t need to open them,” she said. Her eyes fell on something in the far corner of the room. A box. Someone had just put a lone box in the corner, as if it had been forgotten about all this time. Hazel walked over, and I followed. Ryder stayed near the filing cabinets, scowling, his arms crossed in front of his chest.

      I knelt beside Hazel as she opened the box.

      “What is this?” I asked, picking up a sapphire necklace. The gemstone was huge, almost too large to be real, but it was heavy. It looked pretty damn real to me, and if it was, it had to be the most expensive piece of jewelry I’d ever held.

      “I recognize that,” Hazel said. “Give me a second.”

      She pulled out her phone, and thanks to the wonders of technology, she pulled up Google Images of celebrities on the red carpet at some fancy event.

      “Is that—”

      “It’s Daphne Lambert,” she said, finishing my sentence. “Wearing that necklace.”

      I’d heard about the death of Daphne Lambert. You would have had to be living under a rock not to know about it. She was a modern-day Black Dahlia, a rising star whose life had been cut too short. She was found dead in her apartment with pill bottles at her side. Many people assumed it was suicide, but her family insisted Daphne was in the prime of her career, happy and carefree, and that she was not suicidal. They also mentioned that she’d had a large bump on her head which they believed proved there was foul play of some sort. There’d also been no history of mental illness or drug abuse, but the coroner ruled it a suicide nonetheless, writing the lump on her head off as happening from a fall as she was found on her bathroom floor.

      Hazel looked even more determined now. She laid Ryder’s gun on the ground beside her and put her phone away, digging through the box like a kid with an Easter basket full of treats.

      “Someone’s coming,” Ryder said, speaking low.

      “Just one more second,” Hazel said. “I think I found something.”

      Her voice was cut off by a gunshot. I grabbed Ryder’s gun and turned toward where the shots were coming from. The garage door hadn’t opened yet, but as soon as it did, we were likely to all be in trouble.

      Ryder grabbed his knife from the sheath, and I felt like an ass for having his gun when he needed it the most, but neither one of us had time to talk, much less exchange weapons. The garage door opened, and I expected gunfire.

      I shouted, “Get down!” to Hazel just as one man walked into the garage. One man with an automatic weapon pointed directly at Hazel.

      I did the only thing I could in that moment. I dove for her, taking her down to the ground, my shoulder smashing against the concrete floor. Hazel’s scream was drowned out as the gun went off, littering the back wall with a spray of bullets, right above where her head had just been.

      “Wyatt, my gun!” Ryder shouted.

      There was no time. I rolled over onto my back, still covering Hazel as much as I could, and pointed the gun at the man. I had one shot. With my right arm out of commission, it wasn’t going to be easy, but I only had a split second to act. I squeezed the trigger, aiming for the chest. The man moved out of the way, the bullet didn’t even graze him, and he was already reloaded. Shit.

      I aimed again, but when I pulled the trigger, nothing happened. I was out of ammo. I hadn’t reloaded after the shootout at the house and now Ryder had the ammo on him. I was literally staring into the eyes of death.

      Everything else seemed to happen in slow motion: the man raised the gun toward me, and while I covered Hazel and waited for the spray of bullets with my eyes closed, nothing happened.

      Instead, there was a sound unlike anything I’d ever heard before. I opened my eyes in time to see Ryder behind the man, the man was on the ground, blood dripping from Ryder’s knife and the man’s throat as a sickening gurgling escaped his lips.

      There was no time to see if the man was dead or alive, or to ask Ryder how he managed to sneak up on him. I grabbed Hazel’s hand, yanking her up.

      “We have to go. There will be more,” Ryder called out.

      “Just give me a second,” Hazel said, running to the box. She lifted it, using her knees since it was obviously pretty heavy.

      “Leave it, there’s no time,” Ryder scolded.

      “I got it,” she said.

      She clearly had it, but it’s heft would prohibit her from running. Maybe it was all the adrenaline coursing through my veins, but I no longer felt any pain in my shoulder. I grabbed the box from her hands and yelled, “Go, now, I’ll catch up.”

      She hesitated, but I was right behind her. Once she realized I wasn’t slowed down, she ran to the truck. Other cars were pulling in at the entrance. There was one way in and one way out, and thankfully, no one had blocked the exit yet.

      Ryder hopped in the driver’s seat and Hazel and I climbed in the back as the truck started moving. He hit the gas and peeled out of there as about five black cars stopped at the storage unit. Two followed us.

      “We have to lose them,” Ryder muttered. “And fast.”

      “We’re in Los Angeles,” Hazel said. “Just head back toward Sunset. It’ll be too busy for them to shoot without anyone noticing, and we’ll try to lose them once we hop on the freeway.”

      “How did we get so lucky back there?” I asked, still in shock over how close we’d come to death.

      “Because that guy wasn’t a professional,” Hazel replied.

      Ryder turned onto Sunset Boulevard, and she was right - the guys were still on our tails, but they weren’t shooting, they were merely following us.

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “Because I know who he is,” she admitted softly. “His name is Hank Cromwell, and he’s a producer.”

      “A movie producer?” I asked, keeping an eye on the two cars following us. It slowly dwindled down to one. We lost the second car thanks to Ryder’s spastic driving and weaving in and out of traffic. “How’d he get caught up in all this?”

      “I don’t know,” Hazel said. “But I have a feeling it has to do with what’s in that box.”

      I’d forgotten all about the box until she’d mentioned it. It was sitting on the seat beside me, and she began to dig through it again. Ryder cursed under his breath.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “I can’t seem to lose this asshole,” he said.

      I turned to see that the car we thought we’d lost was now back behind us. “We’re coming up to the freeway now. Let’s hope we lose him there.”

      “Yeah, let’s hope,” Ryder grumbled. “Then what?”

      “Find a hotel out of town. We need to see what’s in the box and regroup and think about what we’re going to do next.”

      “Sounds like a plan, boss,” Ryder said dryly.

      There was some contention there, but I wasn’t about to argue with my brother while being tailed by the fucking mob. He could pout all he wanted, but as long as he lost the guys following us, I’d forgive him for being a dick. I was in no shape to drive. My wound had opened again.

      Hazel got to work cleaning me up, taking my shirt off, and I closed my eyes. I trusted in Ryder to get us lost. I trusted Hazel in caring for my arm. I was as relaxed as I could be, all things considered.

      Or maybe I was just in shock. All these years as a PI, and I’d never had someone point a gun directly at me. In the last twenty-four hours, it had happened twice. I’d also never watched a man bleed the way old Hank did back there. Ryder didn’t cut all the way through; the man might live, but he might not. Not only were we guilty of breaking and entering, but potentially manslaughter as well. Sure, it was self-defense, but would the judge see it that way? We’d broken into the storage unit. Hank might have been defending himself from us. It could be spun a hundred different ways, and we weren’t always the good guys in the end of the story.

      “Whatever’s in that box better be worth it,” I muttered.

      “Oh, I’m sure it is,” Hazel said, dabbing at my arm with a napkin. I flinched and she apologized. “I’m pretty sure, from what I can tell, it links Hank Cromwell to the death of Daphne Lambert.”

      My eyes widened, and I stared at her in shock. “And what does any of this have to do with Boone and the Mob?”

      “Well, I don’t know about the mafia connection yet, but Boone worked with Hank on a film not too long ago, one that also starred Daphne. Daphne and Hank were pretty close, and Boone was friendly with both of them, so there’s your connection.”

      “And Boone led us to the proof so we could nail this Cromwell asshole?” I asked.

      “Looks like it to me,” Hazel said, holding the napkin against my flesh and staring deep into my eyes. I could drown in the depths of her baby blues and die a happy man, I thought. She gave me a sweet smile before looking out the back window of the truck.

      “Are they still behind us?” I asked.

      “I think Ryder might have lost them,” she said softly.

      “Yeah, I lost them about a mile back. Not that anyone was paying attention,” Ryder growled.

      My brother glanced back at us and noticed Hazel’s hand resting on my chest. Ryder scowled before turning his attention back to the road. My brother had many demons, but jealousy wasn’t usually one of them. Of course, a woman like Hazel did strange things to a man, made you feel all kinds of emotions you weren’t familiar with. I didn’t blame him for feeling the way he did. I wouldn’t have liked being accused of threatening to rape a woman either, and to imagine Hazel believing that about me? I’d have lost my shit too.

      One way or another, we’d have to get things straightened out with Ryder. Hazel and I had gotten closer, but I knew she still had feelings for my brother. Not many things in this world could tear my brother and me apart, but Hazel was a special case.
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      The sun had already set, and we were several hours away from Los Angeles in the Central Valley of California, a town that smelled like a pig farm. Few people realized that outside of L.A. lies a lot of farming communities, and we’d ended up in one of those, in a hotel that was even shittier than the last one. It was small, with only about eight rooms or so, all of them with doors to the outside. We’d have preferred a private entrance, but beggars can’t be choosers.

      “We only have one room left,” the old man at the counter informed us.

      I found it hard to believe that anyone was staying in such a shithole, but I kept that thought to myself. There’d been a lot of diesel trucks in the parking lot, so people passing through from L.A. to San Francisco likely faced the same choice we did. Keep driving and hope to find something better or call it a night and take whatever you could get.

      Needless to say, we took the room.

      Wyatt stayed in the truck. We didn’t want to raise any suspicion with the amount of blood on his shirt. Ryder stayed with him. Once I had the key, I returned to the truck.

      “Last room at the end,” I said, climbing into the backseat. “Which means we can hide the truck around back.”

      Ryder started the engine and drove around back, parking near the tree line, far away from any roads. He still wasn’t talking much, but I figured as soon as we got into our room, all hell would break loose. Either that or we’d all pass out from exhaustion. Either one was possible, and personally, I favored the latter.

      “I’ll run into town and get Wyatt a new shirt,” Ryder offered, staying in the truck. He stared straight ahead.

      “No, not tonight,” Wyatt said. “Just in case they’ve made it this far, it’s best to stay out of sight.”

      I got out of the truck while Ryder scowled, still not moving from the front seat. I felt bad for everything that had happened, but we didn’t have time for his shit. The mafia was after us, Wyatt was hurt, and Boone was still missing. Oh, and we might have killed someone.

      Wyatt got out with me, and I handed him the key to the room. “Go on. We’ll meet you there in a sec.”

      Wyatt didn’t argue. He shot a look toward Ryder and shook his head, then headed to the hotel room.

      I climbed in the front seat with him. “Listen, I know you’re upset with me, and I understand why,” I said, staring at my hands. “But that was a long time ago. I was young and stupid, and I was taught to always believe someone when they say they’ve been assaulted.”

      “And you should,” Ryder said, his voice rough. He was still staring straight ahead. “You really should believe a woman when they say a man’s done them wrong, I absolutely believe that. Nine times out of ten, hell, probably ten times out of ten, they’re telling the truth.”

      I was taken aback, speechless for the first time in my life. He basically agreed with me, seemed to understand my rationale, yet, he was still angry. It didn’t make sense to me.

      Ryder ran a hand through his thick, shaggy hair, finally turning toward me. “I’m not mad at you, Hazel. I know it seems that way, and I’ll be honest, I want to be mad at you because I’d rather be mad than admit to being hurt, but it’s not your fault we lost the last several years of our lives together. It’s Lila’s, and I’ll never be able to forgive her. I can’t even fathom why she’d do that,” he said, throwing his hands down on the steering wheel and gripping it tightly.

      “She was jealous,” I whispered, the words barely escaping my mouth.

      “What?”

      I looked up, finally met his gaze. “She was jealous of me because she wanted the two of you to notice her,” I said. “But you never did. You always had eyes for me.”

      Ryder raised his eyebrows in surprise.

      I continued, reaching for his hand. “And she knew I had feelings for you. Both of you. And that ate her up inside. I’ve come to realize over the years that my stepsister is a petty, miserable human being, and she will destroy anything she can’t have. In our case, she couldn’t have you, and she made sure I didn’t get to have you either.” My fingers were tangled with his, and I squeezed his hand. “I meant it when I told you I had feelings for you, Ryder.”

      He licked his lips, and it took everything in me not to lean across and kiss him, to feel his lips against mine. But I’d slept with Wyatt; I’d made my choice. I couldn’t break Wyatt’s heart because I was confused. It wouldn’t be fair.

      Ryder finally spoke, and his voice was deeper and filled with emotion. “I’ve always loved you, Hazel, even if I wasn’t the best at showing it at times.”

      “I know,” I said softly. “I mean, I didn’t know it at the time. I was young and stupid. But I see it now, and I realize how much of a fool I was back then.”

      “Hush.” H raised a finger to my lips and pressed it against them. “The past is the past, and it’s not your fault. It’s Lila’s fault, not yours.”

      Those words brushed over my skin like sunlight, and it was like a thousand-pound brick was lifted off my shoulders. Hearing him say those words, knowing that all the years I’d stayed away hadn’t damaged our relationship beyond repair meant more than he’d ever know.

      Still, I knew it wouldn’t be that easy.

      “Things are still complicated,” I said, letting go of his hand.

      “I know you and Wyatt are close,” Ryder said, letting out a long sigh. “And I won’t do anything to hurt my brother or you. If you want to be with him, I’ll try to stay out of the way, but I can’t promise it’ll be easy watching you together, wondering what could have been.”

      The feeling from before, the warmth, passed as quickly as it came. My heart ached at his words. Even if I could be with Wyatt, I would also wonder the same thing. I wasn’t sure I could ever let my feelings for Ryder go.

      “I’m not sure I can be with either of you, honestly,” I said.

      Ryder’s eyes widened. “But didn’t you and Wyatt—"

      “Yes,” I said, cringing as I finished his sentence in my head. “We were together, and I know he cares about me, but to pick between the two of you… I just don’t think I can do it.”

      Tears stung my eyes, and I looked away from Ryder’s strong, dark gaze. I couldn’t bear to see the pain in them, knowing I was the cause of it. Whether he wanted to blame Lila or not, I was still at the center of all this, and my problem was the same as always. I couldn’t decide between the brothers. I loved them both too much.

      Ryder lifted my chin with his calloused hand, forcing me to stare into his almost black eyes. His fine, chiseled features were more pronounced than I remembered. In my head, he was still the same boy I left behind all those years ago, but in that moment, I saw him for the man he’d grown into.

      A strong, loyal family man. One who worked hard, who would do anything for those he loved, even if it hurt him in the process. He was a man any woman would be happy to end up with, and I could have him. He could be mine.

      But I had to choose.

      “Maybe you won’t have to pick,” Ryder said, speaking slowly.

      “What do you mean?”

      He shrugged. “I mean, the world has a way of sorting these things out. Maybe we just trust in the universe and see where it takes us. Hell, I may not survive the end of this and—”

      Before he finished, I closed the distance and kissed him. Our lips melded together, and I could tell I’d surprised him. He sat there, his body stiff but not pulling away, with just our lips touching.

      I pulled away, apologizing under my breath. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that.”

      I opened the car door, and with my cheeks burning bright red, I hurried to the hotel room. I couldn’t believe I’d kissed him, but the very thought of losing him had stirred something inside me. He was right. Any one of us, or all of us, could end up dead before this was over. We were in over our heads, and we’d be lucky to get out with them still attached.

      But I shouldn’t have kissed him.

      Not after sleeping with Wyatt.

      Hazel, what have you done? Look at the mess you’ve made, I cursed to myself as I knocked on the hotel room door.

      The door swung open, and I rushed inside to the bathroom. Wyatt tried to stop me, to ask me what happened with Ryder, but I couldn’t answer him.

      Just like all those years ago when I ran away when faced with my decision, I needed to be alone.
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      Ryder walked into the hotel shortly after I did, and through the walls, I could hear the two of them talking. I picked out words now and then, enough to know they were talking about me, but not getting the entire story.

      I sat on the toilet seat, my legs pulled up and underneath me and my face resting in my hands. Looking up, I saw myself in the mirror and thought I looked pathetic.

      I was pathetic.

