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      I grew up in New England in the 80’s and 90’s, which pretty much mandated that I was a dyed-in-the-wool Red Sox fan. That’s baseball, by the way. And if you’re as sports-illiterate as it am, it’s the one where you hit the ball with the stick and then run in a circle.

      But I have two confessions to make before you move on to this football-themed sports romance set in Georgia.

      One: I don’t know anything about football - or really even baseball to be perfectly honest. Confession number two is that despite my best efforts at perfecting a mint julep and my insistence on watching the Derby every year, I am sadly not actually a Southern girl.

      Luckily, I had three very patient friends to help me with the first. As for the second, well, I write fiction. So, you know, problem solved ;).

      This is all just to say, don’t worry. This might be a “sports” romance, but it was written by someone who has no idea what the difference between a wide receiver and a tight end is, aside from both sounding vaguely sexual.

      But sports-fan or not, every once in a while, we need a little (or a not so little, as is the case of this book) Dalton Cole in our lives.

      Luckily, he’s right here in your hands.

      …every inch of him ;).

      

      Trigger Warning:

      There is a scene in chapter 20 of this book involving assault which - though very mild in nature - may be triggering to some readers. Please be aware of this.
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        Hailey

      

    
    
      Oh my God, is that his dick?

      He’s knee-deep in the pool, too busy with the two giggling, topless coeds squirming in his arms to notice us as we step out the backdoor of the house. Or to notice the look of shock on stunned faces.

      My eyes go wide, at the nearly naked man with the chiseled muscles and the cavalier half-cocked grin on his face standing there in the shallow end of the pool in just a pair of dripping wet white briefs. I quickly force myself to look away from the very noticeable something, bulging at the front of those jockeys.

      “Dalton!” His mother shouts again, this time snapping his attention to the three of us standing there. The two nearly-naked girls hanging off his muscled biceps suddenly shriek, trying to cover themselves as they duck behind him.

      But Dalton Cole doesn’t bat an eye.

      Dalton Cole doesn’t flinch, or turn red, or even do anything much to cover the fact that he’s all but naked.

      Dalton Cole only shrugs and brings the bottle of tequila in his hand up to his lips to take a swig. His crystal blue eyes sparkle, and that strong, chiseled, cowboy-looking jaw that graces magazine covers, and ESPN headline interviews, and a major underwear ad campaign pulls back in that trademarked cocky grin. His eyes move over his mother, and my dad, until they land on me.

      And he winks.

      I wrinkle my nose.

      The notorious, the infamous, the disgustingly arrogant Dalton “Ten” Cole. “Ten” for “Tennessee”, his middle name, “Ten” for the number he wears on the back of his jersey, and “Ten” for-

      Well, no, that part is I’m sure just a gross tabloid rumor.

      Dalton Cole - the biggest thing to hit the Georgia college football scene since, well, ever. Apparently. Statewide MVP back in high school, media darling, a damn underwear model, and an NFL shoe-in in a few years.

      It’s not like I pay attention to football, at all, even with my dad being the famous high school coach he is. But you’d have to be living under a rock to not know who Dalton Cole is. And living under a rock when it comes to Georgia football is not an easy task when your dad just accepted the head football coach position at the state university.

      I’ve managed to avoid meeting Heather’s headline-making, party-boy of a son so far, even though she and my dad have been together for a little over six months now. That is, until this “important” dinner tonight, two weeks before classes start.

      All good things must come to an end.

      I grimace at the walking frat-boy cliché standing almost naked in front of us - complete with the bottle of booze and the skanky girls.

      “Ladies?” Heather’s voice is sharp as she crosses her arms and glares at the two half-naked college girls somehow trying to hide behind her son.

      “Sorry, Dean Cole!” They’re scampering out of the pool and grabbing towels, and bikini tops, and flip flops before they tear around the side of the large house back towards the driveway.

      Heather narrows her eyes as she turns back to her son. “Dalton Cole you put that bottle down this instant!” she says, shaking her head.

      That arrogant smirk drops from his lips as he hangs his head and shakes it, the picture of remorse. “I’m sorry, mama,” his voice drawls and drips that southern charm and he looks up and smiles that lopsided, chiseled grin as he steps from the pool.

      Goodness.

      I’ve of course seen him without a shirt on before - I mean half of the country has seen him in just his underwear after that ad campaign. But seeing a glossed magazine ad, or a billboard just isn’t the same thing as watching him pull himself out of the pool here in the flesh.

      The very perfect, very sculpted-from-marble, very muscled flesh.

      I can feel my cheeks burn as I quickly avert my eyes.

      He casually grabs a towel, still in no great hurry to cover up his almost naked form as he pats himself dry.

      “I’m real sorry, Coach,” he says in that Georgia accent. “That was disrespectful of me, sir.” He shakes his head and puts his hand out towards my dad.

      Oh, he’s good.

      My dad just chuckles and shakes his head. “Hey, boys will be boys.” He puts his hand out to shake Dalton’s outstretched hand. “You just bring that energy to the field this season, son.”

      Dalton grins - that shark-like smile that says he’s won over another one. “You bet, Coach.”

      Suddenly, he’s turning to me, those big blue eyes landing right on me.

      And he grins.

      “Hi,” he drawls out, his voice smooth and honeyed.

      I swallow quickly, pushing down my skirt and feeling the heat in my face as he looks at me with that lopsided, easy farm-boy smile.

      No, stop that.

      I will not be charmed by this boy. I will not be taken up in his wake like every other girl, or recruiter, or coach he’s ever met. I can see right through his “yes mama” and “that was disrespectful of me sir” bull-crap to the cocky prick behind it all. I’ve met this type before, with my dad being who he is. The cocky, arrogant, sports-type - the type that thinks just because he can throw or catch a dumb ball, he’s somehow better than anyone else, or that he’s God’s gift to women.

      I can’t stand the type.

      Dalton grins at me despite the vaguely sour look on my face and my arms crossed over my chest. “I don’t know how we managed to not meet yet, but I guess we’re gonna be getting pretty close this year.”

      I flash a fake smile right back at him. “Oh, I’m not sure we’re in much of the same classes.”

      Because, you know, I can read, and write, and talk in sentences that don’t end in “bro”.

      He laughs. “And I’m not sure you’re cut out for college ball, darlin,” he throws back easily with a grin. “But that ain’t what I mean.”

      I don’t care what he means. I get that this dinner tonight is important - after all, we’re celebrating my dad’s new position and all. And I like Heather, but eating at her house tonight doesn’t mean I need to make nice with her douchebag of a son.

      I’ll sit here at this dinner and I’ll be polite. I’ll avoid or ignore the arrogant jerk with the legendary track record, and the billboard-model face, and the infamous package, and then he and I will never, ever have to see each other ever again.

      “I mean what with our parents getting-”

      “Dalton-” Heather suddenly cuts him off with a worried look to me and then my dad.

      I frown. “What?”

      Dad shakes his head. “Honey, we, uh, I mean Heather and I wanted a chance to talk to you about something tonight.”

      “About what?” My eyes dart from his uneasy smile, to Heather’s concerned look, to Dalton’s effortless, beaming grin.

      Wait, hang on.

      I am never seeing Dalton again after this dinner, right? I won’t be at any dumb football games, or being sweaty and gross in the gym, or guzzling beer at frat parties, so I can’t begin to imagine where he and I would ever cross paths.

      I turn back to my dad, just as his hand drops to Heather’s, their fingers lacing together. And for the first time since pulling up to the house, I notice the ring.

      The very shiny, very elegant diamond ring that I am positive wasn’t on her hand any other time I’ve seen her.

      Oh, God.

      “Honey, Heather and I have something we want to tell you.”

      I can feel my pulse skip a beat, the air around me suddenly getting heavier and harder to breathe.

      “I’ve asked Heather to marry me, Hailey.”

      I see the flash of diamond on Heather’s hand as the world spins, and as I whirl back to stare at the still shirtless, still grinning, still stupidly handsome, arrogant, manwhore football jock Dalton Cole.

      My new stepbrother, Dalton Cole.

      It’d be comical if it wasn’t so horrifying.

      Never seeing Dalton again after this dinner, huh?

      Yeah, right.

      Because I am now one-hundred percent sure I will be seeing much more of Dalton Cole than I ever, ever wanted to.
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        Hailey

      

    
    
      I’m standing there frozen to the spot with the dripping wet, smirking, practically naked Dalton Cole just grinning at me as the full gravity of this hits me.

      I whirl to my dad. “You what?”

      He frowns. “Kiddo, maybe we should talk about this later.”

      Heather puts a hand on his arm. “Jim, let her talk.” She turns to me and smiles warmly. “Speak your piece, honey, this involves you too.”

      I shake my head. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      My dad laughs, “Well, I was going to-”

      “Dang, I’m sorry, Coach,” Dalton cuts in with a chuckle, rubbing the back of his head sheepishly. He shakes his head remorsefully, but when I look up at him, I can see that little smirking glimmer in his eyes.

      He thinks this is funny.

      I’m blinking rapidly, opening and closing my mouth like a fish as I search for words before finally they just come tumbling out of me. “But- why?”

      Dad laughs, “Because we love each other, and that’s what grown adults who love each other tend to do, kiddo.”

      Gee, thanks.

      Heather’s cheeks go a little pink at my dad’s words, which would be cute in literally any situation but this one. “Well, and also because your dad is an amazing man, Hailey,” she smiles at me as she reaches out and puts a hand on my arm. “And we’ve both lost partners, we’re both single parents, we’re both teachers, and we just sort of clicked, I guess.”

      “But you’re a coach, not a teacher,” I turn and spit out at my dad, regretting it instantly and realizing how childish it sounds.

      Dad frowns and turns to Heather. “Would you, uh- would you give us a minute?”

      She nods. “Oh, of course.” She yanks the bottle of tequila out of Dalton’s hand and goes to pull him inside, but he steps forward.

      “Coach? I just want to say it’s a real honor to get to play for you this year, and well, if I can just say personally,” he beams that charming, disarming, farm-boy smile. “I’m real glad you’re with my mom.”

      You little suck-up.

      How are either of them possibly buying this? I’ve never even met Dalton before, and even I know what a legendary little shit he is. Even I know about the trail of models and actresses and any number of football groupies he’s left in his wake of destruction. I know all about his much-publicized party-boy antics - the charmed, gilded, X-rated lifestyle of a sports “star”.

      Dalton Cole is a gross, overly-macho, arrogantly pompous manwhore of a human being, but Dad and Heather seem to be eating this “charming southern boy” bullshit right up.

      “It means a lot, son, thank you,” Dad says with an easy smile and a firm nod of his head. Dalton stumbles off for the garage - still towel-clad - and Heather and my dad exchange another look before she ducks into the house.

      Dad’s smile fades as he turns his attention to me. “Hey, c’mon, Hails!” He shakes his head. “I know I should’ve told you sooner, but you couldn’t have been totally unprepared for this.”

      I shrug sullenly. “I guess.”

      “Look, honey, I know you’re upset with me for not telling you before I popped the question. And I know your first semester of college isn’t starting the way you planned, but try not to take any of that out on Heather, okay?”

      Not starting the way you planned.

      Yeah, no kidding.

      The plan was Columbia University. The plan was finally getting the heck out of Georgia, and away from football, and finally starting my life as an adult.

      Of course, that plan changed with one simple letter - the one that “regretted to inform me” that even though I was “highly qualified” for their pre-med program, they were deferring me one semester due to class-space reasons.

      Deferring - that’s college-talk for not “getting the heck out of Georgia”, not “getting away from football”, and not “finally starting my life”.

      That’s college-speak for letting you loose in the wild with zero back-up plan about a month before you thought you were going.

      So instead, I’ve got a boring state school where I don’t know anyone, a new stepmom, and a new stepbrother who’s somehow nationally famous for football and his…

      …Yeah, that.

      “Georgia State College is a great school, Hails,” My dad runs a hand through his silvered but still full head of hair. “And hey, can’t beat that free tuition, huh?” he says with a sheepish shrug.

      Perks of the lauded new head football coach being your dad - and I suppose of your new stepmom being the Dean. That is, if you want to call giving up your dream of Columbia University and New York City for a state school in Dixon, Georgia perks.

      “How soon is the wedding?” It feels bizarre to even say out loud. Dad and I have been our own little two-person team for so long, it seems strange to think about that expanding to include Heather.

      And Dalton.

      I shiver at the thought.

      “Oh, not for a little while,” Dad says, smiling. “We’ve got things to plan, I’ve got a team to take over, and Heather’s got a University to run.” He puts a comforting hand on my shoulder. “We’ll move in next week and start to get settled-”

      I whirl back to my dad. “Wait, here?” I stab a finger at Heather’s big brick house.

      Dad grins. “Hailey, I’m an engaged man. Of course I’m moving in. And hey, tell me this isn’t a way better spread than that crappy rental in Weston?” He says, referring to the tiny house we’ve been living in while Dad’s been looking for places closer to campus.

      I mean, he’s right. Heather’s house is gorgeous - this old brick-style mansion owned by the college and set aside as a residence for the Dean.

      Dad chuckles. “Hell, this place is big enough for the whole damn team to move into.”

      I cringe at the idea.

      “Wait, am I still living on campus then?”

      “Of course, kiddo.” Dad puts an arm over my shoulders. “If you want to, of course. You’re in college now, you’re eighteen, you’re growing up, and yeah, I get that you need your space. You’ve got your dorm room, but if you ever want it, Heather’s put aside a room for you here.”

      I look up at the house, growing dim in the darkening evening sky.

      “I can’t believe you didn’t talk to me about it, Dad,” I mumble, shaking my head.

      “It just sort of happened, Hails. I asked her at dinner last night when we were out, which is why we wanted all of us to get together tonight so we could tell you both.” He chuckles, “Guess Heather jumped the gun with telling Dalton.”

      Yeah, guess so.

      “Anyways, I saw the play and I went for it, kiddo,” he says quietly.

      Dad and his sports references.

      You have to feel bad for the guy sometimes. The big-time, gung-ho football coach, and he gets one daughter who has zero interest in it.

      “Look, Hails, I know this caught you off guard, but it’s gonna be a-okay. It’s a great school, and its only one semester, right?” Dad grins as he ruffles my hair. “And hey, I get to keep my little girl around a little longer before she gets traded to New York.”

      I smile in spite of myself as he gives me a hug. “Let’s go eat, huh?”

      Inside, the sound of Heather singing along to a Talking Heads record drifts out of the kitchen before she sticks her head around the corner.

      “Hey you two,” she says with a big smile. “Dinner’s about ready.”

      Her eyes move past my dad to me, and she grin. “Hailey, honey, would you mind going out to the guest house above the garage and grabbing that son of mine for dinner? He’s not answering his phone.”

      I’m about to protest having to go fetch a clearly drunk Dalton for dinner like some sort of handler, when my dad ruffles my hair again like he does and gives me a smile.

      Ugh, fine.

      He and Heather follow the sound of David Byrne’s voice back to the kitchen, and I frown as I turn to head back outside. I look up as I go, raising a brow at just how huge this house is - the towering ceilings, the swooping staircases, the fact that it has wings. Dad and I have always had what we needed, but this is just ridiculous.

      I roll my eyes as I trudge past the pool and across the backyard to the old carriage house which has apparently been converted to a guest house, grumbling to myself.

      I hate to admit it, since I’m still pouting, but Dad’s right. It won’t be that bad here. I’ll keep my head down, I’ll do the work, and I’ll count down the days until I leave Georgia, and football, and frat-jock menaces like Dalton Cole behind.

      I climb the staircase just inside one of the open bay doors of the garage that leads up to Dalton’s apartment, and I stop in front of the door at the top.

      I mean, how hard can one semester here be? I take a deep breath as I start to open the door - yeah, this is all going to be fine.

      The door swings open, and I shriek as I jump back.

      Because right there, sprawled across a couch and still wearing nothing but those damn soaking wet briefs is Dalton.

      He’s shirtless, shameless, and spread-eagle, and he grins at me as I walk into the room.

      “Well hey there, darlin,” he drawls, that magazine-ad smile flashing at me.

      I’m trying not to stare at the rippling muscles of his chest, or the flash of those cool blue eyes, or the way his abs and the grooves up his hips carve down into the waistband of his jockeys.

      Or the obvious, scandalizing, and infamous bulge between his legs.

      Oh my God, stop that.

      My cheeks burn hot as I look away, but I can feel his eyes just dripping over me. I look up in time to see a little grin teasing the corners of his mouth as if he’s sizing me up - as if he’s amused by how ruffled I am by his behavior.

      “I think you might be a little overdressed for it, but you can sure join this party if you want to.”

      And then he winks at me again.

      Yeah, no, this is not going to be fine.

      This won’t be “not that bad.”

      Dalton flashes the cocky, arrogantly smug smile at me as he pats the sofa next to him. “Pull up a chair, I don’t bite,” he says with another wink. “Unless you ask me polite-like that is.”

      This is going to be awful.
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      The look on Hailey’s face as she stands there hovering in my doorway is somewhere between wariness and contempt. She wrinkles her nose and gives me this look like there’s something offensive about me.

      I’m pretty buzzed, but not buzzed enough where I don’t get that it’s probably got something to do with the fact that prudish, school-teacher looking Hailey Garrison just walked in on me sprawled out in my jockeys.

      Hey, some chicks would PAY for this, darlin.

      Of course, I’m well aware that Hailey Garrison isn’t “some chick” - aware like I’m aware that the winter is typically flu season.

      I’ve obviously heard all about the Coach’s daughter from my mom. The book nerd, the science geek, the chick that does model U.N. or some shit. Yeah, and I’ve heard all about her sob story about not getting into Columbia. Hailey Garrison, the girl who wants to be a doctor or whatever - the girl who somehow isn’t a football fan, despite her dad being the legendary Coach Jim Garrison.

      Who the hell doesn’t like football?

      I narrow my eyes as I give her another once over, standing there in her boring black skirt, her very un-flattering blouse, and her gingery-red hair up in librarian-looking bun.

      “Drink?” I hold up the beer - the one that up until recently, I was planning on enjoying after I made an evening out of fucking those two sorority girls at the same time.

      She wrinkles her nose. “Um, no, not a chance.”

      Of course not.

      I shrug and bring the bottle back up to take a swig.

      “Um, dinner’s ready,” she says quickly. It sounds less like an explanation and more of a self-rationalization for her being here. “That’s all.”

      I grin as I raise an eyebrow at her. “That’s all?” I say, stretching back on the couch with a hand behind my head. “Anything else you needed?”

      Her face flushes and her eyes dart around the bare room, as if trying to look everywhere but at me.

      Her eyes suddenly move back to my face, and she swallows quickly as she realizes I’m just grinning at her. “Anyways, bye,” she blurts out awkwardly as she turns to leave.

      “So, when are you moving into the dorms?” It’s random, I know. But for some reason, I have this urge to keep her here with me.

      She stops in the doorway. “After the weekend, I guess?” She turns to me, that initially furtive and embarrassed look turning more into bored disdain.

      For me, of course.

      “How about you?”

      “I’m not.” I smile and shake my head. “No shitty dorms for me.”

      Hailey rolls her eyes. “Let me guess, fraternity?”

      Yeah, right.

      Frats are for douchebags who need to be part of a club of other douchebags to get pussy. Me? I don’t need their membership card to get laid, because I’m already the damn King of that campus before I even step foot on it.

      Technically, I have to live on campus in regular housing - college-ball rules and all that. And there is a house for football players, but you’ve gotta be at least a Sophomore to live there.

      “Uh, no, definitely not.”

      Hailey shrugs. “Huh, figured you for a frat boy.”

      I grin at her. “You figure a lot don’t you.”

      “I didn’t think it was much of a stretch of the imagination,” she says, raising her eyebrows and looking at me patronizingly.

      “Frats are for douchebags. And anyways, I’m going to be living here,” I spread my arms wide. “Welcome to mi casa.”

      She rolls her eyes. “At your mom’s house?”

      I shrug. “Hey, it’s a guest house, darlin, and a sweet one at that. Plus, Mom pretty much lets me do what I want.” I let my eyes dip up and down her body again, and I can see this adorable pink glow bloom across her collarbone and into her cheeks.

      Oh, riling this girl up is almost going to be too easy.

      “Plus, those dorm beds are fucking terrible. The California king I’ve got here is a lot better for my game.”

      She raises a brow, taking the bait just like I knew she would. “How is a bed better for football?”

      “Oh, I mean for girls,” I say with a big grin. “That game.”

      Hailey wrinkles her brow behind those glasses, making a face. “Eww?”

      I’ve only just met Hailey, but I can already tell it’s such a predictable response from a girl like her. I can see right past her “well-read” hipster glasses and her stuck up, holier-than-thou attitude. I know exactly the kind of girl she is just from watching her shift uncomfortably there in the doorway.

      She’s the “better than it all” type - the kind of girl that hides behind snark and witty little comebacks. She’s the type that hates football not because she actually gives a shit, but because everyone else likes it, and liking what “everyone else” likes is just so uncool.

      I roll my eyes as I take another swig of beer. I let my eyes wander over her, still standing there, still doing her damnedest not to let her eyes drop to my jockeys.

      Oh yeah, I’ve got Hailey Garrison figured out to a damn T.

      Except…

      I let my eyes move over her bare legs beneath the skirt, and up over her tight curves, even as hidden as they are with that awful top. I let them trace up over the slender curve of her neck, up to her pink cheeks, the freckles, the full, pouty pink lips, the gingery-red hair pulled back in a tight bun.

      Except there’s something about the way she blushes, or squirms, or adjusts her glasses and looks away when she realizes I’m shamelessly checking her out.

      And it’s something kinda weirdly sexy.

      I frown at the thought.

      What the fuck?

      This girl is nothing like the chicks I usually go after - blonde, big tits, the I’ll-say-yes-to-anything lips. The girls whose panties I don’t even have to try and get into, because they’ve already left them at home knowing they were after me.

      Girls who watch football, and cream themselves every time I throw a pass.

      Girls who are nothing like the red-haired, bookish, nerdy chick named Hailey Garrison standing in front of me.

      So why are you still staring at her?

      “Look, your mom asked me to come get you. Will you please just put some damn pants on and come to dinner?”

      “You want to help?”

      She rolls her eyes as I smirk at her. And for some reason, that damn sassy, utterly bored look of hers starts to get me hard as a rock in my jockeys.

      It’s a damn weird thought, because - well, yeah, her dad and my mom. Add onto that the fact that she’s basically the opposite of any girl a guy like me has any interest in, and it gets even more confusing. Plus she clearly wants nothing to do with me, or football.

      I frown - maybe that’s it?

      Maybe it’s the fact that she’s not gushing over me, or begging me to take a damn selfie with her, or throwing herself at me.

      Maybe it’s because she’s clearly just not interested.

      Maybe it’s because that feels like a challenge, and I love a good challenge.

      I love a surprise victory.

      A real come from behind win.

      My eyes dip over the curve of her hips and that tight little ass.

      I’d love to win HER from behind.

      “I think you can probably manage yourself.”

      “Yeah but where’s the fun in that?”

      She squirms under my gaze before I slowly stand from the couch, stretching and flexing my arms behind my head. She quickly looks away with that scandalized look on her face.

      “I’m leaving, see you in the house.”

      I watch her stomp out and down the stairs with a little huff, and the grin spreads wide across my face as my eyes dip over her ass.

      Oh yeah, I’m going to enjoy getting under her skin.

      I’m going to enjoy making her squirm.

      Hailey Garrison thinks she’s immune to my charms.

      She’s very, very wrong.
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      Well, it’s bigger than the room I’d have gotten at Columbia.

      It’s a debatable silver lining, and I frown as I stand in the doorway of my new dorm room. My new single room, at least, which is the second iffy silver lining there.

      There have to be some perks to my dad being the new star coach and my soon-to-be-stepmom being the freaking Dean.

      Just one semester, I tell myself for the one millionth time. One semester, and then I’ll nail my admittance interview, and then I’ll be off to New York.

      I drop my single suitcase and my box full of books onto the bed and look around the room. Most of my other things - like my computer and some furniture - are still being moved from our old house to Heather’s, but I’ve got my essentials for the first week or two of class.

      Out in the hall, the din of students and parents moving threadbare couches and IKEA dressers filters in, making me feel like some sort of refugee, alone with my two measly pieces of luggage.

      In my single room, without a roommate, at a school I didn’t even know I was coming to until a month ago.

      A month ago, before I found out about the marriage.

      A month ago, before Dalton Cole was anything more than a name I vaguely associated with the game of football.

      Before he was anything more than a devastatingly handsome, if not cocky-looking, face on a damn billboard, or in magazines.

      I roll my eyes at the blush that creeps into my cheeks at the thought of that first meeting - that first very shirtless, very revealing meeting.

      I mean, I get it, sort of. I’m only human, and I do get why girls - or at least certain types of girls - get all mushy about him. Girls who are into that alpha-macho thing, and the showiness, and the ego, and the eye-rolling bullshit that comes with it.

      I am not one of those girls.

      I know exactly the type of guy Dalton is, because I’ve seen a hundred versions of him over the years from my dad coaching. The cocky arrogance, the chest-thumping Neanderthal attitude, and the unbelievable entitlement of being God’s gift to women that comes along with it.

      Yeah, not my thing, sorry.

      I’m into guys who think, not plow into each other over a stupid ball. I’m interested in culture, and art, and intelligence, not seeing who can drink, or throw up the most, or get the most venereal diseases possible.

      I read books, not scoreboards. I dress sensibly, not suggestively. And even with my dad being who he is, I have zero interest in sports - or the man-children who play them.

      How about chiseled jawlines, and muscles carved out of marble, or dangerously alluring farm-boy smiles?

      I frown at the thought, quickly shaking my head and scowling as I start to unzip the suitcase and begin to unpack.

      “Hey, neighbor.”

      The girl at my door has short brown hair and a punk-rock tank-top.

      “I’m next door,” she sticks her hand out. “Roxie.”

      “Hey, Hailey.”

      She smiles as she looks around my bare room. “Damn, a single, huh?” She shakes her head. “I’m a sophomore and I had to beg for one of these.”

      I shrug. “Yeah, I guess it freed up, I was a late admit-”

      “You’re Coach Garrison’s daughter, right?”

      Yeah, I better get used to that.

      “Uh, yeah, that’s me.”

      Her voice instantly goes up a notch as her face goes wide with a smile. “Oh my God, you must be so excited for the season! Go Hawks!” She says, pumping her fist in the air.

      I clear my throat uncomfortably. “Uh, yeah, super excited,” I mumble, my voice basically the literal opposite of ‘super excited’.

      Roxie raises her brow. “Wait, are you not a football person?”

      I make a face. “Not really.”

      “Oh thank fucking God,” her voice drops to the more normal tone from before. “Same, and I’m not sure how much longer I could’ve kept that up.”

      I laugh, grinning at her.

      “So is it true though? About your dad and Dean Cole?”

      “Oh, yeah that one’s true.”

      Roxie nods, arching a brow. “Wow, so Dalton Cole, huh? What’s he actually like?”

      I raise a brow as I sit on the edge of my new bed. “I thought you weren’t into football?”

      “Oh, I’m not, or men actually, I’m just really fascinated by stardom.” She laughs, “You know there’s already a fucking list somewhere of girls who want to get in line to bang him? How fucking gross is that?”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, well, he’s pretty gross.”

      “I mean, he’s hot, I guess. Objectively speaking, and if you’re into guys. I know he did that famous ‘bulge’ underwear ad and everyth-”

      “Yeah, no, I know,” I say quickly, making a face. “Anyways, no, I am very much not into douchebags like Dalton Cole.”

      Roxie grins. “So what are you going to do?”

      “Avoid him?”

      She laughs. “Well, good luck with that. He’s the new king of campus, in case you haven’t heard. And classes haven’t even started yet.”

      “Oh believe me, I’ll do my best.”

      “Well, might want to put earplugs in then.”

      I frown, “Why?”

      “Because of the parade before the welcoming commencement stuff?”

      “Oh shit!” I jump off the bed as my eyes dart to the clock.

      Shit. The parade. The one I promised to go to, even if it is a dumb football thing. But I know it means a lot to my dad for me to be there for his first public appearance as head coach, not to mention for Heather’s commencement address to the school afterwards.

      The parade that starts in five minutes.

      I’m about to bolt from the room when I freeze and turn to Roxie, wincing even before I ask it.

      “Uh, you don’t have any…” I roll my eyes and make a face. “Do you have any football stuff?”

      She raises a brow.

      “I mean something I could wear with the- the…what the hell is the team animal?”

      Roxie laughs. “Holy shit, you really don’t do football. I think I’m going to like being your neighbor.” She grins, “The ‘team animal’ of the Hawks is…drumroll please.”

      I roll my eyes. “Thanks,” I mutter sarcastically. “Yeah, never mind. I just wanted to do something to show a little effort for my dad.”

      Roxie grins. “I, uh- I do actually.”

      I shoot her a dubious look. “Seriously?”

      She shrugs her shoulders. “Yeah, there’s this chick on the cheer squad I, uh, know.”

      I frown, glancing at the time again. “Okay, does she live on this floor or som-”

      “No, dude, I mean that I know - like, she’s left clothes in my room.”