      I kicked the trash can out of frustration, sending it across the tiny room with a clatter. The voices in the other room stopped, and a second later there was a knock on the door.

      “You okay?” Wyatt asked.

      “I’m fine,” I said miserably.

      More silence on the other side of the door. They were worried about me. Hell, I was worried about me. Sitting in a bathroom and pouting wasn’t me. I was better than this. I needed to do the right thing, which was to stand up, go out there, and address the problem at hand. It was my mess to clean up. Feelings would get hurt, no one would be happy, but it was the way it had to be. I couldn’t cause friction between Wyatt and Ryder. They were family, the only family the other one had. I wasn’t about to tear them apart simply because I couldn’t make up my mind.

      I knew what I had to do, but getting up and going out there was a lot harder than it sounded. It took me a few more minutes, but finally, I pushed myself up and forced myself to exit the bathroom.

      Wyatt was closest to me, on the bed, wearing nothing but his jeans. His bare chest was a sight for sore eyes, but at least the wound on his shoulder didn’t look as bad as I thought it would. He must have cleaned it while I was outside talking to Ryder. He was in no shape to stand, but he still tried, a pained look on his handsome face.

      I put a hand on his chest, gently nudging him back down. “Rest.”

      Ryder was standing by the door since there were no other chairs in the room. That’s when I noticed the other big problem. There was only one bed. It was a king-sized bed, but still, one bed for all three of us.

      As if the entire situation couldn’t get more awkward or painful, well, there you go. The universe had to give us one final kick in the balls.

      Ryder walked over to me as I was staring at the bed, and he took me by the shoulders. He was calm, which surprised me. He was never that calm, especially when it came to anything regarding emotions.

      Before I knew what was happening, Ryder pulled me toward him, wrapping his tree-trunk arms around me, holding me tight. It had been so long since we’d hugged, but right away, it felt familiar and comforting, my heads resting against his chest. I let him hold me like that for a long time, not wanting to let him go. Eventually, all good things must come to an end, and he pulled back just enough to look into my eyes.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he said, his voice softer than I’d ever known it to be.

      I had no idea what he meant by that, but his words rolled over me, filling me with that familiar warmth. I wanted to believe him so badly that I just accepted it. I nodded, agreeing with him. I forgot all about the mafia and everything else in our little world for a moment, and only listened to Ryder’s words telling me everything would be fine.

      But all it took was a glance at Wyatt with his injured arm to remember that we were in real danger.

      “I wish I could believe you,” I said, putting more distance between us. “But let’s face it, we don’t know that. And I can’t lose you. I can’t lose either of you.”

      Ryder and Wyatt shared a look, and I wasn’t exactly sure what it meant. Wyatt got up from the bed and walked over to us, hugging me from behind. Ryder held me close again, sandwiching me between the two of them.

      My heart raced as I felt their hard bodies pressed against me. I’d always fantasized about having both brothers at once, but never thought it would be a reality. Even then, standing between them, I saw it as nothing more than an act of comfort.

      Ryder lifted my face and stared deep into my eyes.

      “We don’t want to lose you either,” he whispered. “And maybe we don’t have to.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Wyatt pressed his lips against the back of my neck, sending a shiver down my spine. My knees felt like they might give out on me. Ryder kissed me, holding my face in his hands as his tongue pushed past my lips.

      Both their hands were on me, moving over the length of my body. I couldn’t tell whose hands were fondling my breasts and whose were groping my ass; they all blended together. One set of hands lifted my shirt, pulling it off over my head. The other set worked on my pants, letting them drop to the floor, until I was standing between them in nothing but my bra and panties.

      Even those didn’t stay on for long with four hands working on them.

      Wyatt’s mouth moved lower, down my back and spine, as he slipped my panties down. Ryder’s rough hands reached around, removing my bra and letting it fall to the ground with my pants, exposing my breasts to him.

      His eyes lit up as he looked at me. He took me in with a hunger so deep, I wanted nothing more than to sate it.

      I ripped his shirt off, stroking the smooth muscle of his chest with my bare hands. His brother was more athletic than him, but Ryder worked hard outdoors, and it showed. My hands fumbled with his pants, but he helped me, kissing every inch of my face and neck. He dotted kisses down my neck, nibbling on my earlobe, as his pants and boxers landed on the floor. I reached for his cock, but he took my hands into his, stopping me before I could feel him or even see him. He stepped back, and I moved with him until the two of us landed on the bed, me on top of him.

      Wyatt climbed onto the bed too, still in his jeans. I scolded him playfully. “No clothes allowed in the bed.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, standing up just long enough to lose his pants.

      Wyatt was long and thick and hard as a rock. I couldn’t see Ryder’s erection, but I felt it pressing into me, and he was just as big - if not bigger - than his brother.

      Wyatt crawled back into bed, lying beside us as Ryder made out with me. Not wanting Wyatt to feel left out, I pulled away from his brother and started kissing him. Ryder’s body pressed upward, into me, his shaft rubbing against my wetness.

      God, was this really happening, I wondered. I didn’t have a second to even consider the possibility it might all be a dream, because Ryder flipped me onto my side, putting me between his brother and him.

      “You’re much nicer to look at it,” he teased, kissing me as I wrapped my leg over his hip.

      Both sets of hands worked at my body, taking turns rubbing my most sensitive parts, burying fingers deep inside me until I screamed for more. I needed to be filled, but not by just one of them; no, I needed them both.

      Ryder guided his cock against my opening, and I thrust toward him, taking him inside me at last. Both of us let out a groan of pleasure as he reached the deepest parts of me. My body stretched and opened for him, welcoming him inside me like we were always meant to be together.

      But I couldn’t forget Wyatt, who was kissing my neck from behind, his fingers teasing my nipples while his brother fucked me.

      “Wyatt, please, I need you inside me,” I whimpered.

      He growled into my ear, “Do you mean—”

      “YES!” I cried out. “Yes, please, I need you inside me.”

      He didn’t hesitate a second longer. He gathered  my juices on his fingers and coated himself in them, then his slick member rubbed against the back of me. He spit into his hand and worked his fingers slowly into my tight hole, stretching me to accommodate him. I tightened up at the intrusion at first, but Wyatt gently probed me with his thick finger as the discomfort slowly dissolved into pleasure.I pressed my ass backward, toward him, beckoning him to take me. Wyatt moved much slower than Ryder, but he entered me from behind only pressing in an inch or two as I writhed.

      I’d never felt so fulfilled in my life, and the feeling was more intense than I could ever imagine. The moment Wyatt entered me, it was like one, long orgasm broke over me. His brother and he moved in a slow, gentle rhythm, their mouths covering my face, neck and shoulders as they fucked me.

      Wyatt groaned into my ear, “Fuck, you’re so tight, I can hardly control myself.”

      “Then don’t control yourself,” I whimpered.

      Ryder went first, pummeling into me faster and harder than before, sending me over the edge. I came hard, writhing between their firm bodies, screaming their names. “Oh Wyatt! Oh Ryder! Yes!”

      Both my pussy and ass spasmed as I came, clenching their cocks. This pushed Wyatt over the edge, and he grabbed my hips, pulling me against him as he let out an animalistic growl, filling me with his seed.

      Ryder wasn’t far behind, thrusting his cock deep inside me, his face twisted into a look of pure bliss. Their hard cocks throbbed inside of me, bringing on another orgasm. I came with them, harder than I’d ever come before, my nails burying in Ryder’s back as I cried out in pleasure.

      All three of us fell limp onto the bed together. Their now deflated cocks slipped out of me, but they continued to hold me, to kiss me. None of us said a word; we just laid together in bed. Exhaustion soon took hold, and I fell asleep within minutes, falling into a calm, content slumber, surrounded by the men I loved.
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      No one wanted to wake up to the screams of a loved one. The sound that woke me up that morning was unlike anything I’d heard before, and God knew, I hoped I’d never hear anything like that again.

      It was a mixture between a sob and a scream, and it stabbed me right in the gut.

      I sat upright, just as Wyatt had to. We both were wide awake within seconds. Neither one of us had clothes on. Hazel had thrown on her shirt at some point, and her hair was wet, which meant she’d taken a shower while we were asleep. Now, she stood beside the bed, on the phone, with tears streaming down her face.

      “What’s wrong?” Wyatt asked, scrambling to get to her.

      I was closest to her, and I got there first.

      “They have Christina,” she said through shaking sobs. Her entire body was trembling, and the phone fell from her hands. She went limp into my arms, and I held her, not sure what else I could do. I stared over my shoulder at my brother, who seemed equally at a loss.

      “What did they say?” I said, pulling myself together.

      “They want to meet in two hours, or they’re going to kill her. They’re done with our games and said it’s obvious they need to do something drastic to get Boone’s attention.”

      She pulled away from me and started searching the room for her shorts. When she found them, she put them on and appeared a little calmer. She’d managed to get a grip, but I didn’t like the look on her face. I knew that look well.

      “What are you doing?”

      “They’re willing to free Christina if they have another hostage. Since I’m Boone’s sister, I’m more valuable to them,” she stated matter-of-factly.

      She was going to turn herself over to those fuckers to free her friend.

      Wyatt pieced things together too, and we both went for the door. I grabbed my pants on the way over, stumbling into them.

      “No way in hell are you going,” I said, standing my ground in front of the door. With my pants on, I felt a lot more in control of the situation. Wyatt was still struggling to find his, but I stood my ground, blocking the exit for Hazel.

      She scowled at me, her blue eyes filled with fire. “I have to, Ryder. You don’t understand. Christina is innocent in all this. She doesn’t deserve to die.”

      “Neither do you!” I shouted. “Besides, do you really think they’ll just release her because you hand yourself over? No. Because now she knows too much.”

      “Well, I have to try,” she said, walking over to me and standing as tall as she could. Even at her tallest, she was a foot shorter than me. It would have been cute if the situation wasn’t so serious. “I can’t sit around and do nothing at all.”

      “I’m not going to let you walk into a death trap either,” I told her firmly.

      “You can’t force me to stay here,” she argued.

      “Wanna bet?” I said, towering over her.

      Her eyes narrowed and she gave me her most hateful stare, but there was no way I’d back down. I would stand in front of that door for weeks if I had to, anything to keep her safe.

      “Guys, listen to this,” Wyatt interrupted, breaking through the tension. “Boone sent us a message about fifteen minutes ago.”

      “We don’t have time for another puzzle,” I growled.

      “It’s not a puzzle, it’s an address,” he said. “Maybe we should check it out?”

      “I’m going to Christina,” Hazel said, folding her arms in front of her chest.

      “Where did they want to meet you?” Wyatt asked.

      Hazel gave an address. Wyatt was quiet for a second, typing it into his phone, then rushed over to us.

      “The address Boone gave us is like fifteen minutes from where they want to meet,” he said. “We could swing by there first, see if there’s anything that could help us, and if all else fails, head to Christina.”

      “They said only one of us could come,” Hazel said. “Unless Boone is with us, only one person or they’ll kill Christina on sight. And us.”

      “Then let that person be me,” I said.

      “No fucking way,” Hazel argued, shaking her head.

      “Why not? I’m his best friend. I’m sure I’d make excellent bait as well,” I said.

      “No,” Wyatt said. “If anyone goes, it’s me.”

      “Fuck, no,” Hazel and I said at the same time.

      “Why not?”

      Because you’re already injured, Wyatt. You can’t really defend yourself if the going gets tough,” I said. “I can fight back. I stand a better chance at escaping.”

      “No,” Hazel said. “No, it has to be me. No one else needs to be hurt by my brother’s antics.”

      “I still say we check out this address first. If nothing comes of it, then one of us will head over to the meeting with whoever has your friend,” Wyatt said. He gave me a look, and I knew he was up to something. I just wasn’t sure what. I decided to play along.

      Hazel didn’t seem convinced, but when Wyatt joined me in front of the door with his pants and shirt on and both of us towered over her, she must have realized she had no other choice.

      Heaving a sigh, she said, “Fine.” But she didn’t look happy about it. “Just know that I won’t let up. I won’t let either of you go. It will be me that replaces Christina.”

      Wyatt shot me a look that said “Hold back,” so I did. I didn’t argue with her. As much as I wanted to, I followed my brother’s lead.

      “Let’s just see what happens at this address, alright?” I said. “But first, we need to get Wyatt cleaned up, make sure his wound doesn’t get infected.”

      Mentioning Wyatt and his wound softened the look on Hazel’s face. I almost felt bad for using it to help execute my plan. The way she looked at my brother, it was clear she loved him dearly and that she’d do anything to protect him.

      And I felt the same way about her.

      “You’re right, but we need to hurry,” Hazel said, motioning for my brother to follow her into the bathroom. We shared a look, and I think that’s when Wyatt figured out my plan. He had one of his own, but this part wasn’t in it. He hesitated, but while Hazel’s back was turned, I spoke softly into his ear.

      “One of us has to do it, or she will.”

      She loved him, I saw it in her eyes. She had feelings for me, but I knew she would always love Wyatt more. They deserved to be happy together, and by handing myself over, I was killing two birds with one stone. The two people I loved most in the world would end up happy, eventually, and at least they’d be alive.

      I had a split second to make a run for it. Wyatt hesitated but relented, walking over to Hazel and sitting down on the bed. He never took his eyes off me, mouthing the words, “Don’t do it.” But I knew I had to do it. There was no other way.

      She removed his shirt and started caring for the wound, her back to the door.

      That was my moment.

      I opened the door and slipped out, the truck keys in my hand. I heard Hazel’s voice calling out to me, cursing me, but I had a head start on her. I ran like my life depended on it, because hers certainly did, and made it to my truck seconds before she did. Locking the doors, I started the old truck as Hazel approached, screaming at me with tears in her eyes.

      “Don’t do this, Ryder! Please don’t do this! I can’t lose you,” she wailed beating her fists against my window. She fell to her knees in the parking lot as I drove away, trying my damnedest not to look back at her.

      Her screams echoed in my ears for a long time after I drove away, but I kept on chugging along the freeway, headed toward the address she had given to Wyatt.
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      I ran to her as fast as I could, scooping her up with my good arm and lifting her off the ground. She fought against me at first, not wanting to go back inside, but the truck was long gone, with no way for us to follow him. She pounded her fists against my chest, screaming at me in a fit of rage. I guided her back into the room and shut the door behind us.

      “How could you?” she howled. “You tricked me!”

      “Hazel, I didn’t know! I swear to you,” I said, grabbing her fists. Her entire body shook as she wept. “Do you think I wanted that to happen?”

      “You were up to something, both of you,” I said.

      “Yes, I was,” I admitted. “I was planning on running off myself, not letting him go.”

      She stopped fighting me and stared at me with big, bright eyes that shone with fear and anger, a blend of emotions that shook her to her very core.

      “Wyatt, I— I can’t lose you, either. I can’t lose either of you,” she said. “I love you both too much.”

      Hearing those words fall from her lips, even through the tears, caused my heart to thunder in my chest. She loved me. I’d waited nearly all my damn life to hear her say it. I stroked her face, comforting her. “And we both love you too. Neither of us could live with ourselves if something happened to you, that’s why Ryder went through with this.”

      My phone buzzed, causing us both to jump. Hazel reached for it, but I pulled it back, not letting her take it from me.

      “Is it Ryder?” she asked impatiently.

      “No,” I said, watching her face fall. “It’s Boone. I told him they had Christina, and—”

      “You what?” Hazel asked. “You told him?”

      “Yeah, right after I saw his message with the address,” I said.

      “Oh no. No, no, no,” she said, falling to the ground again. She kept shaking her head and repeating the word no. “If Boone knows, he’ll try to go to her,” she said.

      I looked at my messages and she was right. A chasm opened in my chest and I had to stave off my own cresting wave of emotion.

      Don’t do anything more. I’m handling things from now on. Take what you have to the police, and whatever you do, keep Hazel safe. Take care of her. Tell her I love her and I’m sorry.