      Oh.

      Roxie laughs as I go red. “You and me, Garrison, I think we’re gonna get along great. C’mon next door, she’s about your size.”
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      Well hell, I could get used to this.

      I’ve got a beer in my hand, two sorority girls on my lap, and a third at my feet, all draped across me as the crowds cheer.

      Oh, and I’m sitting on a throne -  a literal throne - with an honest-to-God crown on my head.

      I’m the fucking king of the damn University, and I’ve gotta say, it feels fucking fantastic.

      The commencement parade the last weekend before the semester starts is an annual tradition, apparently. And like every year, they’ve got the marching band out, the crowds going nuts, and the whole damn team out hyping people up for the season.

      …I’m not sure the big float with the throne and the new Freshman quarterback and this harem of sorority girls is an every year thing though.

      I mean, people love it, but I can also look around and see the jealousy in the eyes of some of the other players walking alongside my streamer-festooned float. I see the scornful looks of resentment at the underclassman that’s stealing all their thunder - not to mention their girls.

      Fuck ‘em.

      I know they’ve all watched the tapes of my games all over ESPN, but wait until they get me on the field. Wait until I win them games, get them laid, and get them glory and limelight.

      Yeah, welcome to my world, fellas.

      Wait until I win them championship rings, then we’ll see who’s jealous and resentful.

      One of the girls in my lap lets out a whooping scream to the crowd that has me wincing before she snatches the beer out of my hand with a grin and takes a sip.

      “Boy, they let you football guys get away with anything, don’t they?” she says with a wink, taking another sip of my beer. The girl on my other knee laughs and takes the cup from the first girl, slugging it back as the marching band blares around us.

      A lot of big schools courted me, obviously. I mean the records I smashed back in school had so many college recruiters coming to my games that they filled half the damn seats. But after the ESPN interview? Forget it. After that, I was the hottest acquisition in the damn country. After that, every school wanted me. And after the interview came the marketing guys and the national underwear ad. Yeah, after that every chick in America wanted a taste of yours truly.

      And I hate to disappoint my fans.

      Of course, the posturing about that damn ad sure didn’t hurt - all the internet and media speculation about “stuffing” the front of the jockeys for the shoot.

      Yeah, nope.

      That shoot and the “stuffing” was all me, baby. And all it took was a couple of gossipy models who’d had some first-hand experience with it blabbing to the magazines, before my cock was maybe more famous than me.

      So, yeah, you think football guys get away with a lot of shit? Darlin, I want to say to the girl on my lap holding my beer. I’m Dalton “Ten” Cole, my mom is the damn Dean and my stepdad’s the head football coach.

      I’m going to get away with fucking murder here.

      “Hey! Dalton!” There’s a crowd of reporters and camera guys from ESPN and a handful of other stations surging up towards my float, shoving microphones and cameras in my face.

      “Dalton, my man!” A guy I’ve never met beams at me with a big-ass camera in his hands. “How about a picture with you and your girlfriend?”

      I grin at him - that half-cocked, arrogant smile that’s landed me on half a dozen magazine covers in the last few months.

      “Girlfriend?” I shrug exaggeratedly for the cameras. “You know, they’re all so great, I’m not sure I could pick just one!”

      The three sorority girls erupt into giggles in my lap and at my feet, the crowd around us whoops and hollers while the cameras flash. The girls shriek as I stand, lifting two of them up in my arms while the third kneels at my feet, her hands right at the waistband of my shorts and her lips pressed to my happy trail for the pictures that’ll be all over every sports publication in the country by tomorrow.

      I’m sure her parents will be real proud.

      The float moves on, and I drop back to my seat, taking a big slug of my beer as the girls laugh and pose for more pictures draped across my lap.

      Yeah, a guy could get very used to this.

      I’m grinning as I sit back and drink my beer, reveling in my moment when the float comes to a stop. There’s a grandstand set up in front of the athletics center where my mom’s going to be giving her welcome speech, and I groan and begrudgingly get up from my pile of girls.

      Time to be the face of the team.

      I’m still laughing with the girls, pushing hands away from me and promising to call them when I turn and immediately lock eyes with Hailey.

      I’ve got a beer in my hand, a goofy fucking smirk on my face, and three half-naked, half-drunk coeds literally hanging off of me.

      Shit - not exactly the impression I was looking to make.

      But then I frown at the thought. What the fuck do I care? What the hell do I care about what little Miss stuck-up, too-cool-for-football thinks of me and my antics? I can see that bored look, like I’m such the cliché in her eyes.

      Whatever.

      My mom is hand-in-hand with Coach Garrison as she waves at the crowd and steps forward for her address. And I’m happy for her. Jim Garrison is a great guy, and I’m pumped to be playing for him.

      But his daughter? Shit, I don’t need book-nerd Hailey Garrison’s approval. Hell, I don’t even need her to like me.

      I’m Dalton fucking Cole. I’m the damn king of this campus, and I don’t need a damn thing from her.

      Except, there’s that little look of hers again. That look that says quite clearly that she thinks she’s “above” all this. As if being anti-sports and wearing “anti-cool” black-rimmed glasses and that fucking hipster beanie, and not a single stitch of Hawks blue-and-white despite this being a Hawks football event makes her “better” than all this - more “evolved”.

      It doesn’t.

      And I decide right there - with the sorority girls clinging to my arms, the beer in my hand, and the crown on my head - that I’m going to make it my damn job to make sure she gets that.

      I grin right at her, ignoring the eye-roll she shoots my way as I raise my cup to her.

      Cheers, darlin.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Thought you weren’t into football.”

      Hailey jumps a little as I lean down and whisper the words in her ear. My mom is going on about something to do with the “promise of a strong future” and “eager young minds”, but I’m not really paying attention. I mean, I’m half-buzzed and I’m still half-cocked from the pile of sorority girls that up until recently were squirming all over my dick.

      But they’re not here, and I’m fresh out of beer, which means uptight Hailey Garrison is now the object of my attention.

      She turns and shoots me a glare, like it’s the worst thing in the world for me to have just interrupted this meaningless speech.

      I roll my eyes. “Oh, c’mon,” I whisper again. “No one’s actually listening to this.”

      “I’m listening, actually,” she hisses at me before turning back around. “Besides,” she tosses back over her shoulder. “I’m here supporting my dad.”

      I grin. “And your star quarterback?”

      “Uh, no, not so much,” she says with another thin, withering smile before she rolls her eyes and turns away again.

      I scowl at the back of her head, her hair tucked up under her beanie and those dark-rimmed glasses perched on her ears. She’s wearing this baggy hoodie which makes me frown because holier-than-thou “boo-sports” attitude aside, little Miss prude at least had a pretty bangin body on her the other night at dinner.

      She perplexes me, because it’s perfectly clear that she’s not playing any sort of game with me. I mean, I’ve had plenty of girls play “hard to get” - models, cheerleaders, that one actress from that T.V. show - but they’ve all done it in that utterly bullshit way. It’s that teasing, “make him work for it” Cosmo magazine shit, and I can see right through it anyways.

      Because in the end, they aren’t playing hard to get at all. In the end, they just want to tell themselves they are, because it makes them feel better about it when they wait a whole three hours before dropping their panties and spreading their legs for me.

      Except Hailey Garrison isn’t playing any damn games, that much is pretty clear. She literally isn’t interested in me, and that has my interest.

      I wonder briefly if she’s a lesbian before the cheer of the assemble crowd signals the end of Mom’s speech which I’ve managed to entirely miss.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Hey, lookin’ good up on that float, boy!” Coach Garrison grins at me as he claps me on the back.

      Mom hasn’t really seen many guys since dad, but they’ve mostly been losers. Coach Garrison though? I grin as some guy in a fraternity shirt I don’t recognize roars my name and passes me a fresh beer.

      Yeah, Coach is alright. More importantly, I think he gets me and what makes me tick, and I think we’re going to get along just fine.

      I grin as I raise the fresh beer at him. “To a great season, Coach.”

      He flashes me another smile before he reaches out and plucks the beer from my hand. “How about to a fresh healthy start to that season, huh?” He arches a brow at me, “I’m not against having fun, Dalton, but let’s try and balance the partying and the work this season alright?”

      I frown at my suddenly missing beer, before I begrudgingly nod. Fair enough.

      Coach looks past me and beams. “Now doesn’t she look great in blue and white?”

      I turn, and suddenly I’m doing a double-take as my jaw drops a little bit.

      She’s lost the hoodie, and… damn.

      Hailey’s wearing a Hawks tank top that just clings to her body and those damn near perfect tits. She’s wearing these smokin’  hot jean cut-offs too that I didn’t even notice with that bag-lady sized sweatshirt she was rocking earlier. Top the whole thing off with some knee-high Hawks-blue-and-white socks that I also somehow missed, and I’m at a total loss for words as I feel my cock twitch in my shorts.

      “Yeah, uh, she-” I clear my throat, trying to keep myself from drooling all over Coach’s daughter right in front of him. “Way to show a little spirt there, sis.” She wrinkles her nose at that last bit, and it makes me grin.

      “Thanks for coming, kiddo,” Coach says, putting his arm around Hailey and beaming at me.

      “Anytime,” she says, arching a brow only I can see.

      “Oh, by the way - the moving truck rolled up as soon as you left this morning. Had them set aside a bunch of your things I thought you might want for your room and figured I’d have some of my boys bring it over later today.”

      Hailey frowns, “Oh, I can get it, Dad. That’s fine.”

      Coach laughs. “It’s a sofa, honey, not to mention all your clothes and that big fancy gaming computer of yours.”

      Did he just say ‘gaming computer’?

      I can feel the corners of my mouth curl up in a devilish grin as I watch Hailey’s face quickly turn a bright shade of crimson.

      “I’d be happy to help, Coach,” I say with a big smile, looking right at her.

      Oh this is too good.

      This chick plays computer games and she’s giving me shit about football? This is almost going to be too easy.

      Hailey glares back at me, addressing her dad. “No, that’s really okay, I’ll just grab it some other time.”

      “I’ll talk to the guys right now, Coach,” I say quickly. “We’ll swing by in a little bit.”

      She glares at me, and I grin right back.

      Because she might think she’s too good for a state school, and football, and me for that matter. But like it or not, she’s here, in my court.

      And the King is in session.

      I lock eyes with the bafflingly intriguing girl who’s completely uninterested in me - the one who’s skin I can’t wait to get under - and I smile.

      Yeah, this is going to be way too much fun.
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      An hour later, I’m lugging this flowery love-seat thing along with some boxes of her shit into the dorms with a few other guys from the team. I grimace as I look around the fluorescent lit hallways, the grey carpeting, and the shared bathrooms of the dorm.

      Yeah, fuck all that.

      I silently thank my lucky stars about my status at this school. Again, technically I’ve got a room attached to my name somewhere here on campus, but that’s just to satisfy college ball regulations. If I have my way, I won’t be setting foot in one of these shitty dorms unless it’s for some tail.

      “Thanks,” Hailey looks up from the intense looking computer she’s setting up on her desk as Evan - the star running back - and I set the love seat down by the window in her room.

      I raise a brow at the dual-monitors and the sizable, sleek-looking tower and turn to grin at her. “Nice gaming computer,” I say with a grin.

      Hailey’s face goes red as she adjusts her glasses on her face, looking Goddamn adorable with how flustered she is. “It’s for school,” she mutters quickly.

      “Sure it is,” I lean in and wink at her as Evan ducks out of the room. “Nerd.”

      “Aww man, a single?” Jason, our full-back, whistles as he steps into the room and looks around. “Must be nice being Coach’s daughter. I spent two years in these dorms and always had some shitty roommate.”

      “Hey you can see the field from here!” Henderson, the power forward, steps in carrying a box and nods at her window. “You could throw some fuckin’ sweet pre-game parties in here, babe.”

      Hailey looks at him like he’s speaking another language. “Yeah, I think I’m good, but thanks.”

      “Naw I’m serious, babe!” Henderson shakes his head, clearly not getting it. “Perfect view of the scoreboard too.”

      Hailey rolls her eyes. “Yeah, I’ll - uh - I’ll have to think about it.” She turns and steps up onto the chair she was standing on when we first came in, reaching back up to finish hanging one of three damn wall calendars above her desk.

      I’m about to make a crack about it, when I realize she’s still wearing those damn cutoff shorts from earlier.

      All of a sudden, I am very quickly forgetting my joke along with any other thought entirely.

      Hailey stretches up to tape the corner of a calendar, pulling those little jean cut-offs tight across her utterly perfect ass, her lean, creamy legs staining as she pushes up with her toes to reach the tape.

      But then I’m also very quickly realizing that I am not the only one who’s got his eye on Hailey’s stupidly good-looking ass. Actually, as I turn, I realize there’s not a damn eye in the room that isn’t glued to the denim pulled tight across that back-end. And suddenly, I can feel this weird, angry feeling rising inside.

      “Alright!” I clap loudly, snapping everyone’s attention away from Hailey’s ass. “Let’s go get those beers, fellas.”

      “Yeah,” Evan shakes his head, grinning sideways at me as I start to herd everyone out of Hailey’s room.

      “Thanks again,” she calls over her shoulder, apparently utterly oblivious to the show she was just putting on.

      I duck my head back in. “Hey, quick question.”

      Hailey turns and raises her brow. “Yeah?”

      I grin and nod at the computer. “Just out of curiosity, do you play as a knight, or more like some sort of wizard-”

      I dodge the roll of masking tape hurled my way, cackling while I head out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We’re barely outside the building when the guys lose it.

      “Holy fuckin’ shit, man!” Jason whistles lowly.

      “Damn, dude!” Henderson shakes his head at me.

      I frown at them. “What?”

      Henderson laughs. “What? Is this guy serious?” He chuckles. “Coach’s daughter, man.”

      My frown turns into a scowl as I glare at him. “What about her.”

      He laughs again. “Dude are you blind?”

      “She’s pretty hot, bro,” Jason adds in with a sheepish look.

      I shrug. “Eh, not my type.”

      Evan snorts. “Bullshit. Word is your ‘type’ has a pussy and legs that can spread.”

      They all erupt into laughter as we cross the street from the college entrance to the official and yet unofficial off-campus house for the upper tier of the football team. Okay, it’s a frat house without the greek letters, but who’s really keeping track.

      I frown as we walk. I mean, I want to laugh it off with them, but there’s something digging at me about these guys talking about her like that. I’d say it’s jealousy or something, except I’m Dalton Cole - I don’t get jealous, I get laid. Jealousy is what losers feel for winners like me.

      “Dude, she’s my stepsister,” I mutter.

      Jason punches me in the arm. “Bro, didn’t you bang that T.V. actress’s mom?”