      It almost felt like a goodbye, and in a way, it was. He was done, handing himself over to the people who wanted him dead. Hazel grabbed my phone from my hand and read the message, her voice catching in her throat. Her hands fumbled as she typed something, and I couldn’t make out what she was typing. A second later, my phone rang and Hazel answered.

      “Boone, please,” she begged. “I can’t lose you.”

      I sat down beside her on the floor, my ear close to the phone so I could hear his responses to her.

      “I love her, Hazel. I can’t let anything happen to her,” he said. “I can fix this, but we both know what that means. And I’d rather trade myself for her. I’d do it any day of the week.”

      “No, Boone, please; this isn’t goodbye.”

      “It is goodbye, Hazel. I’m sorry,” he said. “Tell Ryder and Wyatt to take care of you. I love you.”

      “No, Boone, please—”

      Before she could say anything else, the line went dead. Hazel screamed in frustration, throwing the phone across the room. It hit the wall with a dull thud, bounced off, and hit the floor.

      “They’re all going to die. All of them,” she whimpered. “And there’s nothing I can do about it.”

      Hearing her cry broke my heart, and I felt so helpless. I hated feeling helpless. I had to take care of her but wasn’t sure how I could do that. And my brother and friend were out there, meeting with some very bad men and were likely going to get themselves killed in the process. I couldn’t sit around and do nothing.  I just couldn’t.

      “If I rent us a car, can you drive?” I asked.

      “Of course! But—”
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        * * *

      

      Before she got any slick ideas, I put my hands up, stopping her. “We’re not going to the meeting location. I want to get us a car and get the hell out of here. I need to keep you safe, and I think the safest place for you is far away from Los Angeles while all this shit goes down. I need to get you clear of it, Hazel.”

      “I’m a big girl, you know. I can take care of myself.”

      “Yes, but I also owe it to Ryder and your brother to make sure you’re safe. I gave them both my word,” I said. “And I hate feeling useless. At least let me do this one damn thing.”

      “I understand,” she said, staring at her hands. She was quiet for a second, seeming to ponder something over before saying, “You know, I think there were some cards in the office for a rental car place nearby. They even offered to pick you up.”

      “Sounds perfect,” I said, grimacing as I stood up.

      I had no idea where we’d go, but at least we’d be out of dodge. I grabbed my phone, pocketing it, and said a silent prayer that I’d hear from both Ryder and Boone in a few hours, telling me everything worked out and they were all safe.

      It was probably too much to ask for, but hell, hope was all I had left at that point.
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        * * *

      

      “Why are we stopping?” I asked as Hazel pulled over to the side of the road.

      I looked around and I didn’t see much. There were just some old warehouse buildings, which made me a bit suspicious. I’d let her drive because my right arm was all banged up, but I was regretting that choice as she stepped out of the car.

      “I’ll be right back,” she said. “You stay here.”

      “Hell no,” I told her, getting out of the car with her.

      She quickened her pace, doing her best to keep herself a few steps ahead of me as she headed for the warehouses. I had to speed up to catch her, grabbing her arm as she fought against me.

      “Let me go!”

      With lightning fast speed, she spun and swung her leg out, kicking me in the shin. It hurt like hell, but I didn’t budge. I wouldn’t budge. Not unless she turned her ass around and headed for the car rather than the warehouses.

      “We were supposed to be heading to Mexico,” I said.

      “Yeah, well, I decided to make a pit stop,” she said, her head held high, her chin jutting out defiantly. “Thought I’d pick up a few of our friends along the way.”

      I looked to the warehouses lost in thought, my gut churning, and while I was distracted, Hazel took advantage of it. She slipped her arm free and took off running, and boy, she was fast. My legs were longer than hers, but I was built for heavy lifting, not running. She was on the track team in high school. She’d been one of the fastest girls we had too. Not much had changed between then and now; she still ran like the goddamn wind.

      I booked it after her, but she was like a cheetah after her prey and there was nothing on God’s green earth going to stop her. She didn’t even bother to watch where she was going either, which scared the shit out of me.

      I had to focus on her, not where we were headed, which made me nervous. I couldn’t lose sight of her, especially as we got closer to the buildings. I followed her through a doorway and tried to keep pace as she weaved in and out of the corridors, faking lefts and rights, trying to throw me off. I slowly gained on her, and just when I thought I might finally be able to grab her, she stopped.

      I hit the brakes as fast as I could, feeling like a car skidding on ice. She was a sports car, able to stop on a dime. I was more like a tank; it took me a while to slow and then stop. I just barely avoided running into her, which wouldn’t have ended well for her. It only took me a second to realize why she’d stopped running.

      We were there.

      In a large, empty room, I saw my brother standing off to one side, partially hidden from view. He saw me at the same time, and even though he couldn’t say anything, I read the reaction on his face before he was able to check himself and smooth his features. The look of shock that had been there a moment before was gone in a flash.

      “Hazel,” I whispered, taking her arm, hoping it wasn’t too late to escape with her.

      A large garage door in the far end of the room opened at that moment, pulling up slowly and revealing about ten armed men who were just looking for a reason to shoot somebody. In the middle of all of them was a petite Hispanic woman tied to a chair. I figured that must be Christina.

      “Hazel, come on,” I said, though I knew we were too late.

      My brother hadn’t been able to control his reaction quickly enough, and they saw us. A large man, who had to be at least six-foot-seven and weighed in at more than four hundred pounds— much of it solid muscle— stepped toward us. As far as I could tell, he wasn’t armed. He may have been one of the only ones who wasn’t.

      I had a tight grip on Hazel’s arm and began walking her backward, but she dug her heels into the ground and refused to budge. The man walked up to us and smiled.

      “I thought I said only one of you, or your friend dies,” the man said.

      “I tried,” Hazel said. “He wouldn’t let me go. I had to trick him to get here, but neither of us are armed and I’ll hand myself over willingly if you let her go, like we discussed on the phone.”

      The man looked me over, then studied Hazel. “And your brother?”

      “I have no idea where he is. I told you that before,” she said. “Nothing has changed on that front. My brother is in the wind. I swear it.”

      From the corner of my eye, near Ryder, I saw movement. A bright red mop of hair had joined him, hugging the side of the building, just out of sight. Boone had finally decided to make an appearance.

      The man seemed to mull the situation over, stroking his mustache as he studied Hazel. Then he shrugged.

      “I’m not so sure your brother cares about you, so to be sure, I’ll keep the girl hostage in addition to the two of you,” he said. “Maybe your brother won’t want four murders on his hands.

      Fuck. Just as I expected.

      Hazel still seemed unfazed. She sat there calmly and quietly. I had no idea how she wasn’t freaking the fuck out, but I was impressed and I tried to follow her lead. I wasn’t surprised by his dirty tactics or the fact that he’d break a deal he just brokered in good faith. Not in the slightest. Hazel yanked her arm free and walked toward the man.

      The men behind her raised their weapons menacingly, a dozen gun barrels trained directly on her. She held out her hands to show she was unarmed.

      “That’s not what we agreed on,” she said, her voice calm as she spoke slowly.

      “Yeah, but now that you’re both here, it’s just easier this way,” the man said, motioning for two men behind him to step forward. “And I’m nothing if not efficient.”

      The two men had guns as large as their arms and masks covering their faces. One grabbed Hazel’s arm, the other grabbed my bad one, and I winced in pain.

      That left eight others armed and ready to fight. Our odds of making it out of this alive and in one piece weren’t looking good, not in the least. Even if Ryder and Boone could surprise them, I wasn’t sure they could take on eight to ten armed men at once. That was asking a lot from a couple of guys without any sort of training.

      Without a solid plan in mind that would keep us alive, I let the armed man hold onto my arm. I gave him the sense that he was in control, while keeping an eye on my brother and Boone. As if on cue, Ryder nodded his head at me, and I knew exactly what it meant.

      With my good arm, I swung at the man, clocking him right in the face with my bare fist. The crack of my fist meeting his nose sounded like a baseball hitting an old leather mitt. The snap of his nose was loud, and the blood started to flow immediately. The man’s neck snapped backward, and he let out an audible grunt but remained standing.

      His grip loosened on me, though, so I lashed out with my leg, knocking him off his feet, and the gun fell to the ground when he landed flat on his back. We both went for it at the same time, just as shots rang out around us, the shots sounding like thunder rolling across the sky. I was a half second faster than the big man, grabbing the fallen gun first. I spun, rolled over, and brought it to bear on the man.

      Ryder and Boone had stepped out of their hiding places and opened fire from their positions, drawing the attention of the armed men. Hazel had broken free and with the help of Ryder, was standing near the man who had grabbed her. Boone had focused on saving Christina, and the men around her were on the ground, bleeding. The element of surprise had given us an advantage and the momentum was on our side for now, but more men flooded the room from a back door and outnumbered us in a matter of moments.

      The man on the ground by Hazel kicked her feet out from under her. She went down like a sack of dirty laundry. I heard her grunt when she fell backside first onto the pavement as I rushed toward her. Ryder did as well, but we were too late. The man had his gun back and it was aimed directly at her face. He lifted Hazel to her feet and drug her over to the big man.

      “We’ll kill her. I swear to God I’ll blow a hole in her big enough to drive a truck through. Don’t fucking think I won’t,” the big man said. “If you want her alive, throw down your weapons.”

      Hazel screamed in frustration, “Don’t do it, they’ll kill all of us if you do.”

      The main guy shrugged. “Maybe. Or maybe we’ll let her live since she’s pretty harmless.”

      Ryder and I looked at one another.

      “No, please,” Hazel pleaded. “Shoot this fucker. Don’t give up.”

      The math was not on our side. There were too many of them and only four of us. And they had Hazel. There was no getting around it. We were outnumbered, outgunned, and if we did anything rash or stupid, Hazel would be the first of us to die.

      I dropped my gun first, laying it gently at my feet. Ryder did the same thing next. We watched Boone, who was closing in on Christina, and he finally relented, placing the weapon at his feet and putting his hands up.

      It was over.
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      Harmless, huh? I always loved when men underestimated me based on my size. It had happened with Wyatt earlier and I was still in a bit of a snit about it. I was going to make these assholes sorry for ever messing with me and my family. My guys giving up their guns put a kink in my plan, however. I had intended for them to be ready to fight when I made my move. Now I had to just do it and hope for the best. Not a great plan, but the only plan I had.

      I might not get out of it alive by doing it that way, but at least they might. Knowing they would all survive made sacrificing myself worth it.

      The man holding me was standing beside the big man now. They clearly thought they’d won the battle. As others grabbed my guys, I prepared for my big move. As the big man directed the traffic of his men, I felt his grip on me loosen somewhat, his attention divided rather than focused solely on me. This was it. Now or never.

      Being a stuntwoman meant I’d choreographed a shit ton of fight scenes. Several similar to this exact scenario, in fact. Maybe TV and reality were very different, but sometimes they crossed paths and bore very striking similarities to each other.

      I bent forward and drove my head backward with all the force I could manage. There was a sickening crunching of bone as the hard back of my head connected with his soft and squishy face. The move took him by complete surprise, giving me just enough freedom to squat down and grab his legs, yanking them upward. The man lost his balance, dropping the gun to the side. I twisted around, grabbed the gun and moved over to the big man, the one in charge.

      I held the gun against his chest, and everyone in the building stopped moving at once. The silence was deafening after all the gunfire, and I bet you could hear the big man’s heart beating in his chest if you listened hard enough.

      I knew one thing about these types of situations— the man in charge only cared about himself. His men were simply minions, pawns on the game board who could be easily replaced. But having him under my control meant the others might stand down. It was risky and probably doomed to failure, but it was a chance I had to take.

      And much to my shock, it worked.

      The big man called out, “Stand down.” They obeyed.

      Boone ran over to Christina and started untying her.

      “Get on your knees,” I ordered him, pressing the gun to his forehead as he obeyed.

      “Harmless, huh? I don’t look so damn harmless now, do I?” I growled into his ear. “Tell them to let my guys go.”

      In the distance, I heard sirens. Someone in Los Angeles must have finally called the cops, or maybe they were headed elsewhere. I wasn’t sure. I also wasn’t counting on them to save us. I’d come to understand clearly that the only person you could truly count on in this world was yourself.

      The big man hesitated, so I buried the muzzle of the gun into his scalp. “I said, release my men.”

      “Let them go,” he said slowly, then lowered his voice as he glared up at me. “Don’t think this is over.”

      But it was over. Boone managed to get Christina untied just as the police swarmed the warehouse. We were no longer outnumbered, they were. I eventually dropped my weapon as officers surrounded us, hollering at me to do just that. I held my hands up in the air. Sometimes it was hard to tell the bad guys from the good ones in cases like this, where people were everywhere and everything was so chaotic, so I did everything I was told to do and did it with a smile. I got down on the ground, showed them my hands, and answered their questions.

      In the end, it was pretty easy for them to see what went down. They knew the big man. Apparently his name was Charlie Rossi, and he’d been wanted for some time. No surprise there.

      They questioned all of us, and I brought out the box from the storage unit that we had put in the truck and handed it over to them. I wanted to be done with all of it. I wanted to go back to my normal life like none of this had ever happened. I’d take the twelve-hour days jumping through glass or fire rather than everything I’d been through since returning to Colorado. The sooner they took over, the better. Now that Boone was safe, and Christina too, I felt confident everything would be okay.

      We talked to the cops for what felt like an eternity, but once we were released, I found my way through the crowd of people and into the arms of the men I loved.

      “I’m so sorry,” I told Wyatt. “I hoped to lose you. I didn’t want to drag you into this.”

      He kissed me. “I’m just glad it all worked out. I love you and I didn’t want to lose you. I couldn’t have lived with myself if I let it happen and did nothing.”

      “I love you too,” I said, hugging him, savoring the feeling of his heart thundering against me before turning to his brother. I punched Ryder hard in the chest. “That’s for tricking me.”

      “Sounds like I’m not the only trickster amongst us,” he said, cocking an eyebrow at me.

      “Yeah, but you gave me no choice,” I told him. “I had to do something.”

      “I should have told you to keep my brother safe, not the other way around,” he teased.

      “Now you know better.”

      We stared at each other for a long time before I gave in. I stood on my tiptoes and kissed him, whispering the words I wanted to say against his mouth.

      “I’m just glad you’re okay,” I admitted. “I love you, Ryder.”

      “I love you too,” he said.

      Boone and Christina hadn’t left each other’s sight since they were reunited. They clung to each other like a drowning man might cling to a life preserver, and it was clear there was something deeper and more meaningful than they were willing to admit to was going on between them. Despite their denials, their relationship was serious. I walked over to them, putting an arm around my brother’s shoulder.

      “How did I not see this?” I said, motioning between the two of them.

      “You were pretty busy,” Boone said.

      “And, well, we were worried you’d be mad,” Christina said, averting her eyes.

      “Mad? Why would I be mad?” I asked. “Two of my favorite people, happy? Come on, now.”

      “Thank you,” Christina said, taking my hand. “For everything.”

      I removed my arm from my brother’s shoulder, my face serious. I licked my lips and looked at my friend. “Hey, Christina, if you don’t mind, can I talk to my brother for a second?”

      I remembered everything Ryder had told me— about the drugs, about Lila and him— and the idea that he was somehow tied to the mafia? Well, that shit didn’t sit well with me.

      Christina gave me a small smile and said, “Of course.”

      I watched her walk over to where Wyatt was sitting, an EMT looking over his wound.

      “I bet you want to know how I got tied up with all of this,” Boone said, reading my mind.

      “Among other things,” I said. “But yeah, let’s start with that.”

      He chuckled, and I had to resist the urge to smack the shit out of him. It wasn’t funny, not in the slightest. But I knew my brother often laughed when things got tough. It was a coping mechanism.

      “Well, you knew Daphne and I were close, right?”

      “Yeah, I knew you were friends,” I said.

      “We were more than friends,” he said, staring down at the ground. “But only for a month or so. Then she started dating Hank, and well, I think you know the rest.”

      “Hank killed Daphne, but where does that leave you?”

      Boone sighed. “Hank killed Daphne because she knew too much. She found out about his ties to the mafia and knew he was involved in some illegal shit. That pretty much sealed her fate.”

      “How do you know all this?” I asked, eyes wide.

      “Because she told me the night he killed her. She called me hours before they found her body, and I was the one who told her to go to the cops,” he said.

      My heart dropped. “So you were never actually involved with the Mob?”

      “Seriously? Hazel, do you honestly think I’d be involved in shit like that?”

      “I don’t know. I wouldn’t have thought so, but Ryder told me you used to sell drugs, and all kinds of other interesting shit.”

      “It was pot and it was back in high school, but yeah. I’ve been on the up and up for years,” he said, his blue eyes staring deep into mine. “I promised you when I moved to L.A. I was done getting into trouble, and I meant it. And to my credit, I’ve avoided trouble for the most part.”

      “But eventually, trouble just happens to find you,” I muttered.

      “I guess it does,” he said, looking off into the distance. We were quiet for a long time before he asked me, “So what’s up with you and Ryder and Wyatt? Like, are you a threesome or some weird shit I don’t want to think about?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, wringing my hands. “I’m not sure what we are. I’m still confused about that myself, but I love them both and they both love me, so I guess I’ll see where that takes us.”

      “Well, I just want you to be happy,” he said with a grin.

      “I’ll be happier once we can go home,” I said.

      “I’m not sure I want to stay in L.A. after all this,” Boone said, his smile faltering.

      “I didn’t mean our apartment in L.A. I meant home. As in Colorado,” I said.

      Boone looked at me wide-eyed and open mouthed. But I had to face facts; I felt the same way about remaining in L.A. I had no desire to stay in the city after what went down, and after spending time at home, I realized just how much I missed it.

      It was nice to hear that Boone felt the same way.

      “You know, it’s a nice town to start a family in,” he said, nudging my arm playfully.

      “Oh yeah?” I chuckled. “Can’t wait for my nieces and nephews then.”

      “I’ll get right on that,” Boone said, and there was a hint of seriousness to his voice that made me happy.

      Never before had my brother talked about settling down and having a family, but he looked toward Christina with a faint smile. I could read the thoughts as they passed over his face. I had no doubt she was the one who’d changed his mind about all that.
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        * * *

      

      “Home sweet home,” Ryder said as soon as we stepped through the front door of his place.

      After picking up a few things at my apartment, I decided to head back to Colorado straight away. I didn’t want to stay alone, and I think the guys were more than happy to let me crash at their place.

      So much so, they even let me bring my asshole cat with me. Bill hissed and growled the entire ride home, but I knew he would eventually get used to living in Colorado. I mean, what choice did he have, right? Besides, he was exchanging a cramped apartment for a large house. I figured it was a step in the right direction for him. The little bastard should have been grateful. I warned him I’d let him out to meet the much bigger cats on the mountain side if he didn’t shape up. He looked at me like he had zero fucks to give.

      I’d decided to stay with the guys instead of at my own house since Boone and Christina were also heading that way. I’d let them have our house. Besides, the guys and I had a lot to figure out. None of us had spoken about the night in the hotel room, but none of us shied away from showing affection in front of each other either. When you got that close to death, I think it was expected that you want to show your loved ones how much they meant to you.

      But now that we were home and life was getting back to normal, I knew we’d have to address the issue sooner or later.

      I needed time to think, so I stepped out onto the back patio alone. Overlooking the mountains, breathing the clean, fresh air, I tried to clear my head. I wasn’t sure how to approach the subject. I heard the sliding glass door open, followed by two pairs of footsteps. My time was up.

      Ryder stood to my right, Wyatt on my left. Each of them took one of my hands in theirs. Taking a deep, shaky breath, I started to speak, but Ryder spoke before I could get a word out.

      “Hazel, we almost lost you twice now,” he said, turning toward me. “And neither of us can stand the thought of losing you again.”

      “I know,” I said softly. “I’m sorry it has to be—”

      Wyatt pressed his fingers to my lips. “Let us finish.”

      I nodded, and Wyatt continued. “We realize we’ll do anything to avoid losing you again. Literally anything.”

      Ryder finished. “Including sharing you, if that’s what it takes.”

      “Sharing me?” I stammered. “You mean you’d really consider that?”

      “It means you don’t have to choose,” Wyatt said, shrugging. “You can have us both. If you want.”

      “Are you sure about that?” I searched their faces, fearful I’d see some sign of jealousy or hurt. Some reluctance on one of their faces. But instead, I saw two men who were absolutely sure about what they were offering.

      “We’re not saying it’ll always be easy,” Ryder said. “But it’s worth it to us. As long as you’re okay with it.”

      Was I okay with it? I didn’t even have to question myself. I knew in my heart that this was what I’d always wanted. But I’d felt it was too selfish to even wish for, let alone give voice to.

      “Yes, of course,” I said, falling into Ryder’s arms.

      We kissed for a few minutes, soft, gentle kisses. I never knew him to be the romantic type, but these men never ceased to amaze me. Not wanting to ignore Wyatt, I hugged him, and we kissed passionately. They were so alike, yet so different, and I loved their differences. I loved everything about them.

      And I’d never felt happier or more at home than I did in that moment.

      “Come on,” I said, holding both of their hands in mine. It was getting late, and we were all tired from traveling and thankful to be home. “Let’s go to bed.”

      The two men followed me upstairs. I chose Wyatt’s bedroom since it was the first one we came to, and neither man argued with me. We had several to choose from, to make as our own if we decided to do this long-term, and it sounded like we were.

      Wyatt had a king-sized bed that took up most of the room with hunter green bedding and a thick, cozy, down comforter. Perfect, I thought with a smile.

      Both men removed my clothing, piece by piece, slowly stripping it away. I closed my eyes and let their hands work their magic over me, savoring the sensation of their fingers gliding over my skin, exploring me. Fingers spreading me open, a tongue finding my clit while another found my lips, strong hands turning my head to kiss him deeply. I could tell from the beard that Wyatt was on his knees and Ryder was at my lips.

      My body trembled as Wyatt’s tongue lapped at my wetness. Ryder’s hands moved lower, cupping my breasts. His fingers teased my nipples, sending a wave of pleasure washing over me. My knees weakened, but Wyatt’s hands on my hips held me steady as he continued tasting me.

      My toes curled as Wyatt brought me to orgasm, and if it hadn’t been for the two of them holding me up, I’d have fallen to the floor. My entire body shook as I rode out the wave, my hands tangled in Wyatt’s hair as I held him against me, pressing his face into my pussy as I came. His tongue was buried deep inside me, but I wanted more.

      I needed more.

      I pulled Wyatt up by his hair, begging him. “Please, I need you inside me.”

      Ryder lifted me, and I wrapped my legs around his waist. He carried me to the bed, laying me down on my back as he towered above me. My strong mountain men stood beside the bed, looking down at me like I was their goddess.

      They were both mine.

      I didn’t have to choose.

      Wyatt undressed for me, giving me a show, while Ryder climbed up on the bed with me. His hands worked at my naked breasts as his mouth touched every inch of my neck. Wyatt’s pants dropped in front of me, and even though I’d seen it before, and experienced him a couple times already, my eyes still widened at the size of his manhood. Long and thick, erect and dripping with precum. He was ready for me, and I was more than ready for him.

      But I couldn’t neglect one of my men in favor of the other. I needed to please them both, make sure they both knew how much I loved them and wanted them in my life.

      I whispered in Ryder’s ear, “Get undressed.”

      Normally, my strong-headed mountain men might not obey so easily, but we all wanted this. Ryder stood up and began undressing in front of me. Wyatt climbed onto to the bed, taking his place, kissing and stroking my chest as I watched Ryder’s little striptease.

      I hadn’t seen him fully nude, only felt him against me. He took his time, removing his shirt first, baring his strong chest and arms first. Easily one of my favorite parts of his body. You could tell he spent time with an axe; his upper arms and pecs were solid muscle. A trail of dark hair led down to his abs, a perfect six pack that looked hard enough to do laundry on.

      He removed his belt, and the sound of it falling to the floor amped up my desire. So close to getting what I wanted, I thought. So very close to seeing all of him.

      His pants slid down his hips, his boxers remained mostly in place, highlighting the outline of his erection.

      Such a tease, I thought, squirming on the bed. Wyatt grabbed my breasts, his rough hands rolling my nipples as he held me in place.

      Ryder finally peeled his boxers down, his cock popping free, as hard and as strong as I expected from him. He was thick and long, like his brother.

      Wyatt released me from his grasp, and I moved to the edge of the bed until my face was even with his erection. Staring up at Ryder with wide eyes, I stroked his member, watching the pleasure roll over his face at the simplest of touches.

      I pressed the tip of him against my lips, then parted them, taking him inside my mouth. Ryder’s hands played softly with my hair as I took as much of him inside my mouth as I could. It wasn’t easy; he was so big that my hand had to make up the difference, stroking in perfect timing with my mouth.

      Strong hands grabbed my hips and ass and positioned me in doggy style.

      “Yes, Wyatt, fuck me, please,” I whimpered.

      Wyatt was on his knees behind me as I sucked Ryder’s cock. He grabbed my hips, holding me steady while his erection rubbed against my most sensitive parts. The head of his cock teased my opening before rubbing against my clit.

      I writhed, filled with a need that was growing in intensity. Wyatt spread my pussy lips with the tip of his cock, and with one glorious thrust, filled that need completely. I cried out, my mouth still wrapped around his brother’s cock. It still surprised me how big he was as he stretched me open, burying himself deep inside of me.

      Ryder stared down at me, his dark eyes devouring me. The way he looked at me, the way both of them looked at me, made me feel like I was the most beautiful woman on the planet. Nothing else mattered in that moment.

      No one else mattered.

      It was just the three of us.

      Wyatt’s thrusts were powerful, and I had to match his rhythm on Ryder’s cock to keep up. I moved up and down his shaft, my hand slippery from saliva. I took more and more of him inside of my mouth with each thrust from Wyatt.

      I clenched my core around Wyatt’s cock, feeling him against the walls of my pussy. Clench and release, I kept it up, milking his cock as his movements became more and more desperate. With each thrust, Wyatt growled, a deep, thunderous sound that shook us both to the core.

      As my own pleasure took hold, I cried out, Ryder’s cock falling from my lips. I stroked him as my head fell forward and my body trembled. Wyatt plunged inside me one last time, lifting my hips upward and toward him, burying himself as deep as possible with a low grunt. His cock throbbed inside of me, and that feeling sent me over the edge. My hands fell to the bedding, and I held onto it, balling my fists and clawing at it as I came with him, our bodies quivering together until every last ounce of his seed was deep inside of me.

      I collapsed onto my tummy, tired and sore, but not finished yet. I gazed up at Ryder lovingly as I rolled over onto my back and spread my legs for him, inviting him to take his turn.

      Ryder shot me a grin as he climbed on top of me. Wrapping my legs around him, I lifted myself upward until his hard cock rested against me. He kissed me deeply, his tongue pushing past my lips as his cock pushed into me. I was so wet, and he slipped right inside, our bodies becoming one.

      Ryder pumped his cock in and out of me while my hands explored that amazing body of his. Staring deep into his eyes, I watched his face transform as intense pleasure took hold. Each thrust was marked by a low, animalistic grunt, every one of them more desperate than the last.

      I’d already gotten him close with my mouth, now I just needed to finish him.

      Leaning upward, I nibbled his ear and demanded, “Come, Ryder. Come inside me, please.”

      My nails bit into his back as I held on for dear life. The next part of the ride was about to get wild.

      Lifting my hips upward, he buried himself deep inside me and released his load, pumping me full of his hot, thick cum. Our bodies exploded together in pleasure as his orgasm brought out another of my own. Writhing and moaning together, we shook until both of us collapsed onto the bed.

      Ryder rolled off me, sliding beside me and holding me close. Wyatt was behind me, his arms wrapped around me. I loved nothing more than being between them. It was the safest, most natural feeling in the world to be there.

      “I love you,” I said to them.

      “I love you too,” they said in unison.

      We fell asleep like that, and it would be the first of many nights where I slept between the two men I loved. There’d be no more running, no more hard decisions or secrets. We were lucky to have found our way back to each other, and there was nothing in the world going to tear us apart again.

      Absolutely nothing.

      I was home.
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Hazel - One Year Later

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t sure what woke me. Whether it was the sun shining brightly in the window Wyatt had left open, or if it was the baby kicking inside me, I couldn’t tell. Or maybe it was Ryder snoring softly as he rested his head on my naked chest.

      Wyatt was awake next to me, reading something on his phone. When he caught me looking at him, he put his phone away and curled up beside me, his hand resting on my bare, swollen belly.

      “Baby girl practicing her gymnastic routines again?”

      “You bet she is.” I laughed, nuzzling my nose against Wyatt’s.

      Ryder stirred and then woke up, our talking no doubt pulling him from sleep, and I kissed each of them good morning. Both had their hands resting firmly on my belly, feeling our child’s movements. We’d just found out we were having a girl the day before, and both men were eager to be fathers, even if having a daughter scared the ever loving crap out of them. Especially knowing how hard-headed I could be at times.

      “Just like her mama,” Wyatt said. “She’s going to be a star athlete.”

      “Yeah, you won’t have to chase the boys away with shotguns, because they’ll have to catch her first,” I teased.

      “And kick their asses if they misbehave,” Ryder added.

      “Exactly,” I said, punching him playfully in the arm.

      “Hey, now,” Ryder said. “I wasn’t misbehaving. Yet.”

      He kissed my belly, then started to move lower before I grabbed his hair. “Not this morning, sweetie,” I said. “We have breakfast with everyone, remember?”

      “Ah, they can wait. They’re family, after all,” he said, trailing his tongue around my belly button. “I’d like my breakfast in bed.”

      I tapped him on the cheek and shook my head. “No, it’s important. My parents haven’t been home in a long time.”

      “Lila isn’t going to be there, is she?” Wyatt asked.

      I cringed at the mention of my stepsister’s name. For the most part, none of us had talked about her and I hadn’t really spoken to her since all the shit went down. I did confirm that the messages she’d shown me, the ones supposedly from the guys, were doctored. Boone even laughed at me for believing the terrible photoshop job— they were that bad. Clearly, I was out of the loop on photoshop frauds. At the time, I hadn’t known better, but now? Well, I knew who my guys were, and neither of them would have ever come on to Lila or pressured her for anything.

      “No, Lila is kinda in trouble with her mom right now,” I said. “Guess she’s been borrowing a lot from her and not paying her back. She’s in a shitload of debt.”

      “I knew it. There’s no way she made that much money working real estate,” Ryder said. “Not around here.”

      “Yeah, I dunno,” I said, lowering my voice. “I don’t really want to talk about her.”

      “Me neither,” Ryder said. “I’d rather talk about the things I want to do with you instead.”

      “Later, baby,” I said, giving him a quick kiss on the lips. “Today it’s all about Christina and Boone.”

      My brother and best friend were getting married that weekend. With my folks back in town, it was going to be a nice day with the family, celebrating love and all that. My dad and stepmom were a little iffy about me being with two men at once, but ultimately, my dad told me to do whatever made me happy. I was surprised but thrilled with his acceptance of my lifestyle choice.

      People thought it was strange, but let’s face it, most of them were like Lila— they were jealous I got two gorgeous mountain brothers all to myself.

      With a baby on the way, many asked us who the father was. We honestly didn’t know, nor did we care. It didn’t matter to us. We all loved each other and that was all that mattered. Both men were going to be fathers to our children, whether they were the biological dad or not. I knew they would step up and do what it took to raise our children— and yes, we had plans for several more in the future.

      Wyatt was the first one to express a desire in having kids, and I had to admit, I’d always wanted to be a mother. It was one of those wishes I never thought would actually be fulfilled. After I retired from stuntwork, we decided to try and got very lucky, very fast. Ryder was also eager to be a dad, which surprised me at first, but I learned that Ryder wasn’t the bad boy he used to be. He’d grown into a good man.