      Yeah, I did do that. I wouldn’t exactly say I’m proud of it, but I am every fucking inch the pussy-chasing scumbag the tabloids say I am.

      I grin. “Guilty.”

      Jason hoots and claps me on the back. “So don’t try and play that moral card, buddy.”

      I make a face. “Man, she’s like family, I don’t see her like that.”

      “'Step’ ain’t really family, buddy. Plus she’s not even that yet,” he says with a wolfish grin. “And don’t lie. I saw you scoping that fine ass right alongside the rest of us.”

      “Bet she’s a virgin, dude,” Henderson says, chuckling with a shake of his head. “And I’ll tell you what, man, I would tear that pussy up if-”

      “Enough.” My voice is loud, dark, and edged as I cut him off. “Tone it the fuck down.”

      “Hey, relax, freshman,” he says, flipping me off and shaking his head.

      I’m pissed at this conversation, and I don’t even know why. The idea of these guys hitting on Hailey or looking at her like that or fucking thinking about her like that has some sort of bizarre possessive thing raging up inside of me, and I can’t even tell if it’s protective or just plain territorial.

      Both are weird feelings.

      “Alright, alright,” Evan cuts in as we head around back to the patio behind the house. “Leave the kid alone.” He shakes his head. “Besides, that shit is off limits.”

      Henderson snorts. “Says who?”

      Evan rolls his eyes and grabs some beers from the big reach-in cooler outside. “Says the fact that she’s Coach Garrison’s daughter, dumbass. That’s a line you don’t cross.”

      Henderson just shrugs as he cracks his beer. “I’d say that just makes things more interesting.”

      There’s a quiet moment before Jason pipes up with a shrug. “I’d hit it.”

      Ramirez, one of our defensive guys, pokes his head out the back door. “You fuckers talking about Coach’s daughter?” I shoot him a dagger look but he doesn’t seem to notice as he steps outside. “Shit, I’d hit that too.”

      Henderson grins. “Well what do we say dudes, a little gentlemen’s bet?”

      Anger roars up inside of me all over again as I narrow my eyes at him. “Fuck off, guys.”

      “Hey, Cole, you wanna wimp out that’s fine.” Ramirez grins at me, grabbing a beer from the cooler.

      “Yeah there’s enough pussy for you on this campus anyways, dickhead,” Henderson says with an annoying laugh. “How about it, boys - a hundred bucks to whoever taps that first.”

      Evan shakes his head. “That’s just wrong, man.”

      “Yeah, so wrong it’s right, you mean,” Henderson says, choking on a slug of his beer.

      I can still feel that weird, confusing possessive anger simmering right below the surface. But there’s also that competitive instinct in there too - that driving need to win and be first, and the best.

      That fire inside that makes me the fucking star I am, if we’re being honest.

      ‘Course, it’s also the fire that makes me say dumb shit, sort of like what comes out of my mouth next.

      “A hundred bucks?” I snort as I kick back in my chair and throw my feet up on the table. “What if we made it interesting?”

      The group of guys around me goes quiet and collectively starts to grin

      “Let’s make it a grand.”

      There are low whistles around the backyard before Jason cracks ups and throws his hand up to high-five me. “Well damn, boy! There’s the Big Ten I was hearing about!”

      Ramirez is cackling like I’m the funniest dude in the world. “That’s filthy bro, I like it!”

      What the fuck am I doing?

      Henderson nods. “You’re crazy, but you better start saving, golden boy. Nerd-girl’s ass is mine.”

      I very quietly resist the urge to put my fist into his mouth.

      I’m acting like a complete fucking idiot here, but I know I’m in too deep now to say shit. And as dumb as I know it sounds, I’ve got a reputation to uphold, however sordid.

      Besides, it’s just a stupid bet.
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      “So, settling in okay, Hailey?”

      Heather smiles at me as she passes the salad across the table.

      Okay, this is nice. I mean, I love my dad, but family dinners for the majority of the past ten years have mainly consisted of takeout or weird frozen dinners and - yep, you guessed it - football on the t.v.

      Real conversation, homemade food, and a table that doesn’t start with the word “coffee” is a wonderful improvement.

      The fact that dickhead Dalton won’t be gracing us with is presence tonight makes things that much more enjoyable.

      I nod and swallow the pasta in my mouth. “Yeah, actually,” I smile back at Heather. “It’s going fine.”

      I’ve been on campus for four days now, with classes starting Monday. Yeah, it might not be Columbia, and Dixon might not be New York City, but I’m slowly making peace with that. After all, it’s just one semester, and then I can move on with my plans.

      One semester without any more annoying visits to my dorm room by Dalton and his football goons would be preferable.

      Something soft brushes quickly against my leg, followed by a rusty, wailing meowing sound under the table.

      “Oop, here you go, buddy.” Dad starts to pass a piece of bow-tie pasta under the table to his cat Beasley. I say “his cat”, because the snaggletoothed Maine Coon is no one’s but Dad’s. Heck, I’ve known Beasley for close to nine years, and he want’s nothing to do with me.

      “Jim-”

      My dad looks up sheepishly from feeding his beggar of a cat as Heather rolls her eyes at him. “Should I have set a place for him?”

      “Please don’t?” I mumble out.

      Heather laughs.

      “Aww, he just loves himself some pasta, that’s all,” Dad says, giving me a wink.

      “Dad, Beasley loves himself food - like, as a general concept.”

      “He’s a growing boy!” Dad says with a grin. “I’m gonna work on his blocking drills this season and maybe stick him on the defensive line, what do you think?”

      I sigh as I shake my head at Heather. “You had no idea what you were getting into, did you?”

      Heather laughs again as she reaches over to hold my dad’s hand. “Oh, I’m in for the whole deal - Beasley and all.” She flashes a smile at my dad before turning it my way. “By the way, I hope you don’t mind, but I took a look at your schedule today.” Her eyebrows go up. “You’ve got a pretty hefty first semester, you know.”

      I nod. “I know, I just want to knock out as many general ed classes as possible before Columbia.” I shrug. “I figured they’d be easier to do here.”

      Crap.

      I cringe the second I say it, realizing how shitty it sounds out loud. “God, sorry, that came out wrong.”

      “Hailey,” my dad frowns and shakes his head, but Heather just smiles and pats his arm.

      “No-no, that’s okay.”

      “Heather, I really didn’t mean-”

      “Hailey, really, it’s okay,” she waves her hand dismissively and smiles at me.

      God I’m an asshole.

      Heather’s really trying here, way more than some of the other women Dad’s found over the years. I mean, there was Trish the drunk, and Lauren was literally a shoplifter. Heather tops the list by a mile, and here I am insulting the school she runs right to her face.

      Heather grins and meets my eye across the table. “Hailey, really, I’m not insulted, and I know what you meant. But I’m proud of the level of state school we are.” She shrugs, “Actually I’m pretty excited to push things in a more academic direction now that I’m at the top.” She turns and winks at my dad. “Not at the expense of the football program, of course.”

      Dad chuckles, and she rolls her eyes. “Hey, I’m smart enough to know where our alumni donations come from,” she finishes with a smile before turning back to me. “I’d honestly welcome any feedback on the school while you’re with us, Hailey.”
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* * *

      “So, you’re thinking I’m a little nuts aren’t you?”

      We’re in the kitchen cleaning up after dinner with Beasley prowling for scraps at our feet when Dad stops and leans against the counter next to me.

      “Dad-”

      “Give it to me honest, kiddo,” he puts up fake boxing hands as he grins at me.

      I roll my eyes at him. “You know I really like her, Dad.”

      It’s just her dickhead of a son I can’t stand.

      “You don’t think it’s a little crazy to make this step after only six months?”

      I shrug, pushing the rack into the dishwasher and shutting the door. “I mean, you love her, right?”

      “It’s the real deal, kiddo.”

      I grin. “Good, then no, I don’t think you’re crazy.”

      “You sure?”

      I nod. “Yeah, I really am.”

      He smiles back before grabbing me into a big bear hug. “Thanks, sport.”

      Heather ducks into the kitchen. “You ready to go, honey?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Dad grins sheepishly at me. “Hey, Hails, Heather and I were about to head out and paint the town red.”

      Heather rolls her eyes at me. “He means a glass of wine and then humoring me with that new French film down at the art movie house.”

      Dad throws his hands in the air dramatically and Heather laughs. “But if any of those football boys of his ask, we were at- oh, I don’t know, a strip club or something ridiculous.”

      “Oh, definitely tell ‘em that, I’ll be the king of that practice field,” Dad laughs as Heather punches his arm.

      “So what are you up to tonight then, Hailey?” Heather says, grabbing her purse from the back of one of the kitchen stools. “I’m sure there’s a whole bunch of parties back on campus tonight, much to my chagrin.”

      Oh, yeah, my wild social life.

      I frown as I clear my throat. “I- uh, actually I was hoping I might just stay here tonight?”

      Heather and my dad exchange a look before she turns and nods. “Yeah, of course! You know, it’s your house now, too.” She smiles as she puts an arm around me and gives me a squeeze. “Oh! Why don’t you go for a swim or something? We just had the pool cleaned this afternoon and it’s a hot one out tonight.”

      “Oh, my suit’s back at the dorms.” I make a face - the pool actually sounds like an amazing idea seeing how muggy it is outside in the late summer night. “Maybe I’ll just watch a movie or something.”

      My dad waves his hand. “I’m sure there’s an old suit up in one of those boxes in your room, Hails.”

      I shrug, “Yeah, maybe.”

      Dad grins as he ruffles my hair. “Don’t have too much fun, kiddo.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Oh yes.

      The late summer heat fades as I slip into the water. I place my glasses on the edge of the pool and let my head dip back onto the folded towel behind me. The stars are out, and I can even see them here, as opposed to the old house that was a little closer to the city. Certainly more stars than I’d be seeing in Manhattan right now.

      Alright, so there are some perks to being here instead of there.

      I sigh as I ease back, letting my legs float out as I slowly close my eyes, relax, and-

      The scream catches like ice in my throat as something huge hits the pool next to me, but it tears out of me in a shriek when the blurred body comes rushing out of the water towards me with hands and arms outstretched.

      I’m still screaming, and scrabbling backwards up the side of the pool when the figure starts to laugh.

      Oh my God, are you kidding-

      “Woah! Woah!”

      It’s Dalton, of course, standing right in front of me in the pool and laughing his damn ass off as I feel the adrenaline rattle through my body. I let the air out of my lungs in a whoosh.

      He chuckles, “Jesus, relax, darlin!”

      “I can’t see without my glasses, you ass,” I hiss, turning to fumble on the side of the pool.

      “Hang on.”

      I gasp as I suddenly feel his body right behind me, his skin against mine, his slick, muscled chest against my back.

      “Hey! What are you-!”

      “Relax,” he says again, his voice deep and even and right by my ear. “Here.” His hands brush my ears, and suddenly I can see as he slips the glasses onto my face.

      I blink and look up into Dalton’s grinning face, only a foot away from mine.

      He winks at me. “Better?”

      I hit him in the arm. “You scared the shit out of me!”

      He laughs as he backs away, hands up towards me. “Sorry, you were too tempting a target.”

      I scowl at him and adjust the glasses on my face, feeling my heartbeat slowly creep back down to normal. He’s shirtless, his muscles glistening with drops of water in the dim glow from the pool lights. His sharp blue eyes twinkle at me as he runs his hand through his slicked back hair.

      “Howdy,” he drawls, winking at me again.

      I am suddenly acutely aware of the old, dorky one piece bathing suit I’m wearing.

      I’m also acutely aware of how bizarre it is that I even care. Who cares what he sees me in? I’m not trying to impress him or anything.

      I frown and shake my head. “What are you doing here?”

      He makes a face. “I live here, darlin.”

      I roll my eyes. “I meant what are you doing here now, it’s Friday night.”

      “True!” He gives me a thumbs-up. “Next question is a doozy though - what month is it?”

      “Har har har,” I roll my eyes at him again. “I meant shouldn’t you be out getting wasted with your ‘bros’ or screwing sorority girls?”

      “Probably,” he grins at me. “Don’t you feel special that I’m here with you though?”

      I give him a look, folding my arms over my chest. “Not really.”

      He laughs out loud, “Damn, red, you really don’t like me much, do you?”

      I frown. “I don’t know you much, blondie.”

      He grins and this time he rolls his eyes. “Oh sure you do, everyone knows me.”

      “Wow,” I shake my head at him. “You’re really in love with yourself, aren’t you?”

      “Aww, c’mon, you know what I mean. I mean everyone knows me from t.v. or any of those magazines.”

      He’s right, of course, but I decide right then and there that Dalton Cole does not need another person stroking his ego by telling him they’ve read about him in an article.

      I shrug. “I really don’t follow football.”

      “You mean you don’t really like football, and I guess that means players, too.”

      “Okay, I don’t really like football so I don’t really follow it, understand?”

      “Not at all,” he says with a grin. “You realize your dad is like, the Bill Parcells of high school football, right?”

      “Who?”

      Dalton rolls his eyes. “I mean he’s a legend, which makes you hating on football sorta weird.”

      I dip down a little more in the water, backing into the side of the pool. “It’s my dad’s thing. I’ve never really seen the appeal of a bunch of guys running into each other over a ball.”

      Dalton shakes his head. “Glory, baby.”

      I raise a brow. “Huh?”

      “It’s not the ball, its glory.”

      I snort. “You make it sound so poetic.”

      “Well, glory and pussy I guess.”

      I wrinkle my nose and he laughs. “Little less poetic now?”

      “Much; thanks for that.”

      He grins. “C’mon.”

      “What?”

      “You said it yourself, we should be partying and getting drunk.”

      I shake my head. “‘You’, I said ‘you’ should be getting drunk.”

      He grins at me. “Yeah well if I do it alone it’s a problem, so get out here.”

      Dalton doesn’t wait for an answer before he moves to the edge of the pool and effortlessly pulls himself from the water.

      And my jaw drops.

      He’s not just shirtless, he’s practically naked, wearing just a pair of those damn white boxer briefs. The same ones, I’m mortified to admit even to myself, that I recognize as the ones from that famous advertisement.

      Dalton turns, and if I was blushing before, my face goes downright crimson as my eyes drop to the very sizable, very visible bulge between his legs.

      I quickly look away.

      No way, that wasn’t-

      “Prude.”

      I jerk my head up, and my eyes go wide as I realize he’s now got his hand down the front of his briefs.

      I quickly look away. “God, are you…playing with yourself?”

      Dalton cracks up. “Oh, yeah, I always just start jerking it in front of girls, that’s sort of my move.”

      “Wouldn’t exactly be out of character.”

      He snorts a laugh. “Relax, I’m just warming it back up. That water’s fuckin’ cold.”