      The three of us got ready. My two boys looked hot as hell in nice dress pants and button up shirts. Ryder went for all black, because that was his style. Wyatt went for black pants and a grey shirt. A subtle difference, but it was a difference. Like many of their differences, it was hard to notice at first, but once you got to know them, you realized just how different they were.

      My belly was huge, so I settled for an empire waist dress. It was impossible to hide my seven months pregnant belly, so why bother? I chose to accentuate it instead. I’d never felt more beautiful anyway.

      Once we were dressed, we headed downstairs and out through the back. We walked through the creaky back gate— all three of us smiling knowingly since we’d snuck through that way countless times before as teens— and into my parents’ backyard. Well, it was actually Boone and Christina’s backyard now. Our dad and stepmom had gifted Boone and me their house, but since I was living next door, I let Boone take it. His family would soon be growing, and he needed all the space he could get.

      The backyard was much nicer than it had been in years. Christina had been gardening, a hobby she’d never gotten to appreciate in Los Angeles thanks to the lack of a yard in our apartment living. My mother’s tomato plants were growing plentiful and tall once more. I couldn’t help but smile as we walked past them.

      “There you are!” my father said, rushing out from the back door.

      He scooped me into his arms and hugged me tightly. It felt like it had been an eternity since I’d seen him. I knew more trips to Florida were in order, though he promised to visit us more often, especially with his grandbaby on the way. My stepmom followed him and we hugged, and she asked about the baby.

      “We’ve decided on a name, I think,” I said, smiling at my dad. “Once Boone is here, we’ll tell everyone.”

      “Is someone looking for me?” Boone’s voice bellowed from inside.

      Christina called out, “Better hurry. Everyone’s here, and they’re ready to eat.”

      My best friend came rushing down the stairs, looking as lovely as ever in a pink sundress. It was hard to believe she’d be my sister-in-law soon. I’d always wanted a sister, a real sister I could trust and confide in, and soon, I’d have one.

      Boone finally came down the steps, and once we were all together, I decided it was time to break the news.

      “So we’re having a girl,” I said, taking both of my men’s hands. “And we’ve decided to name her after mom. Caroline Marie Douglas will be born on September ninth, give or take a few days.”

      My family gathered around, all of them congratulating us. It was hard to believe that all of it might not have happened had Boone not gotten caught up with the drama he’d found in L.A. We’d not only survived the worst life could throw at us, we managed to thrive.

      And make a life for ourselves.
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        As I watch the single daddy with his baby...

        I decide I don't care about the dark rumors of his past.

        And when this small mountain town reveals it's own hairy secrets...

        I wonder if Kellen will be the one to save it from destitution.
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        People say he's rude and barbaric.

        But I see a tortured man, broken and compassionate.

        He's hurting - and I'm all too familiar with that feeling.

      

        

      
        I know there's much more to him than meets the eye.

        But can I ever melt the ice around his broken heart?
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Leah
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      “Come on, follow me.” 

      He followed me into my office. There was a bell at the front if anyone came in, but I wasn’t expecting anyone. As soon as we were in my office, I locked the door behind me. 

      Immediately, his hands were on my lower back and started to move down to my ass. 

      Neither one of us spoke; we let out hands and kisses do the talking. 

      His mouth moved from mine, down to my neck as he pushed me backward toward my desk.

      Lifting me up, then he gently moved me down on top of the desk.

      This was the perfect height to wrap my legs around him.

      His erection pressed into me, causing me to gasp at the size. 

      But we weren’t going straight to fucking.

      He had other plans. 

      He dropped to his knees in front of me, placing my legs over his shoulders. I was wearing a skirt.

      He pushed the skirt up and slipped my panties down my thighs. 

      Trembling, all I could think about was how badly I needed to feel him. 

      His head dove between my legs as he muttered, “God, I need to taste you.” 

      I grabbed his head, my eyes widening as his tongue found my most sensitive parts. He circled my clit, just as I’d imagined. His scruffy beard rubbed against my thighs, reminding me this wasn’t a fantasy - it was reality. 

      Pleasure coursed through my body as he devoured my pussy, sucking and licking as if it was the most delicious dessert he’d ever had the luxury of eating. 

      And he was so fucking good at it. 

      My legs tightened around him, and I pressed him down into me without even thinking about it. It just felt so damn good. He slipped a finger inside me. Then another. 

      I was trying to be quiet, afraid that someone might overhear us, but that all went out the window as the first wave of my orgasm washed over me.

      I cried out, taken by surprise at how fast it came on. He never stopped, keeping the perfect rhythm with his tongue on my clit. 

      “Oh God,” I whimpered, my body tensing. “Yes, yes!” 

      He seemed to savor it.

      He devoured my pussy, sucking and licking my juices as he brought me closer and closer to the edge. 

      “I’m going to cum,” I whimpered, writhing underneath him. 

      He held my hips down on the bed, stilling me as he continued working me over with his magical tongue. I gripped the back of his head, and without meaning to, pressed him into me as I cried out in pleasure.

      God, I needed him so badly. 

      My hands fumbled with his pant and I felt his erection in my hand. 

      I could only get a sense of how big he was, but my eyes widened at what I felt. He was so thick. 

      “Please. I need you inside me.” 
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      Ring. Ring.

      I rubbed my eyes and looked at the clock on my night stand.

      Six in the morning.

      “Just like clockwork. How’d you sleep Alice?”

      “Like shit. You?” 

      “I’d rather be in your position.”

      “Doubt that. If it isn’t the nightmares, it’s the baby kicking me,” she said softly. “Everything hurts these days.” 

      “Just a couple weeks until the big day. Then the little devil can serenade you with cries all night.” 

      “Thanks for words of encouragement, friend,” Alice chuckled. 

      I was pulling her leg, when in truth, I felt for her.

      Being a single mother to a newborn on the way couldn’t be easy.

      I’d insisted she move closer, but she couldn’t leave the first house she and Henry bought together.

      And me… I couldn’t step foot in it.

      People handled grief in in different ways.

      Though, it was much more than grief for me.

      “I got the check in the mail,” Alice said. “We talked about this. You shouldn’t have.” 

      “It’s not much,” I said. “Buy Matilda something nice.” 

      Money was the least I could do.

      If I could live that horrible day again I’d put myself in his shoes, a thousand times over. I was the only one responsible for Henry’s death.

      Alice knew I was there for her, and I’d jump on a flight in a heartbeat whenever she needed. I owed it to Henry and Alice to make sure she was taken care of.

      Henry was my best friend.

      And after what I let happen to him, Alice became a widow at a young age.

      While my name was cleared, I was the one to blame. I never once gave a damn what others thought about me. I blamed myself enough. Every single fucking day. 

      My nightmares were there to never let me forget.

      Alice didn’t blame me.

      She didn’t need to. I could see it in her eyes every time she looked at me - why Henry instead of me. I didn’t blame her for those thoughts. After all, my best friend had a wife and a kid on the way. I had no one.

      And when it came to me helping her financially, we went through the same song and dance every month. I always found some way to send her money. She hadn’t been able to work for a few months; her doctors had ordered her on bed rest.

      Besides, it’s what Henry would have done had the situation been reversed. Not that I’d ever have a kid, but that was beside the point. If I’d died and left a family behind, Henry would have taken care of them. That’s just who he is. 

      Was.

      That’s who he was. 

      Fuck.

      “You still shouldn’t have,” Alice repeated. “I mean it, Kellen. Henry died in the line of duty. He worked in a dangerous profession, and the fire department is taking care of us.” 

      It wasn’t enough.

      It would never be enough. 

      Henry had been a good man, one of the best I knew. His wife was one hell of a woman too. She didn’t deserve this.

      “You know I’m doing okay,” I said. “I’ve stashed away a lot of money over the years, and God knows, I have more than I’ll ever need in a lifetime.” 

      Alice groaned on the other end of the line. 

      “Alice?” 

      “Yeah, sorry, I—”

      My heart raced. 

      “I think Matilda might be ready to make an appearance,” Alice said, breathing heavily. 

      The baby was coming. 

      Jesus fucking Christ, the baby was coming. 

      Not being there made my skin crawl.

      I needed no further convincing to get my ass to the airport.

      Finally, I stated the obvious. 

      “Get off the phone and call an ambulance.” 

      “Yeah, probably a good idea,” she said. “I think this is the real deal.” 

      She cried out in pain as we said our goodbyes. 

      “I’ll book the first flight out to see you,” I promised before hanging up the phone. 

      She was alone.

      Her parents were dead. No siblings.

      And her husband dead too. 

      I couldn’t let Alice deliver her baby alone.

      Her pregnancy hadn’t been easy. She’d struggled with high blood pressure, probably from the stress of becoming a widow while she was pregnant. I wasn’t a doctor, but I’d bet my life on that being the cause. She had other issues, things I didn’t understand, and been confined to bed rest for the last few weeks. 

      But now, it was time. 

      ***

      After the phone call, I’d looked up flights to Washington and booked one for that afternoon. Being in the middle of nowhere meant it would take me awhile to get to the nearest major airport.

      I had my reasons for living in the mountains. But living the life of isolation became a huge pain in the ass in times like these 

      I had some quick business to attend to before leaving town and I had no time to spare.

      Taking a heavy breath, I grabbed my phone and dialed my only actual friend in town, Grant. 

      “Hello Kellen. Bit early, even for you,” he grumbled on the other end of the line. “Everything okay?” 

      “Sorry to wake you man. I need to head out of town for a few days,” I said. “Family emergency.” 

      “Oh? I didn’t know you had any family,” Grant muttered. 

      I didn’t talk to anyone about my family much these days. Not even Grant. 

      Alice may not have been my blood but I considered her family. And alongside her, I had my biological sister to call family.

      “It’s fine Kellen. Take all the time you need. I’m guessing you need me to fill in for you while you’re away?” 

      “That would be great. I was building some cabinets for the diner,” I said. “They just need some sanding and finishing up, and then they’re ready to be delivered.” 

      “Got it. No problem, man. Do whatever you need to,” he agreed. “I’ll take care of everything else.” 

      Both Grant and I shared an unusual love for woodworking, and while we weren’t officially in business together, we’d talked about it and referred clients to each other when our plates were full.

      I didn’t need the work, or the money, but it was good to stay busy. Woodworking kept my hands and mind busy on nights the nightmares got too much to handle. 

      “I’ll stop by and let Felicity know what’s going on before I leave,” I said. 

      “Sounds like a plan.” 

      I hung up the phone and threw some shit together in a duffel bag. I had no idea how long I’d be gone. It would depend on how things went. I didn’t know the first thing about taking care of a baby, but I could throw dinner on the grill and make sure Alice at least ate well. 

      I hopped in my truck and drove down the curvy, mountain road into town.

      Liberty wasn’t exactly a tourist mecca, not like some of the other mountain towns in Utah, but that’s why I picked it. I wanted to get away from people - not be bothered by them.

      Problem was, a town as small as Liberty meant everyone knew everyone else. 

      Except for me. I was new to town and kept to myself. I didn’t come to make friends. I came to be alone. Which was why I was hesitant to open up to Grant, one of the few who seemed to understand me. Being an ex-Army Ranger, he’d experienced loss too. He knew what it was like. 

      Not that we talked about our past, but he had the familiar look of pain in his eyes. 

      A look I knew all too well. 

      I pulled into the tiny parking lot of Smothered in Love, a little diner run by a local chef. The place was packed for breakfast, as usual. I’d have come back later in the day if I could, but the clock was ticking. With so few parking spots in the tiny lot, it was hard to get my massive truck into any of them. 

      When I climbed down, a Prius pulled up behind me. I noticed there were no more parking spots left, and my truck took up more than one. Scratching my beard, I thought long and hard about what I was going to do, but before I could figure out a solution, a petite brunette stepped out of the car. 

      Wow.

      Where did she come from?

      She was a sexy little thing.

      No taller than five-three.

      Her hands were on her curvy hips, and her full, luscious lips were pursed in annoyance as she glared at me with big, chocolate brown eyes. 

      Her toned legs were in a wide, challenging stance and her large, pert breasts heaved as she huffed a breath in my direction.

      She had to be careful because the sheer sight of her could stop traffic.

      “Excuse me but you can’t park like that,” she said, pointing to my truck. 

      When she moved her head, her long, brown ponytail bobbed around her head. She was shaking her head, clearly frustrated.

      It was wrong, but I found it sexy as hell. 

      “I’m going to be a second,” I said. “Then you can have both spots.” 

      If she could wait just two minutes, enough time for me to talk to the owner of the diner, she’d be able to get on with her day. The parking lot didn’t accommodate large trucks, which was crazy in a mountain town, but the place didn’t have that much space to begin with. 

      “I don’t need both spots, I just need one,” she argued. “But your truck is taking up half the parking lot.” 

      “That’s a pretty gross exaggeration,” I scoffed, stifling my laughter as I continued toward the entrance of the diner. I turned to find her scowling at me and held up two fingers as I mouthed the words, “Two minutes.”  

      She crossed her arms in front of her chest and shook her head.  “Because obviously your time is more valuable than everyone else here.” 

      I let that comment slide. Maybe she was also in a hurry to get to some big life event, like a friend of hers having a baby.

      How the hell was I supposed to know?

      I seemed to doubt it. And in this case, yes, my time was more valuable. I needed to get to Alice, and my flight would leave without me if I didn’t get there in time. 

      If it were a different day, I’d gladly give her my parking spot.

      But hell, not today.

      I opened the door to the diner, and right away, I knew it would be longer than two minutes. I felt bad for lying to the girl, but I couldn’t help it. The place was packed, and the owner - Felicity - was running around like a chicken with her head cut off. Sweat ran down her face as she ran from the cash register to the people sitting at the counter and then back to the kitchen. She saw me and offered a friendly, but tired, smile. 

      “Short staffed today?” I asked. 

      “You bet we are. Our hostess and one of our waitresses called out sick,” she groaned, rushing past me to the counter. She dropped off three plates of pancakes and eggs to a few older patrons, and then ran back to the kitchen again. 

      I stuffed my hands in my pockets and waited in line like everyone else. The door to the diner opened, and a voice piped up from behind me. 

      “Two minutes, my ass,” the woman from the parking lot muttered. “Luckily someone else left, or I’d still be out in the sweltering heat waiting on you.” 

      “I didn’t know it’d be this busy,” I said, shrugging. “I just need to take care of some business with the owner.” 

      “You didn’t know the most popular diner in all of Liberty would be packed on a Sunday morning? Right before church?” the woman asked. “You’re not from around here, are you?” 

      I turned to face her, and even though she was easily a foot shorter than me, she stood tall and put on her best intimidating look. I had to admit, if I’d been a lesser man, it might have made me take a step or two back. 

      Her fierce sultry eyes met mine with a heat that was both terrifying and sexy as hell. 

      I knew I had to back off.

      Not because I was afraid of the little lady, but because the more we bickered, the more attractive she became.

      And shit, I had no intention of dating anyone in this town.

      I had bigger concerns today. Getting into a petty little argument with a local was the last thing I needed. I needed to get in and out as quickly as possible. So I ignored the woman’s comment and flagged Felicity down as she made another run to the cash register. 

      “Hey, can I have a second? I need to get going,” I said.

      The brunette rolled her eyes, getting hotter by the minute. 

      Felicity stopped and wiped her hands on her apron. “Sure thing, darling. But I literally only have a second. I’m also the damn chef today.” 

      Felicity took me to the side, and I explained I was heading out of town.

      She thanked me for letting her know but didn’t seem too worried about it and was grateful for Grant stepping in for me.

      I couldn’t blame her - there was a line out the door and pancakes that needed to be flipped. 

      I let her go and walked toward the exit. The brunette was still waiting to be seated. 

      Then I did something I knew was asking for trouble.

      I winked at her and gave her a devilish grin as I walked past her and reached the door, all before she could roll her eyes once more.

      I pushed the door open and left the diner.

      A part of wished I’d gotten her number, but I quickly told that part to shut up. I wasn’t looking for a relationship.

      Summer had come to Utah, and it was hotter than a cup of Felicity’s famous coffee. 

      Okay, so maybe I was a little bit of an ass, making her wait in her air-conditioned, electric-hybrid hippie car, but it wasn’t that serious. 

      Reaching Alice, on the other hand, was serious.

      My insides twisted in knots as I climbed back into my truck and headed toward the airport. 
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      God, I need a drink.

      “That was intense,” Felicity said as she slid into the booth across from me. 

      “If you need to reschedule, we can meet later,” I said. 

      “No, Allison came in to work the front, and John’s in back now. It’s all good,” she said, glancing around the diner, which was still packed with guests. 

      Smothered in Love Diner was Felicity’s baby. After studying at some of the top cooking schools in the country, it was hard to believe she’d wanted to return home to Liberty, Utah, but that’s exactly what she did. Her diner had even been talked about in major publications and featured on some Travel channel show once-upon-a-time. A hidden gem, as they called it, tucked away in the mountains in a small town in Utah. Her specialty wasn’t even breakfast, yet the place was packed from the moment the doors opened until late into the evening. Felicity was almost always there, working hard and making sure her guests felt like they were dining in a Michelin star restaurant. Maybe one day she’d get her own star, not that she needed it. 

      “Alright, so here’s the final count for the gala,” I said, passing my notes to her. “Is this something we can work with?” 

      “Of course,” Felicity said, not even flinching at the number on the paper. “I’ve trained a new chef, Marlena, and she’s ready to help out.” 

      This would be my biggest charity gala to date, and I knew Felicity was a wonder woman, but I didn’t want to put her under any stress. She was doing me a favor, donating her time, employees, and ingredients to the cause. Her family had always had money, so I knew it wasn’t a big deal for her, but it still felt huge to me. 

      Too huge, if you asked me. 

      “I’ll cover the cost of the food—” 

      “Like hell you are,” Felicity said, chuckling. “I’m donating my time and services. Everything comes with it. Deal with it, sweetie.” 

      I bit my lip. I knew it would be a very expensive endeavor, but Felicity was stubborn as an ox. 

      “I’ll find some way to repay you,” I said. 

      “Sugar, you don’t have to do that,” Felicity said. “This is charity. All your energy should go toward helping those kids.” 

      “You have no idea how much this means to me,” I said, a lump forming in my throat. 

      Felicity reached across and took my hands in hers. Her blue eyes were bright and full of life, and even though she was covered in sweat, she was still one of the prettiest women I’d known. With silky, natural blonde hair that never seemed to frizz, even on the most humid of days, she was one of those girls you wanted to hate so badly in high school but couldn’t because she was just too damn nice. 

      “I have an idea,” she said. “I loved Caroline too.” 

      Caroline was my baby sister, five years my junior. Even with the age difference, we had been very close. I always felt the need to look out for her because she was smaller and weaker than most kids her age. When she got sick, my big sister instincts had gone into high gear - and when she died, well, I was utterly devastated. 

      “Hard to believe she’d be twenty-one this year, huh?” I said, wiping the tears from my eyes. “Wonder what she’d be doing if she was still here.” 

      “Probably being a ballerina-doctor-animal rescuer, just as she always said she’d be,” Felicity added with a sweet smile. Her eyes were wet with tears as well. “Because God knows, she did whatever the hell she wanted.” 

      “You can say that again,” I laughed, wiping at my eyes. I hated crying in public, so I composed myself as quickly as possible, focusing on the task at hand. “I’ve also included food preferences and allergens in my list. Hopefully that helps you prepare the menu.” 

      Felicity nodded. “It’s perfect. I already have an idea what I’m going to do, I just need to make a few adjustments for those with restrictions, but that shouldn’t be too hard.” 

      “Great,” I said. “I should probably let you get back to work—” 

      “Hey, before you leave, I had a quick question,” Felicity said, her eyes falling to the table. From the looks of it, she wasn’t looking forward to whatever she was about to ask. 

      “Go for it,” I said. 

      Before she could open her mouth, my best friend, Piper, called out my name from the entrance to the diner. Both Felicity and I turned toward her, and Piper rushed over to us with a gleeful grin on her adorable face. 

      Piper and I had known each other longer than I had known Felicity. While Felicity’s family initially sent her to private school throughout elementary and middle school, Piper and I both attended the local public school since kindergarten. We’d known each other from the first day of kindergarten, and our friendship only grew stronger over the years. 

      Piper hugged both Felicity and me, and Felicity invited her to join us. 

      “Good thing you’re here, I wanted to talk to both of you about something,” she said. She looked at me with a strange look on her face. “Have either of you been approached by a developer looking to buy your property?” 

      I glanced at Piper, who was shaking her head. She’d recently gotten a haircut, a cute little pixie that was fitting for her petite features and delicate bone structure. Her hair, like mine, was brown, but where mine was almost black, hers was more red. Like autumn leaves, I used to say. 

      “No, not at all,” she said, her green eyes wide with disbelief. “Have you, Leah?” 

      “No, thankfully not. Hopefully they’re smart enough to not approach me,” I said, crossing my arms in front of my chest. “My family has owned that property for generations. There’s no way I’m selling.” 

      “Me neither,” Piper said softly. “I mean, my family hasn’t owned the property for as long as you have, but you know what I mean. Liberty is my home.” 

      Felicity nodded. “I agree. I told them I have no intention of selling.” 

      Not that I had any doubt, but it was a relief to hear that. Maybe the developer would take the hint and get lost. 

      “What does anyone want in Liberty anyway? Not like we’re a booming tourist trap or anything,” I said. 

      “I don’t know, probably some hipsters looking to move in and ruin this place too,” Felicity said dryly. “I just wanted to let you girls know what was happening.” 

      “I appreciate it,” I said. 

      “Me too,” Piper said. “It’s not like I’m making a killing with the daycare, but I couldn’t imagine closing down.” 

      Piper and I were similar in one regard - we both loved children. Caroline’s death impacted us in different ways, and it sent Piper into the world of Early Childhood Education, while I focused more heavily on taking over the family business and giving to organizations that would help find cures for childhood cancers, like the one that took my sister. 

      “My bed and breakfast ain’t raking in the dough either,” I said. “But there’s no way I’m closing. You can count on that.” 

      “I didn’t think either of you would, but us local businesswomen have to stick together,” Felicity said.

      “Damn straight,” I said. Piper nodded in agreement. 

      “Speaking of sticking together, what’s your beef with the new guy in town?” Felicity asked, a coy smile playing on her lips. “I saw the two of you bickering earlier.” 

      Piper raised an eyebrow. “You? Bickering with someone? I can hardly believe it,” she said with a sarcastic chuckle. 

      “Hush,” I said, laughing along with her. “He’s just an asshole. He took up two parking spots in your lot when there’s hardly enough parking as it is.” 

      “I mean, the spots are kinda small,” Piper quipped. 

      There wasn’t really any room for a truck his size to park in the lot. Most of the men who drove pickup trucks walked to the diner or parked down the street. But this new guy probably didn’t know that just yet. He probably lived further out of town too, since hardly anyone saw him. 

      “Still, he was an ass about it,” I said, shrugging. “I needed to get in here to meet with Felicity and didn’t want to be late.” 

      “Even though I was late,” Felicity laughed. 

      “I didn’t know that at the time,” I said, chuckling. “But yeah, point taken.” 

      “Are you agreeing that maybe you were a bit too hasty?” Felicity asked. 

      “Not at all,” I said. “I don’t know the guy. Hell, no one really does.” 

      “Sadie said he killed someone,” Piper said, almost too casually. 

      I cocked my eyebrows and looked at Felicity. Owning a diner meant she usually knew the town gossip, especially since Sadie was often found in one of her booths. She was an older woman, long since retired and widowed. No family, no hobbies except putting her nose in everyone’s business. Most of the time her rumors had a grain of truth, even if they were grossly exaggerated. 

      “You hanging out with a murderer, Felicity?” I asked. 

      “We’re not hanging out,” she laughed, rolling her eyes. “He’s doing some work for me, building some cabinets. That’s all.” 

      “Good. You better keep your distance,” I said. “Even if he’s not a killer, he’s still a dick.” 

      Felicity chuckled. “I don’t think you have to worry about me. He had eyes for you, Leah.” 

      “No way,” I argued. 

      “I mean, he is pretty handsome. You could do worse,” Felicity added. “And it has been a whole year since—” 

      I covered my ears and made a sound, playfully blocking out Felicity’s words. I knew she would bring Jason up eventually. Jason was my ex; we’d been together for about two years before I found him in bed with another woman. I hadn’t had the desire to date since we’d split up. 

      “Fine, ignore me all you want,” Felicity said once I uncovered my ears. “But let’s face it, the handsome new stranger was totally checking you out, and you could do worse, you know.” 

      “Worse than a potential murderer? Jeez, thanks, Felicity,” I teased. 

      She shook her head and looked at Piper, “Is she always this stubborn?” 

      “Oh yeah,” Piper said. “And you haven’t even seen the worst of it yet.”

      The two of them laughed, and I couldn’t help it - I giggled a bit too. I mean, they were right. I was hard-headed, but there was a reason for that. It was easier that way. Besides, I didn’t have a lot of time to date with keeping the hotel in tip-top shape. Maybe one day, I told myself. One day when I’d find a man who wasn’t a complete piece of shit. 

      Allison, the young waitress Felicity had called in the cover the front of the restaurant, called out, “Felicity, they need you in the back.” 

      “Alright, back to work,” Felicity said with a groan. She was still smiling though, and we all knew she loved her job. She got up from the booth and headed for the back. 

      My mind wandered back to the handsome stranger. 

      “Penny for your thoughts,” Piper said cheerfully. 

      “Oh, I was just thinking about—” I couldn’t think of a proper lie, so my cheeks flushed and I stared down at my hands. 

      “That handsome, mysterious new guy in town?” Piper giggled. 

      “No,” I stammered. I could tell my best friend didn’t believe me. “Fine, yes, he’s kind of attractive. A little scruffier than I like ‘em, but—” 

      “Well, he’s a true mountain man. What do you expect?”

      It was hard to imagine the new guy as a true mountain man because he wasn’t from around here, but Piper was right. Wherever he was from must have been similar. He just had that vibe about him and his physique surely fit the bill. He was nearly six-and-a-half feet tall and his broad chest was a wall of solid muscle that tapered down to a slim waist before continuing on to deliciously thick thighs. His dark blonde hair and scruffy beard were what I called “practiced shaggy” and his keen blue eyes took in everything around him with a hint of suspicion.

      “Did Sadie mention where he’s from?” I asked. “I’m just curious.” 

      Piper shrugged. “No, but I can ask.” She gave me a coy smile. “Or maybe you should ask him yourself.” 

      “No, that’s not necessary,” I grumbled, my cheeks burning bright red. 

      What was it about him that drove me wild? There were plenty attractive men in Liberty. Okay, maybe not plenty, but there were a few. Local men too. Men whose families had known mine and who I could trust. I didn’t know the first thing about this guy - I didn’t even know his name. I could ask Felicity or Piper, but I resisted. I didn’t want them thinking I was interested in him. 

      Was it his shaggy, dark blonde hair and baby blue eyes? Oh, those eyes… I thought about the way he looked at me when we were outside. It had been hard to stay composed, but I managed. I’d meant it when I said he was scruffier than I usually liked them. He needed to shave. The beard made him look homeless. Even if he kept it, he needed to clean it up a bit, allow me to see his face - not that I needed to see more of him, I told myself. Because he was a dick. 

      “You’re still thinking about him, aren’t ya?” Piper giggled. 

      “Just thinking about what an ass he is,” I lied. Truth be told, I’d already forgiven him for that little bit. Not that I’d admit it to myself, and especially not to anyone else.

      After being cheated on, you learned to put your guard up - to not trust just any good-looking man who came your way. I didn’t know the first thing about this man, and from the looks of it, he wanted it to stay that way. He had his secrets, and secrets rarely made good bed partners. 

      I looked at my watch and made up an excuse about needing to get back to work. I was the boss and didn’t have to get back to the hotel at any specific time - especially since I’d allocated an hour for the meeting and it was much easier and shorter than I’d expected. Still, Piper didn’t know that. 

      “I’ll see you later, sweetie,” she said giving me a firm hug. “Stay out of trouble.” 

      The last part was a joke. I always stayed out of trouble, because I did everything by the book. While Piper had the sweet, innocent girl act down, out of all of us, I was the most straight-edged of the bunch. Rarely went out. Didn’t really party much, besides the occasional charity event. Didn’t drink much. I threw myself into my work and my causes, trying to make my baby sister proud of me. 

      And, of course, my parents too. But they were proud of me no matter what I did, since I took over the family business. My dad had run the place for decades, but he had no clue what he was doing and nearly ran the place into the ground. They left it to me and my brother, Grant, to clean up the mess. I was doing all I could, and mostly succeeding. At least we were getting by. 

      Most of the time. 
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      I had no idea what her name was. We’d barely said two words to one another, yet here she was, pressed against the side of my truck with my mouth pressed against hers. Her breasts fit perfectly into my hands, and I squeezed them gently as she fumbled for my belt. 

      “Yes, yes, I need you,” she whimpered, her petite body writhing against me. “Fuck me, Kellen.” 

      The fighting earlier about my truck taking up two spots was long gone. It had turned into something more passionate and led us against the side of my truck, with her skirt raised up. 

      I lifted her into my arms until her lower half was aligned with me. Her legs wrapped around my waist and smashed my body into hers. 

      It was Heaven, pure and utter Heaven. I groaned as I filled her, as her tiny body held onto mine for dear life. 

      “What’s that noise?” I asked, stopping mid-thrust. 

      An obnoxious beeping sound pulled me from my sleep, followed by a message from the pilot. 

      “We’re approaching our destination and should be landing within the next half hour. We ask that you remain seated with your seatbelts fastened, tray tables secured, and your seat in an upright position.” 

      I glanced at the elderly woman beside me, who was giving me a weird look. 

      “Sorry, weird dream,” I muttered, sitting upright. I wasn’t sure if my moans had been loud enough for anyone to hear or not; hopefully I hadn’t muttered anything too graphic. There was a tightness in my jeans, making it uncomfortable to sit in the cramped airplane seat. I adjusted as best I could as the older woman stared me down. 

      She leaned over, her hand against my arm. “Whoever she is, she’s a lucky girl,” the woman whispered to me. She winked and turned to stare out the window, leaving me to my thoughts. 

      What a weird fucking dream, I thought. I didn’t even know the woman’s name, had only seen her the one time, and I was fantasizing about having sex with her. I mean, she was a hottie, don’t get me wrong. She was gorgeous. No wonder my brain concocted such an elaborate and realistic dream about her. 

      I pushed the dream from my mind and focused on getting off that plane as soon as possible. I hated everything about flying - from the security theater to being crammed into a big, metal tube like sardines. Being a big man, I made sure to book a first-class seat - I needed the extra leg room. Being 6’5”, however, meant that even in first class, there was very little room for my long legs. At least I wasn’t rubbing elbows with the woman beside me, which I often did in regular seats. I wasn’t just tall, but also broad. 

      As soon as the plane was on the ground, I hurried through the airport. I’d packed only a carry-on, so I made my way out of the airport and into the first cab I could find. 

      “Where to?” the driver asked. 

      I gave him the details for the hospital. No time to stop at a hotel or Alice’s home; I wanted to get to her first thing. Since she was obviously in labor, there were no voicemails or messages from her. Not like she had anyone else there to update me. 

      The drive to the hospital seemed to take forever, but once I was there, I hurried inside and made my way to the labor and delivery floor. I had no idea which room Alice was in, or if she was even out of delivery yet. I had no news and no idea where to go. So I started with the nurse’s station. 

      “I’m here for Alice Jenson,” I said. 

      The nurse typed Alice’s name into a computer, and she frowned. 