      I make a face, wrinkling my nose. “You are so gross.”

      “Hey, don’t tell me you haven’t heard the rumors.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say primly, forcing myself to think of literally anything in the world besides his…bulge.

      Dalton chuckles again. “Sure, darlin. Anyways, I’m decent now.”

      I look up and shriek as I realize he’s bent over and mooning me.

      “Damnit, Dalton!”

      He hoots as he yanks his briefs back up over his very sculpted ass and struts over to the table and chairs by the pool. “C’mon, have a drink with me.”

      I sink down in the water. “No way.”

      He slumps into one of the chairs and kicks his feet up on the table as he grins at me. “Let me guess, you’re a college freshman and you’ve managed to never drink before.”

      “That is not true,” I lie.

      “Sure it’s not, darlin,” he drawls, flashing that damn farm-boy grin at me.

      That will NOT work on me, I growl to myself.

      “Will you just get out of the pool before you turn into a prune?” He holds up a towel and waves it at me. “I’ll even close my eyes if you’re that bent out of shape about that goofy one-piece you’re wearing.”

      I groan as the heat flushes my cheeks. I grit my teeth - I will not let this boy get under my skin like he seems to be hell-bent on doing. I am not effected or “taken in” by his charming little bullshit act that seems to work on everyone else.

      And that’s why I get out of the pool. That’s why I shrug and step out, heedless of whether he’s looking or not, to go have that drink - because I will not let him under my skin.

      At least, that’s what I tell myself.
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      You get a lot of shit as king when you leave the court early, let me tell you.

      But the party tonight back at the football house was damn boring. I mean, the booze was flowing, your’s truly was at the center of attention where I do so love to be, and the girls were going gaga over me with mouths open.

      Except somehow, for some damn reason, it bored me. And I was bored because I couldn’t focus straight, and I couldn’t focus because I couldn’t get my mind off that sassy, annoying brat of a girl back at Mom’s house.

      Hailey.

      The girl that won’t go gaga over me, the girl that won’t give me the time of day, and the girl who most certainly does not place me at the center of her attention.

      I’ve learned to play a certain kind of male-and-female game my whole life - or at least, my life since I realized my arm was a Goddamn laser-guided cannon that could send footballs as far and as deep down a field as I wanted.

      And Hailey isn’t playing that game. Hell, Hailey doesn’t even care to know the rules of that game.

      She’s not hanging off my words, or laughing unreasonably hard at dumb shit I say, or fawning all over me, or any of the other utterly predictable shit women have been doing around me ever since I picked up a ball. She’s not all painted and dressed up either like some sort of show-dog begging for attention, which is more than I can say about pretty much every girl at that party tonight.

      She’s Hailey - Hailey who doesn’t care about football, doesn’t care that I play it, and doesn’t seem to care much for me at all.

      Which is uncomfortably refreshing.

      I lie about closing my eyes, of course, and instead I openly watch her as she climbs up the steps of the pool. And at first, I’m doing it just to be a dick since that’s just the kind of swell guy I am, but the second she slides out of that water, my reasons rapidly change.

      Well, shit.

      Because if I thought Hailey Garrison looked good in a summer dress, or in jean shorts and a tank top, let me just say none of those things hold a fucking candle to her in a bathing suit.

      I can feel my cock throb between my legs, and I frown. I mean, her suit leaves everything to the imagination - it covers half her damn body for fuck’s sake. I swim with girls in thong bikinis, or no bikinis at all for that matter, and yet there’s something extremely sexy about her in that damn one-piece.

      Maybe because a one-piece bathing suit has literally never been hotter in the history of modern swim technology than it is hugging Hailey Garrison’s tight little body as she pads across the patio towards me.

      I let my eyes roam hungrily over her, up the porcelain skin of her legs, over her hips, and up her toned body. I mean shit, it’s not even like she’s got this big rack like most of the girls I’ve ever gone after. Hailey’s downright small up top, and yet there’s something mouthwatering about those tits.

      And my cock seems to agree, by the way it starts to grow in my jockeys.

      “You done?”

      I blink and jerk my eyes away from the points of her nipples clearly poking through the dark black of her suit, up to her face and grin - busted.

      “Don’t suppose you want to jump back in and walk over here one more time, huh?”

      She rolls her eyes as she snatches the towel out of my hands. “You’re gross.”

      “So…is that a yes?”

      Hailey groans as I grin at her, turning away to wrap the towel around her waist.

      The grin fades from my face the second she turns.

      Get your shit in line, dick, I think to myself, adjusting the now half-hard cock in my wet briefs before wrapping my own towel around myself. I sit back into one of the patio chairs and pat the one next to me.

      Hailey eyes me warily.

      “Aww c’mon, red, what do you think I’m going to do, tackle you?”

      Her cheeks blush a deep pink and I laugh. “See, I knew you had a dirtier mind than you let on.”

      She rolls her eyes and makes a face. “Yeah, I’m going inside.”

      “Hey, hey, I’m only kidding, darlin.” She stops and turns back to me.

      “C’mon, sit with me.”

      She glares at me for second, like she’s mulling it over.

      “I’m on my best behavior, I swear to you.”

      “Why do I get the feeling that’s a low bar?”

      I laugh, but she lets out a sigh and slides into the chair next to me. I reach behind me for the bottle of Fireball I left the party with and slide it her way across the table.

      Hailey makes a face. “What the heck is that?”

      “Red-hot whiskey, it’s delicious.”

      Her nose wrinkles in this not altogether unattractive way. “It looks awful.”

      I grin. “Sorry, I know a seasoned imbiber like yourself probably has much more discriminating tastes.”

      She stiffens a little and then shrugs like it’s no big deal. “Eh, it’s fine.”

      Lord is she a bad liar.

      A damn cute one, but still terrible.

      I grab the bottle and tilt my head back to take a swig, feeling the cinnamon-whiskey liquid burn down my throat. I smack my lips dramatically as I set it back down on the table, pushing it her way.

      Hailey eyes it warily.

      “Hey,” I shrug. “I get it, you’re daddy’s girl, you play by the rules.”

      “I know what you’re doing, and it’s really not going to work.”

      I grin. “And what’s that, darlin?”

      She looks down her glasses at me in this hilarious way that sort of makes her look like some sort of librarian.

      A distractingly sexy librarian, I might add.

      “You’re trying to get under my skin.”

      I cross my arms across my bare chest and lean back in the chair. “Trying? Oh I think I’m straight-up succeeding.”

      “Well, you’re not.” Hailey snatches the bottle up, brings it to her lips, and tilts it back. She coughs almost instantly, dropping the bottle back to the table as she chokes on the gulp of whiskey, her eyes watering.

      “Shit, you alright?”

      She frowns and waves me off, coughing once more before looking up at me with this totally forced look of ease on her face.

      I laugh. “I thought that it wasn’t working?”

      “You getting under my skin isn’t, me having a drink is different.” She shrugs and grins at me as she slides the bottle back my way

      I take a quick sip, keeping my eyes locked on hers as I do before setting the bottle down and sliding it back.

      I’m suddenly regretting my choice of swimwear as the wet cotton of my boxers sticks to my skin. Regardless of my paid endorsement of this very brand, they’re not the most comfortable thing. I frown as I reach under my towel and start to yank the soggy wet briefs off.

      “Oh my God, what do you think you’re doing?”

      Hailey starts to get up from the table, but I shoot her a look. “Not sitting around with wet briefs creeping up my ass, that’s what. Relax, I’m keeping the towel on.”

      She snorts out a laugh as she reaches for the bottle of Fireball.

      “You’re more than welcome to join me, you know.”

      Hailey rolls her eyes, even as her cheeks blush red. “I’m sure I am, but I think I’ll pass.” She takes a second swig of the whiskey, not quite choking so hard this time.

      “You sure?”

      She swallows quickly, her eyes darting to mine. “Um, yes, quiet sure.”

      I grin, pulling the briefs the rest of the way off my legs from under the towel and tossing them behind me. “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”

      She blushes again and looks away. I decide right there that this girl looks entirely too good when her cheeks go pink like that for me to worry about crossing any lines.

      I look at her. “You can ask, you know.”

      “Ask what?”

      I shrug. “About the rumors.”

      Hailey wrinkles her nose adorably. “Eww.”

      I laugh. “I like how you knew exactly which one I was talking about.”

      She frowns, straightening up in her chair. “I did not, I just figured most of the rumors about you are gross.”

      I arch a brow at her as I take another pull of whiskey. “But you had a pretty good hunch which one I was talking about.”

      She blushes again, looking away and pushing a stray lock of her hair behind her ear. “Maybe.”

      I chuckle, feeling bold, and reckless. Feeling like I really like pushing this girl’s buttons. “I bet you’re dying to know.”

      She looks at me skeptically and quickly shakes her head, “Nope.”

      “Liar.”

      I see her swallow thickly as her eyes dart to mine, her long lashes blinking quickly behind her glasses. I can see the curve of her breasts against the suit, the hard little buds of her nipples poking through. And when she blushes again and bites her bottom lip between her teeth, I can feel my cock start to lengthen, bare under the towel.

      Blood roars in my ears as I imagine those soft, pouty lips of hers opening up and sliding over my cock. I picture kissing them, bruising them with my own. And I picture watching them part in this delicious “O” shape as I make her come with my fingers, my mouth, and my cock.

      Fuck.

      This is going to be a problem. Because without even looking where I was going, I’ve suddenly moved way past “making her squirm” into outright lust.

      And it’s making me very, very hard.

      I’m still not thinking as I turn in my chair, sitting casual as I lean towards her.

      “You’re not remotely curious about it?”

      She blinks quickly, shaking her head. “Not in the slightest.”

      I know she’s lying, but she’s doing it better than any “playing hard to get” girl I’ve ever met.

      I grin at her, “I call bullshit.”

      She bites her bottom lip again, eyes darting across my face as she struggles to maintain that carefree look. “Call it what you want, but I have no interest in your…”

      She shakes her head, looking away.

      “Cock?” I finish for her, winking as her eyes dart back to mine and her face goes bright red. “You can say it, you know - it’s just a word.”

      “Dalton,” she rolls her eyes at me, shaking her head and smiling this patronizing smile at me. “I have no problem saying the word cock.”

      Aaaaaand I’m hard.

      Rock. Fucking. Hard. It’s like the sound of that word coming from her innocent, pure mouth has the blood flowing directly into my dick.

      She smiles at me. “I just have no interest in yours.”

      I grin and lean close to her, watching her inhale sharply as I do. I reach my hand out towards her, and she stiffens before I grab the bottle of Fireball out of her hands. The entire time I keep my eyes locked on hers, watching her blush as I take it back and pull a big swig.

      “Why, because of our parents?”

      Yeah, I am very far past just trying to get under Hailey’s skin. But I don’t care anymore, and I’m not sure I could stop at this point even if I did.

      She rolls her eyes and laughs. “Oh my God, for so many reasons, but sure, that’s a big one.”

      “We aren’t related, you know.”

      “Dalton,” she smiles that fake sweet smile at me. “We could be strangers and I wouldn’t want to know anything about you like that.”

      I throw my head back and laugh. “Ouch, baby!”

      She just shrugs, still smiling at me in that patronizing way that’s somehow teasing me.

      “Because I’m a football guy?”

      “One of the reasons.”

      I roll my eyes. “Oh, in your very extensive dating life you just prefer to stay away from guys who can actually pick you up and toss you around?”

      Hailey goes absolutely crimson, quickly looking away before her eyes dart back to mine. “I actually have a boyfriend, thank you very much.”

      I suddenly sit up straight.

      Well, shit, that’s news.

      I also don’t believe it for a second.

      I raise a brow at her. “Oh really?”

      “Really,” she says primly, sitting there with her head high as she casually reaches for the bottle.

      “Well now, that’s news now isn’t it?”

      Her eyes look up and to the side, in that way people do when they’re outright bullshitting you. “Yeah, he’s at Columbia right now, where I should have gone.”

      I grin. “Instead of being stuck here with me.”

      “Pretty much.”

      I chuckle as I lean back in my chair. “Well, he’s a very lucky boy to have such a pistol like you, darlin.” I grin. “And does this mystery man have a name?”

      “Paul.”

      I nod, like I’m chewing it over, before I lean forward again. “Well, I guess Paul wouldn’t like it very much if he knew we’d been sitting here talking about my cock.”

      Hailey goes red again as she rolls her eyes. “We are not talking about your penis-”

      “Cock.” I suddenly lean in close to her, loving the way she sucks in her breath sharply and the way her bright blue eyes dart to mine, blinking rapidly.

      “My cock, darlin,” I growl.

      “Fine,” she spits back. “And no, he wouldn’t - not one bit.”

      I grin at the way she says it, like I should be worried about her bullshit fake boyfriend.

      “Well, in that case, I guess I better leave you alone then.”

      “Probably.”

      “Because I totally wasn’t just getting under your skin.”

      She starts to grin but I watch as she quickly hides it and shakes her head. “Not at all.”

      I roll my eyes and get up to walk away towards my guest house with the bottle in my hand. I get about three feet when I grin and call back over my shoulder. “Goodnight.”

      She looks up, presumably to say it back, and it’s right then that I let the towel drop as I walk away from her.

      “Dalton!”

      I let out a hooting laugh. “Sweet dreams, darlin.”
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      After that, there is no way I’m staying at that house.

      I can feel the flush from my first foray into drinking buzzing through me like a live-wire as I change back into my clothes from earlier. And part of that is the illicit thrill that comes from doing something bad like drinking. But I know - as much as I pretend it’s not - that another part of it comes from him.

      The real “something bad”.

      We’re basically across the street from campus anyway, so I head back to the dorms on foot, ignoring the sound of music blasting from his guest-house apartment above the garage as I traipse up the driveway.

      And it’s not until I get back to my room that I finally meet my own eyes in the mirror above my vanity, rolling them at my flushed face.

      God, did I seriously just MAKE UP a boyfriend?

      I cringe at my own ridiculousness in the mirror, shaking my head. Yes, yes I did just do that. I mean, Paul is a real boy, who I really did go on two dates with this past summer. But he’s not, nor has he ever been, my boyfriend.

      And I’m ninety-nine percent sure Dalton knows that, because I am one-hundred percent sure I’m not nearly as good a liar as I think I am.

      I toss my clothes off, knowing I should shower the chlorine off, or brush my teeth for that matter. But I’m still too buzzed and still too embarrassingly wound up to think about anything but curling up in my bed and pretending like I didn’t just horribly embarrass myself in front of Dalton.

      I close my eyes, trying to force sleep to happen out of sheer will alone. But I only make it three minutes before I groan and turn over onto my back, knowing it’s just not happening. My thoughts are still going at a million miles an hour, going over every minute of my bizarre night with Dalton Cole.