      “Everything okay?” I asked. 

      The nurse looked at me with a serious expression. “Are you the patient’s husband, I presume?” 

      I knew that hospitals couldn’t give patient details unless you were family, so I lied. “Yes, I am,” I said. “Is everything alright?” 

      “Just give me a second,” the nurse said, standing from the desk. “Her doctor can speak with you.” 

      My heart raced. This didn’t sound good at all. I calmed my nerves by reminding myself that I knew absolutely nothing about labor and delivery. Maybe this was normal. Maybe she was still in labor, and the doctor would get me prepped to join her. I’d witnessed childbirth before, but only a few times as an EMT. It was never someone I knew, and I could stand back and take a medical approach to it. 

      This was different. 

      This was personal. 

      An Asian woman in scrubs walked toward me after speaking to the nurse. She was dressed for surgery. 

      “Hello, I’m Dr. Lee,” the woman said, giving me a pleasant smile as she shook my hand. “And you’re Ms. Jenson’s husband? Boyfriend?” 

      “Yes,” I said rather bluntly. I hated lying, but I was the only family Alice had, and I needed to know what was going on. I didn’t bother to differentiate between boyfriend or husband; it didn’t matter. “I just want to know how she’s doing.” 

      “Well, she’s out of the operating room now,” Dr. Lee said. “The baby is doing fine, but we’ve run into a few problems regarding Ms. Jenson. She was rushed in for a C-section. Her blood pressure was rising rapidly. She’s being transferred to the ICU, but once she’s stable, we can let you visit her.” 

      I heard everything the doctor was saying, but it felt like a nightmare. It didn’t feel real. I knew Alice had some issues with her blood pressure, but I thought the doctors had it taken care of. 

      “Would you like to see the baby?” Dr. Lee said. “She’s healthy and doing great.” 

      I’d never been around babies before, at least not outside of my job. And I’d never held a newborn. The few times we’d delivered babies as EMTs, someone else always took control of the situation. They always held the child. 

      “Mr. Jenson?” Dr. Lee probed. 

      “Uh, sorry,” I said, shaking my head to clear it. “My name isn’t Jenson. It’s Mayberry. Kellen Mayberry.” 

      “I apologize,” Dr. Lee said. “I shouldn’t have assumed. But would you like to see your daughter?” 

      My daughter. Now that was an odd phrase to hear. Even though the child wasn’t mine, and it still felt odd to hear those words. 

      “Sure,” I said, knowing that if I wanted to play the part of Alice’s partner, I needed to go with the flow. Truthfully, I would have rather met the baby with Alice present - mainly so I wouldn’t have to worry about dropping her or doing something wrong - but since that couldn’t happen, I decided to go with it. 

      Besides, there’d be nurses there, others who could help me. And who said I had to hold her? I could just look at her through the glass. 

      I followed Dr. Lee, who handed me off to another nurse. This nurse was a bubbly blonde who wouldn’t stop yapping. She seemed to love her job working with babies. 

      “Your little girl is so darn cute,” the nurse said. “She’s just the tiniest little thing. And she already has so much hair. She looks like you, you know.” 

      “She does?” I stammered. It wasn’t possible for the child to look like me, and I assumed it was something the nurses said to all the new fathers. 

      “Of course,” the nurse said. “You can tell she’s yours!” 

      Yeah, okay, sure, I thought. I stifled a laugh as the nurse led me into the nursery. There was no glass separating me from the babies, and right away, panic set in. 

      “Here she is,” the nurse said. “Isn’t she just the cutest?” 

      The baby was tiny, much smaller than I expected. Though looking around, she seemed to be about average. The doctor had said she was healthy. She was asleep and looked so peaceful. Her hair was dark, just like Henry’s, and thick already. 

      Until that moment, I never knew you could love someone so quickly. My heart swelled and tears stung at my eyes. 

      “She’s beautiful,” I said. 

      “Would you like to hold her?” the nurse asked. 

      “Oh no, she’s sleeping. I couldn’t—” 

      But the universe seemed to have it out for me. As soon as I spoke those words, the little girl’s eyes opened, and she let out a pitiful whimper. 

      “Seems like she wants her daddy to me,” the nurse said, scooping the baby into her arms. 

      Before I could protest further, she placed the tiny infant in my arms. Thankfully she was there to help me, because I had no idea what I was doing or how to hold my arms, but she guided me until the baby was nestled into my massive arms. She looked so tiny and fragile against me. 

      “Isn’t that precious,” the nurse said. “She stopped crying right away. She knows who you are.” 

      The baby no longer whimpered or fussed. She stared up at me with her eyes only opened the tiniest amount. Her face was wrinkled as if she was deep in thought, trying to figure out who the hell I was and why I was holding her. 

      “Do you have a name picked out for her?” the nurse asked. 

      “Matilda,” I said quietly. I knew the name Alice and Henry had chosen for their child; they’d talked about it often. She was named after both of their mother’s, both of whom had passed away before getting to meet their beautiful granddaughter. “Matilda Jane.” 

      “What a beautiful name,” the nurse cooed. 

      Matilda laid in my arms, calmer than I expected. I didn’t dare move a muscle, afraid I might drop her or break her. The nurse noticed my stiffness. 

      “It’s natural to be nervous as a new dad,” she said sweetly. “But trust me, you’re not going to break her. You’ll get the hang of it.” 

      I doubted that. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to being around something so small. Not that I’d have to. 

      “Do you know when I’ll be able to see Alice?” I asked quietly, not wanting to disturb the baby in my arms. 

      “Uh, let me check,” she said, moving toward the door. 

      I panicked. “No! Don’t leave,” I whispered. “I mean, here, help me put her back down.” 

      The nurse chuckled and came over, taking Matilda from my arms and placing her back in her bed. Another nurse was walking around, checking on all the babies. She was safe and in good hands. As hard as it was to leave her, I followed the nurse out of the room and down the hall to the nurse’s station. 

      “Do we have an update on Alice Jenson yet?” the nurse asked another woman. 

      They talked, and I listened. I found out that Alice was set up in her room and would be able to see her baby now. She would also be able to see me. 

      “She’s on the third floor,” I was told. I was instructed to talk to the nurse’s station on that floor to get a better idea of what was going on - as well as to find out where her room was located. 

      I hurried toward the elevator and made my way to the third floor, feeling anxious. I’d worked for years as an EMT and fireman, but hospitals made me nervous as hell - especially the ICU. It brought back too many memories. 

      Especially this hospital, where I’d said goodbye to my best friend, and I associated the ICU with death. But Alice was stable. She’d be fine. Just a minor blip. 

      When the elevator doors opened, I walked to the nurse’s station and told them I was there for Alice. A nurse named Eunice walked me to her room. The buzzing and beeping of machines was deafening, especially since everyone was so quiet. There was hardly anyone talking. While everyone was pretty cheery on the labor and delivery floor, it was much more solemn in the ICU, and with good reason. 

      Eunice led me to Alice’s room, which was really just a private area cordoned off with curtains. As soon as she pulled the curtains back, my heart dropped. 

      Alice was in the bed, awake, but she didn’t look good. She had an IV and oxygen, and while her eyes were open, she didn’t move at all. 

      As I walked slowly to the side of the bed, her eyes followed me. Her lips pulled back into a sort-of smile. “You made it,” she choked, her voice sounding sore. 

      “Of course I did,” I said, taking a seat beside her bed. “I told you I would, and I’m here.” 

      “You never let those you care about down,” she said wistfully. 

      I thought, Henry might disagree with you about that, but decided not to bring up her dead husband when she was clearly struggling. 

      “So what happened? Did the doctors say when you’ll get to go home?” 

      Alice’s eyes darkened. “They haven’t said, but Kellen, I don’t think I’m going home.” 

      “Come on, of course you will,” I said. “You have a little girl waiting for you too. She’s beautiful, by the way.” 

      “They said I can see her soon, but only for a few minutes,” Alice said weakly. “I only got to hold her for a second after birth before everything went dark.” 

      I looked around until I found the nurse call button and pressed it. It was high time Alice got to meet her baby girl. When Eunice came into the room, she looked as solemn and miserable as before. Her job couldn’t be easy, working with people who were in serious condition or on their death bed. Maybe bringing a baby into the mix would cheer us all up a bit. 

      “Yes?” Eunice said, her voice almost too soft to hear over the machines. “Can I help you?” 

      “She wants to see her baby,” I said. 

      “We’re waiting on Dr. Lee’s orders,” Eunice said. 

      “Then get Dr. Lee in here,” I said bluntly. 

      “I’ll tell her you want to speak with her,” Eunice said dryly and turned and walked out. 

      Alice asked, “Are they always that difficult?” 

      “Who?”

      “Nurses,” she said. “I don’t remember them being so grumpy the last time we were here.” 

      A knot formed in my throat. The last time we were there, in this hospital in the ICU, we’d lost Henry. I didn’t remember the nurses or anyone else from that day. Only Henry. 

      “I don’t recall,” I muttered. 

      A few minutes later, Dr. Lee entered the room. We exchanged pleasantries, and I got right to the point. “When can she see her baby?”

      “Soon,” Dr. Lee said, checking Alice’s vitals. 

      “What’s the holdup?” I asked. 

      “Well, to be honest, we’re worried that too much excitement could put stress on her heart.” 

      “On the baby’s?” I asked. “You said she was healthy.” 

      “The baby is healthy. I’m talking about the mother.” 

      I glanced at Alice, who didn’t seem surprised at all by this. “What’s going on here?” I asked. “What’s wrong with her?” 

      Dr. Lee pulled the other chair over to sit near me, facing both Alice and me as she spoke. Her voice was as solemn as Eunice’s earlier. 

      “Alice has an infection in her heart. We haven’t yet discovered how it got there, or why, and we didn’t catch it until after surgery. The c-section probably put more stress on it, causing her heart to enlarge. We’re treating the infection with antibiotics now, but she needs more time to recover. The medicine hasn’t had a chance to rid her body of the infection, and her heart is working extra hard just to function. Any extra excitement could pose a problem.” 

      Alice spoke louder and clearer than earlier. “I want to see my baby.” 

      “Ms. Jenson, I’m not sure that’s a—” 

      “You heard the woman,” I said matter-of-factly. “If she poses no threat to the baby, let her see her.” 

      “She poses no threat to the child, no, but her condition is very critical,” Dr. Lee said. “I don’t think either of you understand how serious this is.” 

      “I have a pretty good idea,” I said, running a hand over my thick beard. “I used to be a firefighter and EMT. While I’m no doctor, I know a thing or two about medicine.” 

      “I know how serious this is,” Alice said slowly. She let out a breath and started coughing. “I know I’m dying, and I just want the chance to see my little girl.” 

      My head turned so fast to Alice, I almost gave myself whiplash. “You’re not dying,” I stated. 

      “Kellen, I—” 

      “No,” I said firmly. “You have a little girl who needs you. You’re not fucking dying and that’s final.” 

      Alice’s heart monitor began beeping, causing Dr. Lee to rush to it. She frowned. 

      “See? Not letting her see her baby is causing more stress than if you just let her spend a few moments with her,” I said, my voice rising. 

      Dr. Lee looked at Alice with a serious look. She seemed to be weighing her options. “Okay,” she said. “But only for a few minutes. Any signs of distress, and we’ll send her away.” 

      “That’s fine,” Alice said. Tears rolled down her cheeks. “I just want to see her.” 

      Dr. Lee nodded and left the room, leaving Alice and me alone. I didn’t dare bring up the idea that she was dying. She wasn’t going to die. She couldn’t. Life isn’t that fucking unfair to kill both her and Henry, leaving little Matilda with no one. 

      Alice wheezed and coughed more, but her heart rate returned to a more normal level. “Thank you,” she said, reaching for my hand. I gave her tiny, fragile hand a squeeze. 

      “Of course,” I said. “You’re going to be such a good mother, just wait and see.” 

      Alice’s cheeks were even wetter than before, and I wiped the tears away. I knew this couldn’t be easy; she felt so alone. I wasn’t much, but I’d be there for until she got better. I wasn’t going anywhere. 

      “Before Henry died, we wrote a will,” Alice said, her voice shaking. “In it, we chose guardians for Matilda in case anything ever happened to us.” 

      “I know,” I said. “You asked me to be her guardian.” 

      “Yes, and I know you don’t believe you’re up for the job, Kellen, but you’re the only person I trust with my daughter’s life if anything were to happen to me.” 

      “Nothing is going to happen to you, Alice,” I said. 

      I gave in and agreed, mainly because I knew they had no one else - and because at the time, I didn’t expect anything to happen to either of them, much less both of them. I assumed it was a technicality, something to set up just in case, but we all knew it would never come to that. Matilda would have both her parents, we assumed. Then the unthinkable happened, and my best friend died. 

      But Alice would make it. She had to. 

      Alice let out a sob, then composed herself. “Listen, Kellen, I just want you to promise me one thing. If something were to happen to me, take care of Matilda, please? Raise her as your own and give her a good life.” 

      “I said, nothing is going to—” 

      The cheerful nurse from upstairs came bustling in the door. “Here she is! Baby Matilda Jane!” 

      I finally read the nurse’s name tag. “Thank you, Paige,” I said, grateful for the interruption. I hoped that by seeing her daughter, it would cheer her up enough that she’d stop feeling anxious about dying. 

      She wasn’t fucking going to die on us. 

      Paige placed Matilda in Alice’s arms gently, and Alice was a natural. She was relaxed and held the baby as if she’d always been a mother. Her face lit up, and while there were tears in her eyes, she was smiling brightly. The tears of sorrow were replaced by tears of joy, as they should be after someone has had a baby. 

      “She’s so beautiful,” Alice cooed. “God, I love her so much.” 

      Matilda stared up at her mom, and I swear she seemed to know who she was. The child was calm in her arms. Alice took one of her hands, and the baby’s tiny fingers wrapped around hers. Alice placed a kiss on the girl’s head. 

      “Promise me, Kellen,” Alice said, her voice barely a whisper. “Promise me you’ll take care of her.” 

      “I’ll take care of her, Alice,” I said. “I’ll take care of both of you. Just like Henry would have wanted.” 

      Alice nodded her head, then nuzzled her face against Matilda as if breathing her in. We sat like that for a long time, in silence. Paige stepped out, and Dr. Lee took her place to check Alice’s vitals. As expected, everything was fine. Her heart rate was as normal as it had been, if not lower. Her blood pressure had gone down. Having her child with her did a lot of good. I’d been right. Dr. Lee began to relax, and she too stepped out. 

      Alice lifted her head, and I knew something was wrong. She was struggling to breathe; a whooshing sound was all that came from her mouth. She motioned to the baby, and I took her in my arms, hoping it would help her breathe. 

      Her machines started going off, buzzing and beeping. Poor little Matilda started screaming. Eunice and Dr. Lee rushed inside, pushing Matilda and me out the doorway. I heard one of the nurses mentioned a Code Blue. While most people assume a Code Blue means that it’s very loud - most of the time, it’s actually quiet. Too quiet. The doctors and nurses know what to do; they aren’t scrambling and screaming directions as they do in the movies. Instead, they work quickly and quietly, focusing on their patient - focusing on keeping them alive. 

      My heart raced, and Matilda continued to scream in my arms. I held her close to me, whispering to her, “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.” 

      I needed to hear those words as much as she did. I needed to be told it would be okay. I rocked the baby in my arms, cradling her next to me to hopefully make her feel safe. 

      The beeping and buzzing stopped, and so did everyone in the room. They merely stopped what they were doing and stood there. In the silence, Dr. Lee looked at me. She motioned to Eunice, who hurried over and ushered me away, down the hall. 

      “How is she?” I asked. “How’s Alice?” 

      Eunice’s face told me everything I needed to know. “Please, have a seat.”

      I sat, still holding Matilda against me. Paige came up behind Eunice, but I didn’t let her take Matilda. I held her close to me. I couldn’t imagine handing her off. 