      ‘I bet you’re dying to know.’

      I feel a warm flush creep up my body at the memory of it - his piercing blue eyes, that cocky, wolf-like grin flashing across his criminally attractive jaw.

      …Knowing he’s not wearing anything under that towel that’s hanging precariously off the grooves of his hips, and knowing the pool isn’t the only thing to blame for the wet heat between my legs.

      I bite my lip in my bed as the image of that bulge in his jockeys as he pulled himself from the pool comes creeping into my head.

      No, no freaking way.

      It was a shadow, or…something. I mean it’s a myth, of course. It’s all part of his press image to get him on magazine covers and to make him sexy enough to sell underwear.

      …I mean, no one really has a peni- a cock - that big.

      I’ve seen all of one, once. That would be the aforementioned Paul - the boy I knew from my model U.N. class. Paul who was always sweet, Paul who was smart and going to Harvard in the fall.

      Paul who was the first person I thought of when I decided there was no way I was going to college without ever having had sex. It’s not like I thought I was missing out on anything, or felt any sort of pressure. It’s just that I knew perfectly well that sex was going to be everywhere at school, and I didn’t want to be distracted by it.

      Yeah, my decision to lose my virginity really was that clinical.

      Paul was sweet, and…awkward, and very apologetic. It didn’t hurt like the movies always said it would, but then it’s not like I saw fireworks or anything either. But, I checked it off the list. Pack clothes, remember to have Dad sign my student insurance papers, enroll for freshman classes, get laid.

      I’m not thinking about that right now.

      It’s not sweet, apologetic Paul who’s got my body tingling and my pulse beating fast under the sheets of my bed late at night in my dorm.

      It’s Dalton Cole.

      It’s crude, gross, wildly un-apologetic Dalton. Dalton who’s rough, and arrogant, and who I am quite sure doesn’t have a sweet bone in his whole body.

      Dalton who’s got my body buzzing with this sort of nervous, illicit energy.

      Dalton with the alleged ten inch cock which I cannot even picture in my head.

      A thought hits me, and my eyes dart furtively to the small tool-box my dad packed away into one of my boxes - the one with a few IKEA Allen wrenches, a small hammer-screwdriver combo, and…

      …The tape measure.

      Hailey Garrison, You are NOT actually going to do that.

      Except I am, and I’m blushing even if there’s no one here but me and my dirty, wicked thoughts as I flick on the bedside light, slip from the bed, and pad across the room.

      I pull the measuring tape from the box and then roll my eyes. What the hell am I doing? Why am I even thinking about this? And yet as ridiculous as it is, and as insanely out of character as it is, here I am thinking dirty thoughts about the boy I’ve got no business thinking about like this.

      I slowly pull the tab of the tape measure, biting my lip, feeling utterly ridiculous. But also feeling that illicit thrill - like I’m doing something deliciously naughty.

      I pull it past the five-inch mark, and then six, and then past seven. My eyes go a little wide as I pull it another inch to eight, feeling a shiver run down my naked spine. The tape pulls past nine, and my jaw drops a little.

      Holy shit.

      At ten, I lock the tape measure in place and just stare at it in my hands, holding it out away from me like it’s some sort of ticking time bomb that might go off at any moment.

      There is No. Freaking. Way.

      Not a chance. It’s impossible, and absurd, and gross.

      So why are you suddenly so warm?

      Or wet, for that matter.

      It’s horrifyingly embarrassing, but I’m suddenly picturing that the measuring tape in my hand locked at ten inches is Dalton’s legendary, world-famous, impossibly big cock.

      I quickly set it down and step away to sit on the edge of my bed.

      No way.

      I reach for my laptop even as my brain screams at me to let the whole thing go and just go to sleep. But I’m already opening it up, and opening a browser, and searching for the underwear ad.

      The underwear ad, the one they shot right after he turned eighteen - the one that scandalized the world, and made him a legend.

      I’ve seen it before - I mean, you’d have to be blind, or living on the moon to not see it since it was everywhere at the end of my senior year. And it’s just an underwear ad, but I still blush like I’ve just been caught looking at porn or something as the image blooms big on my screen.

      He’s sprawled across a big leather couch, one hand behind his head, a football in the other, and his legs slightly spread. I stare at the photo, letting my eyes move across that smoldering look in his eyes and that token cocky grin. I feel my pulse beat in my ear as my eyes rove lower, down over his chiseled chest muscles, the rippling abs, and then down towards the front of his jockeys.

      The famous bulge.

      I peer at it, biting my lip.

      No way - it’s photoshopped or…something.

      It’s not real, that’s for sure. I glance back up to the measuring tape still locked open on my desk and then back to the sprawled out Dalton on my laptop screen.

      And then, as much as I’m trying to fight it because I am simply not one of those girls, I’m imagining it.

      I’m picturing that cocky face as he hooks his thumbs into the waistband, his muscles rippling as he pulls those crisp, white cotton briefs down lower, past that happy trail of hair over those Hollywood abs. The laptop gets pushed to the end of my bed as I lay back into my sheets, closing my eyes. I’m getting warmer, and wetter as I imagine him pulling them off lower and lower, until suddenly it’s just there.

      His cock.

      I bite my lip as my fingers slide over my bare torso to my breasts, dancing across my stiff nipples and I let out a sigh.

      This is the booze - that’s what this is.

      I say it to myself again and again as I pinch my nipples between my fingers, rolling them gently and letting the dirty, illicit thoughts of Dalton Cole and his big cock dance through my head.

      I turn back to the laptop, reaching over with one hand to scroll through the images on the screen. There are pictures from other articles - shoots he did for that men’s magazine where he’s dirty and sweaty in a locker room like he’s just finished a game. His pads are half off, his chest slick with sweat - that look in his eye burning a hole in the camera.

      My hand is creeping lower before I can even think about stopping it, brushing against the waistband to my panties. My breath catches as I wonder for the hundredth time what the hell is wrong with me, but I don’t care anymore as my hand slips lower.

      I’m soaking wet, and my body shivers as my fingers slide across my aching clit.

      God, I am not like those other girls! I’m not some puppy-eyed star-fucker of a groupie getting wet over Dalton’s over-the-top bad boy image, or his status.

      Or his cock, for that matter.

      Except, I am. As much as I want to deny it, or roll my eyes at how ridiculous it is, here I am with my hand down my panties and my fingers sliding into my pussy as I picture Dalton Cole and his big dick.

      I close my eyes and lay back in my bed, letting my fingers find my opening and push slowly inside. I gasp, imagining those smoldering eyes and that lopsided, charming and cocky farm boy grin.

      That man’s body.

      I moan quietly as I imagine what might’ve happened earlier if I’d said yes. Would he have actually called my bluff and pulled it out? Stroked it maybe?

      Would I have?

      The thoughts are horrible, and terribly inappropriate and dirty. But I can’t stop them as the feeling comes stronger and stronger and my body clenches and urges for more and more.

      My finger slips in and out of my heat, my thumb brushing against my clit as I imagine him taking me. And I don’t imagine sweet, or tender, and certainly not apologetic.

      I imagine hard, and fast, and animalistic. I don’t, and can’t imagine him apologizing - I imagine him demanding.

      I picture him making me come on his cock.

      And when I crash over that edge there in my bed, I bury my screams into the crook of my arm as my hips arch off the sheets. And it’s Dalton’s face - Dalton’s hot, cocky, arrogant, stupid face that I imagine as I go shattering over the edge.

      Afterwards, I’m pouting and angry at myself. I yank the sheet up, burying myself beneath them, as if they’ll keep away the traitorous, horribly inappropriate thoughts about Dalton Cole that seem to make me do insane things.

      Insane things, and insane thoughts that I just can’t get out of my head.

      What is wrong with me?
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      I don’t see much of Hailey the rest of the weekend after that night by the pool.

      Actually, I don’t see her at all. She’s not back at my mom’s place - well, our place I guess it is now - which means she’s probably shut up in her dorm. I grin at the thought of Hailey with her nose in a book, studying even though classes haven’t started yet.

      Or playing a damn computer game, I think with another smirk, rolling my eyes at the thought.

      Of course, maybe she’s with her imaginary boyfriend. Or, at least, the probably imaginary boyfriend. That thought in particular has me rolling my eyes. There’s also the thought that I maybe pushed things a little far the other night. I mean shit, I kept trying to bring up my dick like some sort of fucking degenerate.

      Maybe it’s cause I’m not used to it not coming up in conversation with a girl.

      Yeah, again, my dick might actually be more famous than I am, which is something I should work on when I go pro. My cock isn’t going to slay passing records, or sign sneaker endorsements, that’s for damn sure.

      I slug the cold beer in my hand and I shake my head - nah, Hailey’s fine.

      It’s early in the evening on Sunday, and even if I was pretty good all weekend about partying, it is the first week of school. My reputation demands at least a little craziness before classes and practices start.

      I mean, I’m the fucking King, right?

      “Ten!”

      I jerk from my thoughts to the sound of Evan and Jason and about half a dozen other guys from the team busting out onto the back porch of the football house where I’ve been slumped in a chair.

      Evan slaps me on the back. “Dude you’ve been a fucking ghost all weekend.”

      I shrug. “Yeah, just getting ready for the season,” I half lie.

      Why no, I haven’t been sulking around thinking the world’s most inappropriate thoughts about my stepsister.

      “Huh, guess he’s a fucking mortal after all.” I glance past Evan and narrow my eyes at Henderson. Henderson’s slowly getting under my skin with the Hailey comments and the little dings about me being “the star.” I know the power fullback was basically me on this campus before I showed up and stole his thunder. But he’s had a fucking chip on his shoulder about it ever since I met him at pre-orientation.

      “Didn’t think you had to practice, Cole,” he says with a smirk, crossing his arms over his chest. “Thought the plays just ‘came to you’,” he air-quotes the bullshit line I gave some sports reporter. A dumb bullshit quote that they decided to make a headline of.

      Man, fuck this guy.

      He wants to get bent out of shape because I’m better than him? Fine. Let’s see if he’s still crying when I’m winning him a championship.

      “Fuck off, Henderson,” Evan throws over his shoulder as the bigger guy grabs a beer from the cooler and heads back inside. Evan shrugs. “He’ll get over it when we start stomping on fuckers on the field.”

      I grin. “Amen to that.”

      Jason tosses me a fresh beer and jerks his head back towards the house. “Let’s go, freshman.”

      I crack the beer in my hand with a frown as I stand up, “Whats up?”

      Evan grins, “Got you a little pre-first-day-of-practice present, buddy.”

      I raise a brow, but follow them back into the house, through the first round of party-goers setting up a beer-pong table in the living room, and down the stairs to the team-only hangout in the basement.

      “Dude, what-”

      “Shut up and get down the stairs, rookie.”

      I roll my eyes and jog the rest of the way down to the hangout spot before I just about choke on my beer.

      Holy shit.

      Three girls - the three girls from my parade float, actually - are laying around the lounge area on couches and cushions.

      Totally topless.

      There’s a clap on my shoulder as Evan comes down the stairs behind me. “Welcome to the team, brother.”

      I raise a brow. “Uh, what is this?”

      “This,” Even grins and gestures with his hand at one of the blonde, smiling, topless chicks. “This is Jen, the head of the Kappa house down the street, along with a few of her friends, and they’re all yours, bro.”

      Fuck me sideways.

      The three of them wave at me. “Hi, Dalton,” Jen says, patting the sofa next to her, winking at me.

      I turn back to Evan and he shrugs. “Hey man, it’s our ‘welcome to the team’ present.”

      “All of them?”

      “All three of us, baby,” Jen says with a giggle, laying back across the couch. “We heard it took three to handle you.”

      Fuck. Yes.

      I’m into this. I mean, of course I’m into this. I’m a straight, red-blooded male with the chance to fuck three hot, blonde, sorority girls. It’s like something out of a fucking porn movie. I mean, this shit does not happen to mortals, or in reality.

      “Guess you don’t have to work for anything, do you Cole?”

      I turn at the sound of Henderson’s voice as he stomps down the stairs, beer in hand. Evan flips him off, but he just grins as he brushes past him to throw a meaty arm over my shoulder.

      “Starting QB position, a new fucking car, a free ride at school, and now pussy, huh?”

      “Dude, what is your fucking problem?” Evan yanks Henderson away from me. “Go jerk off with your fucking tears, man. Give the kid a break, he’s earned every bit of this.”

      Goddamn right, I’ve earned it.

      I’m naturally gifted, I get that. I was born with an arm that can fire footballs like a fucking tomahawk missile. But I’ve sweated every day to get to this point. I was born good - I sweated blood to get great.

      So fuck Henderson, I have earned this.

      “Hey hey, I’m just giving him a hard time,” Henderson says, grinning past Evan at me as I stand there glaring at him. “Besides, I thought we already decided what the real prize is this semester.”

      I see the evil little glint in his eye, and I know exactly what he’s talking about.

      I know who he’s talking about.

      Shit.

      And just like that, the wind goes out of my sails. Just like that, I’m not thinking about the porno-fantasy in front of me.

      I’m thinking about Hailey fucking Garrison - rolling her eyes at me, judging me for even being in the same room as these three meaningless…what did she call girls like this? Skanks?

      I frown as they leave, trying to push Hailey’s face out my head.

      Why do I even fucking care? Why am I even thinking about uptight, prudish, one-piece-bathing-suit-wearing Hailey and her damn opinions on me banging three sorority chicks?

      More importantly, why does the thought of her and the mental image of her peeling that bathing suit off get me vastly harder than the idea of doing damn near anything with these three girls?

      Evan nudges me. “C’mon, dude. Do us proud.” He laughs as he starts to shove Henderson up the stairs. “Holler if you need food and water, bro,” he says as he heads upstairs and shuts the door.

      Goddamnit. My head’s like this teetering scale, with the untouchable, uninterested, unavoidable Hailey Garrison on one side, and the debaucherous orgy and my lady-killer reputation on the other side.

      I frown, trying with the last of my willpower to get Hailey’s judging, eye-rolling, smug face out of my head, before suddenly the idea hits me. I grin and turn back to the girls.

      “Ladies, let’s get to know each other first.”

      They look at me like I’m nuts for not immediately whipping my dick out and pouncing on them.

      Part of me thinks they’re right.

      I head over to the bar in the corner of the basement and grab a bottle of some sort of girly fruit-flavored vodka, turning back to brandish it at the three of them. “How about a little game of Never Have I Ever, huh?”

      They all slowly start to grin, nodding.

      “Sure, Dalton,” one says, batting her eyes at me.

      Perfect.

      I grin and sink back into the couch full of blondes. I’m not the raging alcoholic some guys on the team are, but I’m pretty sure I can drink three sorority girls under the fuckin table.