      Eunice sat down beside me and gently said, “I’m sorry, but—” 

      “No,” I said, my chest tightening. I knew nothing ever good came from those words. I knew what I’d witnessed, I knew that nothing would be okay. Alice was gone. I just didn’t want to believe it. My body shaking, I repeated, “No, no, no.” 

      Paige reached for Matilda, and I refused to hand her over. 

      This child needed me. 

      Little did I know, I needed her just as much.
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      “You’re going to need to replace the roof at some point.” 

      “Thanks, Grant,” I muttered. 

      “For what?” my brother asked, cocking his head to the side. 

      “For telling me what I already know,” I said dryly. 

      I felt like screaming. My brother had come by to do some minor repairs on the place, and while he was there, had to point out a number of other issues. All of which I couldn’t afford. I knew about them. They were on a list to get done eventually, when I managed to turn a bigger profit. One of these days, I kept telling myself. 

      “You know I can do the work,” Grant said, running a hand through his dark brown hair. 

      “All by yourself?” I raised my eyebrows. 

      “No, I’ve got a friend I can ask for help—” 

      “You have a friend?” I laughed. “I better look outside and see if pigs are flying yet, because God knows, that’s a first.” 

      My brother was a bit of a loner. Always had been. He never did too well in school, and while he enjoyed football, he didn’t like the popularity contest that often came with being an athlete. After high school, he chose the military instead of college, and came back even more of a lone wolf than before. The service changed him, and sometimes I wasn’t sure it was for the better. 

      “Yeah, well, I’ve been listening to your advice,” he said, smirking at me, “and decided to start my own business. I asked Kellen to join me since he’s good with his hands.” 

      “Kellen? That name doesn’t ring a bell,” I said. 

      “Don’t worry, you’ll be sure to meet him,” Grant laughed. “He’s out of town at the moment, though.” 

      “Does he live around here? If so, I’m sure I’ve seen him around—” 

      “You haven’t seen him around,” Grant said. “He’s more of a hermit than I am.” 

      “How did the two of you meet then?”  

      Grant shrugged. “It’s a long story.” 

      My brother wasn’t much for stories, so he went back to work on the kitchen sink without saying another word about his friend. I was happy for him. Grant needed to do more than work all the damn time. He had no interest in running the hotel, he left that to me, but he handled all the renovations on the building along with some rentals our family left us. For the most part, a management company handled those, but Grant insisted on doing all the work himself. He always found something to do, and sometimes, it felt like he would work himself to death. 

      “So do you and this friend do more than just work together?” I asked. 

      Grant grumbled something I couldn’t make out. 

      “What was that?” 

      He pulled himself out from under the sink just long enough to say, “I’m not dating the guy, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

      “God, no,” I laughed. “I know you’re into women. Even if I can’t recall the last time you went out on a date.” 

      “Kind of hard to date around here,” Grant said. “Everyone talks.” 

      “I can’t argue with that,” I said, leaning against the counter. “It’s part of the reason I’m not looking to date either. After what happened with Jason, half the town knew my business, while the other half heard a story that wasn’t even remotely true.” 

      “About the threesome you mean?” Grant piped up. 

      I cringed. “Don’t tell me you’ve heard it too?” 

      “Who hasn’t?” Grant said, reaching for the screwdriver before going back under the sink. He shot me a playful look. “I’m guessing it’s not true then?” 

      “No, it’s not true.” I pretended to kick him. “Jason cheated on me, plain and simple. I never gave him permission to sleep with other women, and no, I didn’t join him in that pursuit either.” 

      “I know,” Grant said. “And no one believes it. They know Jason is a scumbag.” 

      “Good.” 

      The bell at front desk rang, and I heard Philip talking to someone. A second later, Philip popped his head into the kitchen and said, “There’s a man out here asking for you.” 

      I followed Philip out into the lobby, and standing at the counter was a distinguished looking gentleman. He was wearing a tailored, designer suit that fit him very well, probably to overcompensate for his lack of attractiveness. He was far from handsome with a rat-like face and eyes that seemed to be pure black. He watched me as I walked towards him, and I had to resist the urge to shudder. 

      “Are you the owner of this hotel?” the man asked, looking around with a disgusted look on his face. He acted like the place was filthy and crawling with roaches. We weren’t the Four Seasons, but we weren’t Motel 6 either. 

      “I am,” I said. “What can I help you with?” 

      The man reached out his hand, and I didn’t want to touch him, but it would be rude. I shook his hand, and inside of his palm was a business card. I groaned inwardly as soon as I read it. 

      Donovan Russo - Real Estate Developer with Russo and Brothers. 

      I tried to hand the card back to him. 

      “I can already tell you that I’m not interested,” I said. 

      He didn’t take the card, instead dropping his hands to the side and giving me a snide grin. “You aren’t even going to hear me out first?”  

      “Nope. Don’t need to,” I said, putting the card on the counter and pushing it toward him. “I’m not interested in selling.” 

      “Everyone has their price, Ms— I’m sorry, what was your name again?” 

      “Barnes. Leah Barnes,” I said. “Not that you’ll need to know that. We’re through talking.” I turned on my heels to head back to the kitchen. 

      “Is there someone else I could speak to? Perhaps your father?” 

      I stopped in my tracks and turned around. “Excuse me? I’m the owner of this hotel,” I said. “And the only one authorized to sell it or not, so unless—” 

      “I heard that a Mr. Grant Barnes also owns the place. Is he available?” 

      My jaw nearly hit the floor. This asshole wasn’t taking no for an answer. Grant must have heard his name, because he stepped out of the kitchen, wiping the sweat from his brow. 

      “You asked for me?” 

      “Yes, Mr. Barnes. I’d like to talk to you about selling your property—” 

      Grant raised an eyebrow, then took a step back, holding his hands up. “Oh hell no,” he said. “I’m not getting involved with this. Leah has control of the hotel. You need to talk to her.” 

      Mr. Russo’s eyes returned to me, and he didn’t look pleased. 

      “And my answer is the same as it was a minute ago,” I said dryly. “No way in hell. Even if I had no choice but to sell this place, you’d be the last person I’d consider now.” 

      “Yeah, you shouldn’t have done that,” Grant said with a smirk. He seemed more amused than anything else. 

      “Shouldn’t have done what?” Mr. Russo asked. 

      “You know what you did. And if you don’t, well, you’re stupider than any businessman I’ve met before,” Grant said with a chuckle before heading back into the kitchen. 

      I crossed my arms in front of my chest and glared at the man. 

      “You really don’t want to make her angry,” Phillip added, obviously trying to diffuse the tension. 

      “She’s not angry already?” Mr. Russo asked. He seemed to be mocking me. 

      “Oh, I can promise you,” Phillip laughed. “She’s just getting started.” 

      I was known for my temper, but only when people tried to take advantage of me or the ones I loved. I was a small woman, and men often thought they could walk all over me. But they were wrong. 

      “Mr. Russo, I won’t ask you again. Please leave before I call the sheriff. He’s an old friend of mine, and you better believe he’ll take my side in this.” “Us locals stick together. You’d best not forget that.” 

      The man stood there for a few more minutes, and I swore he was going to push my buttons further. But with a heaving sigh, he picked up his card and sauntered casually to the exit. He stopped before leaving, turning back to me with a smile that sent chills down my spine. 

      “I was hoping we could work together nicely, Ms. Barnes,” Mr. Russo said. “But I see I’m going to have to do this the hard way. And trust me when I say this - you will not come out ahead if you go to war with my company.” 

      “Get the fuck out of here,” I said. I flipped him the bird, just to make sure he got the message. You don’t mess with Liberty folks, and I don’t take well to threats. None of us would. 

      Most everyone in town had known each other all our lives. I meant it when I said I was friends with the sheriff. Teddy and I were on the debate team together. Half the guys working for him went to high school with us. In a town like Liberty, everybody knew everybody. Sometimes that was a pain in the ass, but most of the time, it came in handy. 

      It meant no one messed with us. 

      The man left, but I stayed up front in case he came back inside. With my fists balled at my side. I was fuming mad. 

      “Can you believe the balls on that guy?” I asked Phillip. 

      “Yeah, clearly he doesn’t know who he’s messing with.” 

      Phillip was still a young man, technically a teenager at only seventeen. He worked at the hotel during the summers ever since he was legally allowed to do so. He was heading off to college next fall, but like many in Liberty, he’d probably be back. 

      There was just something about this place that brought us all back. 

      “Leah! I was hoping I’d run into you.” A familiar voice pulled my thoughts back to the present. 

      Wade Harris, one of our regulars, walked around the counter - even though I had signs specifically stating it was for employees only. Wade went in for a hug, but I backed away before he could put his arms around me. 

      “Please, Wade, I’m having a rough day,” I said. 

      “Even more reason for a hug, don’t ya think?” 

      Wade was around thirty-five, so a bit older than myself. I didn’t know much about him, besides the fact that he often traveled to Liberty to get away from Las Vegas. Not that I blamed him. I’d go mad in a city like Vegas. 

      He loved the place so much, he often rented the hotel out for corporate retreats. He was some kind of manager and had the leeway to do that, so about twice a year, the place would be completely booked for a solid week. I owed him a lot, but I still didn’t want to hug him. 

      He was attractive enough, I supposed. A little plain. A little too prissy for my liking. His blonde hair was almost white, and I couldn’t tell if it was just that blonde or from prematurely aging. 

      I shot Wade a look, and he backed away from the hugging. Thankfully so. I often went along with whatever he wanted to appease him to stay on his good side. He was good for business, even if his over-the-top flirtatiousness grated on my nerves sometimes. 

      “What can I help you with?” Phillip asked, stepping between Wade and me. He was such a good kid; I was going to miss him when he went off to college. 

      “Oh, nothing. I just wanted to speak to Leah,” Wade said, his eyes on me. 

      “What do you need? Please tell me your room is fine. I—” 

      “My room is perfect, as always,” he said with a smile. “I just wanted to check in on you, see how you’re doing.” 

      “I’m doing okay,” I said. “How about you?” 

      “I’m good,” he said. “Better than good, actually. You see, I won these two tickets for a concert in Salt Lake City. Brad Paisley, have you heard of him?” 

      I cackled. “Of course I’ve heard of him. Congrats, by the way. I’m sure you’ll have a wonderful time.” 

      I started to walk toward the kitchen, but Wade jumped in the way, blocking my path. “I was hoping you might want to go with me? I don’t know anyone else who’s free that weekend.” 

      “I’m sorry, Wade, but I can’t. I’ve got a lot going on with the gala and everything.” 

      “You don’t even know when the concert is,” he said, sounding like a little boy who just discovered Santa Claus wasn’t real. 

      I sighed, rubbing my temples. “I don’t have any time these days, Wade. I literally live to work.” 

      “Maybe you should change that.” 

      “Sure, I’d love to, but I can’t.” I was getting a little snippy and didn’t want to do that. But I was tired of dealing with men for the day and wanted to retreat into the back and try to find a way to pay for all the repairs that needed to be done, not deal with Wade. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to work.” 

      I slipped past Wade and found Grant standing in the doorway with a cheeky grin. He moved out of my way, then continued blocking the door so Wade couldn’t pass. Thank the Lord for my big brother. He was my savior in that moment. 

      “You really shouldn’t be back here,” Grant said, pointing to the signs. “It’s for employees only.” 

      I hurried through the kitchen and shut myself away in my office. Sitting down at my desk, I let out a deep sigh. My head was hurting from all the bullshit I’d had to deal with already, and I still had to do payroll for the week. 

      “And they wonder why I have no patience with men,” I muttered to myself as I got to work. 

      There was a knock at the door, followed by Grant’s voice. “It’s just me.”  

      One of the only men I didn’t despise. 

      “Come in.” 

      My brother strode into the room, which was far too small for the likes of him. He sat down in the flimsy chair across from my desk and steeped his fingers, studying me. 

      “What’s up, big brother?” 

      “I was just thinking… are you sure you don’t want to sell the place?” 

      “Uh, don’t even start in on that bullshit,” I said. “Our parents would disown us if we did that.” 

      “Nah, they’d get over it,” he said. “Besides, dad left you this mess. Had he run the place better, you wouldn’t be in the hole.” 

      “Yeah, but now it’s my job to fix it.” 

      “Is it though?” Grant asked. “I mean, I’d hate to lose the place too, but the stress you’re under, Leah - is it really worth it?” 

      I took a deep breath and thought about what he was saying. “Yes, of course,” I said after a moment of thought. “This is my dream, Grant. I want to get this place up and running successfully, to turn this into a legacy I can leave my children and future grandchildren.” 

      “I know you say that, but Leah, this place is a mess - and Liberty will never be a tourist mecca, so what are your plans to keep people coming here?” 

      “Well obviously Liberty has caught the attention of big-time developers, so there’s something big here,” I said. “Besides, I have plans. I just need to get all the remodels done before I can implement them.” 

      “Yeah, yeah, I know, you want to turn this into a B&B, a relaxing mountain escape for those who yearn to avoid tourist traps,” Grant said. “But we both know that ain’t going to be easy, Leah. Not with the condition the building is in, and all the things that need repaired.” 

      “I know, Grant. Trust me, I know. I scour over the books day in and day out. What do you want me to say?” 

      “I don’t know. I just want to make sure you’re happy, that’s all.” 

      “I am happy.”  

      “Are you?” Grant asked. 

      “Yes,” I said. I knew he doubted me, so I decided to elaborate. “I’m as happy as I can be. I’m still hoping to settle down one day, find myself a man that isn’t a complete asswipe - but if that doesn’t happen, at least I have the hotel and everything I’ve worked toward. And I’ll have given back to the community, and to charity. At least I can say I lived my life on my own terms. Can you say that, Grant?” 

      Grant looked taken aback. I hadn’t meant for it to be an attack on him, but I worried about my brother. He never let anyone in. Even I had trouble sometimes. He used to have dreams too, and those seemed to be tossed aside for busy work. 

      “I’m starting my business,” he said. 

      “Good. That’s a start,” I said. “And I’m proud of you for making a friend and getting your shit together to start a business with him.” 

      “I hope you know I’m proud of you too, sis,” he said. 

      “For what?” I asked. “For not walking away when that’s the smart thing to do?” 

      “No, for standing up for what you believe in. For sticking by the folks of Liberty, for all that you do in our sister’s name.” 

      My brother rarely told me he was proud of me. It made my day to hear him praise me, something that rarely happened. Still, it felt weird and a bit awkward. My cheeks flushed and I looked away. 

      “Thank you,” I said softly. 

      “Anyway, I better get back to work. That sink ain’t going to fix itself,” Grant said. 

      Our sweet brother-sister moment was over, and we were back to work. Before Grant left, he turned to me and said, “And watch out for that Wade guy. I think he’s a bit obsessed with you.” 

      I groaned. “Tell me about it,” I said. “But he’s harmless. It’s just a silly little crush.” 

      “I wouldn’t be so sure—” 

      “Alright, you can stop the protective big brother act. I appreciate it, but I can take care of myself,” I said with a playful laugh. “Besides, he’s one of the only reasons we’re still in business, so I have to play nice.” 

      “Just be careful around him. He’s a bit creepy,” he said. 

      “Wanna talk about creepy? Wade has nothing on that Donovan Russo guy,” I muttered. 

      Grant’s phone rang, and he stared at it with a scrunched up face. “It’s Kellen,” he said. “I better answer this.” 

      “Go on,” I said, shooing him from the office. “Handle your business and leave me to mine.” 

      I heard his voice as he stepped out of the office, and from the sounds of it, something was wrong. I didn’t want to pry, but I couldn’t help but overhear bits and pieces of the conversation. 

      “No, not a problem at all, man,” Grant said. “Take all the time you need, and if you want some help, I’m here.” 

      Wow, my brother had made a friend. A true friend from the sounds of it. 

      “Of course I can run by your house and try to get things ready,” he said. 

      Ready for what, I wondered. I didn’t hear the rest of the phone call; Grant had stepped too far from the doorway. It was none of my business.
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