      Which is entirely my plan.

      “I’m gonna start with a cheat,” I say with a wink, cracking the bottle open. “Never have I ever had a dick in my mouth.”

      There’s a collective round of groans and giggles as the girls slap my arm playfully and reach for the bottle while I lace my hands behind my head.

      Yeah, time to get these girls drunk. And unlike most star-athlete douchebags in this position, it’s not for the reason you might think.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Three hours later, the plan is working.

      Well, sort of.

      See, saying “sorry ladies, I can’t fuck the shit out of the three of you in a wildly debauched orgy of bad college decisions” would have been a mistake. It’d have been reputation suicide, and that’s something I can’t have. I mean, I’m fucking Dalton Cole - when the hell have I ever said ‘no’ to pussy?

      When Hailey Garrison won’t get the fuck out of my head, that’s when.

      Except three hours later, I’m fairly sure not fucking these girls isn’t going to raise any eyebrows.

      Actually, it’s fucking them right now that would be an issue, because they are passed the fuck out. Yeah, mission accomplished.

      Well, again, sort of. Because college sorority girls apparently have the alcohol tolerance of Irish dockworkers, which is a bit different than the two-drink drunks from high school.

      Three hours drinking two bottles of nauseatingly sweet raspberry vodka between the four of us, and they’re finally out cold. Somehow, I’m still standing - barely. But I’m drunk as fuck and I barely manage to stagger upstairs to find the rest of the party passed out in chairs or face-down on the beer-pong table.

      Evan’s got his face in some girl’s tits, the both of them seemingly out, but he half-cracks an eye as I stumble past him.

      “Atta boy,” he mumbles, raising a limp fist for me to bump. “Don’t forget…” he croaks out. “Practice in the morning, Freshman.” He drops this face back into the sleeping girl’s cleavage. I pat him on the back and teeter out the front door of the house.

      Fuck. I’d actually sort of conveniently forgotten about practice in the morning - “morning” as in five hours from now.

      Jesus, Coach is going to fucking kill me if I show up hung-over and still half drunk. I groan as I stumble towards my Escalade and fish around my pockets for the keys before I stop and roll my eyes.

      What the fuck am I even thinking? Coach won’t even have a chance to kill me if I do it first by wrapping my new car around a fucking guard rail trying to drunk drive home. What a clichéd way that would be to end the streak - the drunk, douchebag sports hero that dies in some easily avoided drunk driving accident.

      Yeah, no thanks.

      I fumble my phone out of my pocket to call a cab, before I realize it’s dead as a brick.

      Wonderful.

      The idea of finding some beer-soaked couch back in the football house to crash on makes my stomach churn. The thought occurs to me that I do technically have a room - and a bed - somewhere here on campus, but I also realize I’ve never actually been to that room.

      Fuck, I don’t even know what Goddamn dorm building I “live” in.

      I groan and run my hand through my hair, muttering to myself and gearing up for the world’s shittiest walk back to my mom’s place, when another idea hits me. Because actually, there is another place on campus I can stay.

      I grin as I stagger off in the direction of her dorm.

      Oh yeah, this is going to be hilarious.
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      Books?

      Check.

      Pens, pencils, binders, notebooks?

      Check, check, and check.

      I’ve done this the night before the first day of school literally every year of my life since kindergarten. Pencils and pens organized by color and ball-point size, books and notebooks stacked in order of schedule, first day outfit picked out and neatly folded.

      It’s tradition, or maybe more-so some sort of superstition. But either way, and even if I’m fully aware of how silly it is, here I am again - the night before my first day at college and going through the same motions I did when I was five.

      Forget tradition or superstition, maybe it’s just a comfort.

      When everything’s laid out on my bed in its perfect place, exactly how I need it for tomorrow, I finally stand back with my hands on my hips to admire my work.

      Perfect.

      I’m good like this. I like knowing what’s coming and preparing and analyzing for it.

      I’m neat, organized, ready to go, and prepared. Unlike some people.

      ‘Some people’ being Dalton.

      I cringe as his name pops into my head.

      I can’t believe I…I touched myself thinking of him.

      I scrunch my eyes shut and shake my head, pushing my hair back from my face as I start to get changed for bed. Yeah, I need to get that sort of thinking right out of my head. It was silly, and maybe I was a little drunk, but there will be no dwelling on the shame of that night.

      He IS good at worming his way under your skin though, I begrudgingly admit to myself as I slip my jeans off. I fold them neatly over the back of my desk chair. He’s good at planting himself somewhere deep inside - a nagging thought that won’t go away and only burrows deeper the more you try to push it out. I’ve felt that now, and I almost feel some sort of pity for all those girls he’s burned his way through.

      Well, almost.

      It’s just natural, I try and tell myself for the fiftieth time since that night. It’s just human biology and physiology, that’s all. Biologically speaking, yes, Dalton Cole is attractive on that alpha caveman level, with his muscles, and that strong jaw, and that dominating personality. Biologically, I know he’d be good at fighting saber-toothed tigers away from the mouth of our cave and protecting our tribe.

      I roll my eyes. Except this is the twenty-first century, and intellect matters. Deep thoughts matter - reading books, common courtesy and manners matter.

      Not being a total jock dickhead and massive manwhore goes a long way too, I might add.

      That’s not the only massive thing about him.

      I groan and try to push that thought right out of my head again, when there’s a rapping knock at the door to my room.

      I raise a brow before looking at the time.

      What the heck does Roxie need at this time of night?

      I march to the door and start to yank it open. “Hey, what’s-”

      And that’s when I suddenly stumble over my words and realize I’m looking right up into Dalton fucking Cole’s smirking face.

      “Well, that is definitely one way to answer the door,” he drawls, grinning as his eyes drop to what I’m wearing.

      Or rather, what I’m not.

      “Oh what the fuck!” I quickly slam the door shut and groan as I drop my face into my hands.

      Of course I just answered the door to Dalton wearing nothing but polka-dot underwear and a t-shirt.

      “Nice shirt,” he laughs through the door, and I scowl down at the vintage Batman t-shirt I’m wearing to bed.

      “Nerd.”

      “Screw you,” I hiss back through the door.

      He knocks again and I scowl. “What are you doing here, Dalton,” I mutter.

      “Well, it’s a funny story really,” he starts to chuckle. “I, uh, I sorta fucked up.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, you did. It’s one in the morning the day before classes, and this is a girls’ floor.”

      “It’s a coed dorm, isn’t it?”

      “A girls’ floor, Dalton,” I mutter again, shaking my head as if he’s standing right in front of me.

      “Well, shit, what damn year is it?” I can hear Dalton sigh heavily on the other side of the door as he slumps against it. “C’mon darlin, what happened to suffrage and all that?”

      I grin in spite of myself, biting my lip. “Do you have any idea what you’re even talking about?”

      “Half,” he says with a chuckle. “I got about half an idea what I’m talking about. Look, can you just let me in? Apparently I’m not supposed to be out here. It’s a girls’ floor you know.”

      I roll my eyes as I shake my head and grin.

      No, stop that! My mind scolds me. He is NOT funny, he is not CHARMING.

      I can’t believe I’m about to say yes to this.

      “Okay, fine, you can come in.”

      “Well aright then.”

      “Only because I don’t need you making a scene. Hang on.” I groan again about how bad an idea this is as I yank on a pair of pajama pants, before I go back and swing the door open.

      “And a good evening to you too, sweet-thang,” he drawls with an extra twang in his voice, tipping an imaginary hat.

      God, is he drunk?

      I frown at him. “Are you drunk?”

      Dalton makes a serious face as he clears his throat, swaying just slightly on his feet as he blinks. “Stone cold sober, darlin.” He grins and moves to step past me into the room when an unopened can of beer falls out of his hoodie pocket and rolls across the floor.

      “Whoops,” he laughs. “Busted.”

      “Jesus, Dalton,” I sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose. “What are you doing here?”

      “Okay, okay,” he flashes that damned charming grin at me and holds his hands up. “You got me. I’m a teeny bit drunk.” He holds up his thumb and forefinger, as if that’s some sort of logical measurement of how drunk he is.

      “Anyways, wasn’t about to go off and drive home so I thought I’d swing by and say hi to my favorite stepsister.”

      I can feel the blush bloom across my face in spite of myself as I shake my head. “Don’t you have a dorm room here?”

      He snorts. “Allegedly.”

      I roll my eyes. “Of course you’ve never been to it.”

      “Hey, what can I say? I’ve got other beds to sleep in.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Gross.”

      Dalton laughs as he reaches back to shut the door to my room. “At my mom’s house. Jeez, get your mind outta the gutter, Hailey.” He grins at me again. “And give me a little credit, huh?”

      “Oh, I do. I give a lot of credit to your laundry list of conquests the tabloids love to talk about.”

      He chuckles again. “My conquests?” He shakes his head and laughs, running his fingers through his hair. “Well that’s just adorable.”

      I make a face. “So, again, Dalton, why are you-”

      “Here?” He grins and shrugs as he looks around my room. “I need a place to stay.”

      I immediately start to laugh before I suddenly freeze. “Oh, God, you’re serious?”

      “Super serious, darlin.”

      I’m already shaking my head side to side, violently. “Nope, no. No way. Why don’t you just go to your mom’s?”

      Dalton pulls his attention from the rest of the room back to me, flashing that farm-boy grin at me like he’s going to win me over with it. “Aww, what, you’re going to kick me out on the street?”

      “The thought had crossed my mind.”

      He grins. “A legend? A star? Out on the streets, thrown to the elements?”

      I slowly shake my head at him. “Wow, is your head really that big?”

      Dalton’s lips curl into a wicked smile. “Hey, I asked if you wanted to see it.”

      I cringe, groaning. “That head,” I jab a finger at his face, and he blows me an air kiss.

      “C’mon, darlin. Just let me stay.”

      “Dalton-”

      Am I SERIOUSLY considering this?

      “I won’t even steal the covers, honest.”

      I bark out a laugh. “Oh, you think you’re getting my bed?” I roll my eyes. “Keep dreaming.”

      “So, I am staying?”

      I roll my eyes again, cringing even as the word passes my lips. “Fine.”

      Pushover. Stupid, stupid, just-like-every-other-girl-he-pulls-this-crap-on pushover.

      Dalton grins, like he already knew I was going to give in. “You’re a peach.” He yanks his hoodie off, tossing it over the back of my desk chair and standing there in his jeans and a v-neck t-shirt. “So, where’s my bunk?”

      I smile sweetly and point to the floor.

      “Ouch, darlin.”

      “You don’t have to stay, you know.”

      Dalton arches a brow at me, a smirk on his face. “Naw, it’s fine.” He looks past me. “So how are these crappy dorm beds, anyways?”

      He suddenly moves past me, and before I can even open my mouth, he’s slumping down across my bed, totally wrecking my neatly organized preparation.

      “Dalton!”

      “What?” He jerks his head up.

      I groan. “Damnit, you’re laying on my stuff.”

      He sits up and looks behind him sheepishly. “Oh, whoops.” He gets up off my - until then - nicely folded clothes. “Shit, my bad.”

      “It’s fine,” I mutter.

      “Hang on, I can fix this.”

      He turns and starts to paw through my clothes.

      “Wait, Dalton-”

      He suddenly turns back with a cocky little grin on his face, holding my freaking panties in his hand.

      My face goes red. “Put those down!”

      “You don’t seriously wear these, do you?”

      I glare at him, feeling my face burning up. “Of course I wear them!” I go to snatch them out of his hands, but he lifts them above my head. I scowl at him. “And what is wrong with them?”

      He laughs. “They’re like grandma panties, that’s what’s wrong with them.”

      “They are not! They’re comfortable.”

      He whirls, twirling my damn underwear around his finger. “Damn, I didn’t even think girls wore shit like this anymore.”

      I roll my eyes before I quickly yank them out of his hand and glare at him. “Not everyone is a skank, you know.”

      “Hey, lots of girls like thongs, you know.” He turns and strolls across the room to my dresser. “What else you got in here?” He pulls open the top drawer and starts to poke around.

      I groan loudly as I march over and yank his hand out, slamming the drawer shut. “Damnit, get your hands out of there!”

      That grin creeps back to his face. “What?” He winks at me. “You don’t like my hands in your panties?”

      I feel that embarrassingly heated flush creep through me, and I quickly look away to hide my bright red face. “Look, I have to go brush my teeth and get ready for bed. Just behave, okay?”

      “No promises.”
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* * *

      In the bathroom down the hall, I look up into the mirror above the sink. Water drips from my face before I pat it dry with my towel, slipping my glasses back on and taking a deep breath as I slowly shake my head.

      Dalton Cole is sleeping in my room tonight.

      Yeah, no big deal. I’ve been at college for all of six days, classes haven’t even started yet, and I have a boy sleeping over.

      Oh don’t be ridiculous.

      I glare at my reflection, squashing down the stupid, idiotic feelings of illicit excitement that threaten to flutter up like butterflies inside of me.

      This isn’t a boy, sleeping over - and certainly not like that.

      This is Dalton - gross, obnoxious, annoying Dalton.

      My stepbrother.

      Nothing is going to happen, even if he insists on trying to rile me up and riddle me with crude innuendos and dick-references just to get to me. And I know he’s just doing it because he seems to take pleasure in making me blush and squirm. But I am not one of his little groupie skanks, fawning and giggling over everything he does or says, just waiting for a chance to try and “get with” him.

      Now quit letting him get to you, I mutter to myself with a final quick look in the bathroom mirror before I grab my stuff and head back to the room.

      It’s no big deal, it’s just Dalt-

      I yank open the door to my room and suddenly collide right into him. I gasp as his hands go around me, catching me as I trip back over my own feet. And suddenly, I’m right against him, looking up into those sharp blue eyes with my hands flat against his bare, chiseled chest.

      “Oh!” I blink and swallow thinly as his eyes burn into mine, his arms wrapped around my body and his hands warm on my back through my t-shirt.

      “Uh, sorry, I was just going to piss.”

      “Yeah, I-” I swallow the lump that forms in my throat, feeling my breath catch and my pulse race in my ears. I’m so close to him, inhaling the scent of him and feeling my head swim. He smells like man, and his body is so hard and hot against me.

      He grins down at me. “I -uh, still have to piss.”

      I blink, the spell lifting as I quickly shake my head and step away from him. “It’s a girls’ floor, Dalton.”

      “I don’t think they’ll mind, do you?” he says with that grin that’s somehow gone right back to infuriating.

      “Just, don’t make a scene,” I say quickly as he steps past me into the hallway.

      The most infamous, conspicuous man on campus turns and flashes me a smile, standing there shirtless in just a pair of jeans in the middle of the hallway. “Hey, it’s me,” he says with a shrug before he saunters off towards the bathroom.

      Yeah, exactly what I’m afraid of.
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* * *

      I’ve cleared my bed and squirmed under the covers by the time I hear the door open. I hear him shuffling behind me before he clears his throat.

      “Can I get, like, a pillow or something?”

      I sit up and grab one of my extra pillows to toss his way. “Uh, yeah, sorr- Dalton!”

      The shuffling sound was apparently him pulling his jeans off, because he’s standing there all but naked in my dorm room in just a pair of black boxer-briefs.

      He shrugs with a grin. “What?”

      “Jesus, Dalton, put some damn clothes on.”

      “Hey, I sleep naked at home,” he drawls, winking at me.

      I throw the pillow at him. “Well don’t you dare try and pull that here or I really will kick you out on the street.”

      “No problem, sis.”

      I wrinkle my nose and toss him the folded quilt from the end of my bed. I turn my back to him again and pull the covers up. “Goodnight, Dalton.”

      “Night, Hails.”

      He shuffles around for another few minutes before I finally hear him lie still. Slowly, his breathing becomes regular as I lie there in the dark, still feeling my heart hammering in my chest while I listen to him fall asleep.

      Dalton Cole is spending the night with me.

      Yeah, not with me, but I still frown at the stupid, silly grin that manages to creep across my face.

      Dalton Cole - the man with the reputation.

      The man with the self-centered, arrogant attitude.

      The man with the legendary cock.

      …Is sleeping in my dorm room.

      I quickly squeeze my eyes shut and try and will myself to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          12

        

        Dalton

      

    
    
      Needless to say, practice the next day is a fucking bitch. I’m hungover as fuck, my head’s pounding, and I can’t even think straight.

      The first two are entirely booze related, but it’s that third one that has everything to do with my morning wake-up. Because coming to consciousness feeling like shit on a dorm room floor sucks. When that dorm room floor belongs to a girl who I didn’t sleep with, it sucks even more.

      But, opening my eyes to the sight I saw this morning?

      Yeah, better than all the Tylenol in the damn world.

      I’d barely been able to open my gritty eyes - my mouth like sandpaper and my brain about to melt out of my skull. But I’d managed to go from personal hell to absolute heaven when I laid eyes on Hailey.

      Holy shit.

      Hailey Garrison, still asleep, but with all the covers kicked off. Hailey Garrison, facing me with her eyes closed and this damn angelic look on her face, a stray lock of hair draped across her face.

      More importantly though, Hailey Garrison with one leg outstretched with the other curled up beneath her, wearing only a pair of fucking panties and a t-shirt.

      Yeah, I was feeling better in a damn second.

      It’s not like she was wearing anything explicit or anything sexy - actually, they were the same pair I’d caught that quick glimpse of the night before when she opened the door. But damn if they weren’t molded to that tight little ass of hers.

      Shit, I mean whoever would have thought that nerdy little Hailey Garrison had the best looking ass I’ve ever fucking seen?

      That nerdy Batman t-shirt was pulled up a little, flashing her bare hip and stomach, and pulled tight across her tits. Her nipples were hard and poking through the thin cotton, and the whole thing had me more alert than a strong cup of coffee the second I laid eyes on her.

      Half-snoring, no makeup, hair all a mess, legs tangled up in her sheets, and sexy as all fucking hell.

      I mean, I’ve had morning wood before, but I was hard enough to cut fucking steel waking up to that sight. I’d groaned as my eyes landed between her slightly spread legs, at the slight outline of her pussy lips against the cotton of her panties.

      Damn.

      It was enough to get my dick surging hard and hungry for more.

      Jesus I should have gotten laid last night, I’d grumbled to myself. Before, I came over to Hailey’s.

      And that’s part of why my head is all messed up at practice - still trying to figure out why the hell I passed up on a foursome with three sorority girls and ended up going over for obviously nothing sexual at Hailey’s dorm.

      Because that is not how Dalton Cole operates, I’ll tell you what.

      In the end, I managed to yank my eyes away from the sleeping girl before I became some sort of creep. I grabbed my stuff, pulled the sheet up over her, and ducked out.

      I’ve “ducked out” of a hundred bedrooms the morning after before, but I’ve never walked out with that much of a grin on my face.

      Despite not getting laid.

      And now I’m at practice, running my ass off, getting it handed to me, and getting it chewed out by Coach.

      Finally though, we get a break, and I managed to drag my sorry, booze-soaked ass over to the water-station. There’s a clap on my back, and I wince as I turn to see Evan looking about as shitty as I feel.

      “You as rough as me, bro?”

      I pull a face and shake my head, wincing at the motion.

      Evan grins, “Well, yeah, partying that hard the night before practice wasn’t really the plan, but oh well.” He laughs, “Fuck man, I heard you brought it with that drinking game with those chicks.”

      I groan, feeling my stomach turn. “Yeah, I-”

      “Dude,” Evan laugh and shakes his head. “The point of Never Have I Ever is to get the girls ready to fuck, not get them so drunk they black out on you.” He hoots out a laugh and pats me on the back again. “Anyways, sorry shit didn’t work out with that present. Jen and the rest of the Kappa girls though? They’re yours for the taking, bro.”

      I nod, because I know I should. Except I’m not thinking about the damn Kappa girls and their willingness to fuck me as a group any way I please. I’m thinking of those cotton panties pulled tight across Hailey Garrison’s tight little ass, and her complete unwillingness to even give me the time of day.

      Evan shrugs guiltily. “Listen man, I, uh - I may have fucked the blonde one last night though. I mean, after you left and all.”

      I snort. “Which blonde one?”

      I’m not aware of Kappa girls coming in any other flavor, honestly.

      Evan frowns. “Cassie? No, wait, it might have been Sarah.” He grins and shrugs. “I dunno man, one of them. She woke up looking for you and I guess I was the next best thing.” He laughs again before he shoots me a look. “Hope that’s cool.”

      I roll my eyes. “Dude, you’re a junior; I’m a freshman. And it’s not like I own those girls or anything. No harm no foul, man.”

      Evan shakes his head and looks away before he turns back. “Dude, do you still not get it?” He grins. “You’re Dalton fucking Cole, man - you own whatever the fuck you want and fuck whoever the hell you want on this campus.”

      Coach Garrison blows his whistle and Evan starts to yank his helmet back on. “Get used to that, dick,” he says, laughing as he fist-bumps me and runs back to his position.

      Yeah, right.

      Any girl on campus, whenever I want, however I want. It should have me drooling at the mouth. It should have me ready to run off this field and get myself balls-deep in a coed as soon as humanly possible. It should have me walking up to the Kappa house and fucking my way through the entire damn sorority - because I can.

      Except it doesn’t make me want any of those things. It’s empty, and flat, because for all the strange and willing pussy on campus, there’s one fucking girl who’s managed to slip her way under my damn skin.

      And that one girl has got my cock harder than a fucking goal post despite wanting nothing to do with me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I duck back home to change after practice, my head still feeling like it’s shattered into a hundred pieces. The hot shower in my guest apartment above the garage is perfect, scalding hot against my skin and sore muscles, letting me sweat out the awful practice and the booze from last night.

      Jesus, I need to get my head on straight.

      This is my damn kingdom, which means I need to run it like one. I need to get my shit in line, not just party my way through a losing season, that’s for sure.

      Being hung over is my own damn fault, and the last thing I need is some tender-footed coach coddling me and making me feel like the celebrity instead of the player.

      Thankfully - or maybe not - one day into practice and it’s clear Coach Garrison is not going to be giving me any passes because of who I am. Which is why he was in my face cutting me down to fucking size today.

      Part of me wonders what he’d say if he knew where I’d slept last night.

      I don’t think it would be pretty.

      And he wasn’t wrong. I need to get my fucking head screwed on straight if I don’t want to tank my whole career before it starts.

      I mean, the NFL. I dreamed of that shit when I was a kid, but to have it right there and almost within my grasp is something surreal. In three years, when I’m eligible for the draft, that could be me, but only if I want it enough and only if I work for it hard enough.

      Only if I don’t fuck up along the way.

      And there are shitloads of things along the way that could mess things up that are out of my hands, like an injury, or a better team, or just shit luck in a season. But then there are the things well within my control that’ll dump the blame squarely in my lap if I let them get the best of me - partying too much, chasing tail more than the ball.

      Or thinking the sort of thoughts I’m thinking about the Coach’s damn daughter, aka my stepsister.

      Because however enticingly off-limits Hailey is, no matter how much her not being into me has me more and more interested in her, I need to keep my dick in my pants and my head on damn straight.

      Because she is off-limits. Not in a flirtatious “chase it and work for it” kind of way, either. In the very real, very career-ending-because-the-scandal-would-bury-me kind of way.

      Not to mention Coach burying me in a shallow grave.

      And those images alone should get me off my current train of thought. The idea of ESPN or something finding out I’m having sleepovers at my damn stepsister’s dorm room should have me shoving Hailey Garrison right out of my head.

      Except the only thought in my head - the only one that matters and the one I can’t get out is the image of that girl sound asleep this morning. The only thing roaring through my head is the image of her lips slightly parted, her hair tossed across her face, and those damn panties this morning molded to that impossibly perfect ass.

      I’m hard as a rock before I know it, and I groan, dropping my forehead to the shower wall.

      So much for getting those thoughts out of my head.

      I’m reaching down and wrapping my hand around my cock before I know it, slowly stroking it as I close my eyes and put myself back in that dorm room this morning. I picture those panties pulled tight across the place between her legs, my eyes dragging over the smooth silk of her thigh, teasing up the inner seam of those panties that hugged right up against that forbidden, off-limits place between her legs.

      I growl as I stroke myself, the image of Hailey Garrison waking to find me hard and ready. In my head, a shy smile dances on her lips and she arches her back, pushing her ass back towards me as she slowly peels her panties down for me.

      I’m already close, after blue-balling myself last night, and then being near her, inhaling her scent all damn night in that room - not to mention the sight I woke up to.

      But I stop suddenly, groaning as I hold my throbbing dick in my hand.

      What the fuck am I doing?

      Star quarterback Dalton Cole does not jerk off in the shower like some sort of loser - he goes out and gets laid.

      He goes out and gets two sorority girls to suck his cock - goes out and lives out every single hedonistic cliché of a sports-star sex icon.

      Except I’m broken somehow.

      Somehow, Hailey Garrison has my screws loose inside my head. She’s like this little thing in my peripheral vision that’s got me off my game in a major way.

      Something about those nerdy glasses, and the sassy attitude that curiously wants nothing to do with me. Something about that apparently banging body she covers up way more than she should. Or those lips - so pink and soft that I just want to cup her by the chin and slide my cock across them. Something about the innocent, inexperienced-

      I freeze.

      Shit, maybe that’s part of the allure.

      I’m used to a certain - I guess you could say - caliber of women. The type of girl who want to suck a sports-star’s cock under the table of a club, or the type of girl who wants you to take turns on her and her friend - both of whom went out for the night without panties for that very reason.

      Yeah, inexperienced isn’t exactly the word you’d use for those types of women.

      And that’s fine - oh believe me, that is very fine - but it’s all I’ve ever known. Star-fuckers, coked-out models, club-girls, overly-eager cheerleaders.

      But it’s the obvious inexperience - the obvious innocence - of Hailey that gets my cock throbbing rock hard and my blood pumping like fire.

      It’s the innocence of her that I want to take.

      I wonder if she’s a virgin.

      I groan at the thought of untouchable, inappropriate, possibly virginal Hailey Garrison, riding my cock.

      And hell, virgin or not, that girl has obviously never been fucked the way she should be. That girl has clearly never gasped for air and clawed her nails down a back while she got fucked hard and deep the way I know she should be.

      And virgin or not, that girl has definitely never had a cock like mine.

      She sounds like a challenge…

      And I like a good challenge.

      I take my hand away from my cock under the shower spray, breathing deeply and steadying myself. No, I’m Dalton Cole - sports network darling, sex symbol, King of Campus - I don’t get myself off in the shower.

      …I get off with Hailey Garrison.
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      His big, strong hands slide over my skin, pulling me on top of him as his mouth finds mine. I gasp into his lips at the ferocity of him -  the animalistic way he manhandles me and puts me where he wants.

      He’s hooking his fingers into the waist of my panties and he looks up into my face. “I thought I told you not to wear these anymore.”

      “What are you talk-”

      I gasp. He yanks hard on them, pulling them tight before they rip under his powerful grip. He grins wickedly up at me, straddling his muscled, rock-hard torso as he slips the torn panties from between my legs.

      “Get up here,” he growls, grinning wolfishly at me as his powerful hands slide down to cup my ass. He pulls me up his body, and I moan as he centers me right above his face.

      “Fuck, Hailey, I’ve been dying to eat this pussy like a fucking Georgia peach.”

      He pulls me down onto his mouth, my lips opening in a silent scream of pleasure as his tongue buries deep inside of me. His hands grip me by the hips, sliding me bodily back and forth across his mouth, fucking me with his tongue as I melt into him.

      His tongue slides over my clit, swirling around and around the hard little bud, pushing me towards the very edge. He growls, his tongue flicking faster and deeper, wanting to make me come.

      Demanding that I come.

      And then right before I do, he’s lifting me up. I whimper as he flips me over onto the bed and kneels between my legs. He’s wearing the white briefs from his billboard ad, and his legendary cock forms a HUGE bulge, stretching the cotton.

      “I know you’ve been waiting for this, darlin,” he drawls out, hooking his thumbs into the waist.

      “Please…” I whisper, watching as he starts to pull them down in slow motion. “I want it.”

      He grins that cocky smirk of his. “I know, and I’m going to give you every last inch.”

      And then he’s yanking the briefs down over that bulge, and his thick, straining cock springs free.

      He’s stroking it, his eyes looking at me hungrily and drinking me in as he leans over me. His lips brush against mine, his eyes pierce into mine, and suddenly I gasp as I feel it.

      I feel it right against my opening.

      “Beg me for it, Hailey,” he growls. “Beg me to fuck your tight little pussy like you’ve never been fucked before.”

      I awake with a start, gasping as I sit bolt-upright in bed with my pulse pounding in my ears from the dream.

      With my fingers and my toes still tingling from it.

      With my panties absolutely soaked from it and the lingering ache it’s left between my legs.

      I blink at the light streaming in from my dorm-room window, and turn to glare at my silent alarm clock.

      Which has apparently never gone off.

      Shit.

      I jump out of bed and swear at my dead alarm clock, before I curiously follow the cord down to the outlet. I scowl at the cellphone charger I don’t recognize in the spot where my alarm clock plug usually is.

      Oh you have got to be kidding me.

      Dalton, of course. Dalton who apparently managed to unplug my alarm clock for his cellphone. Dalton leaving the trail of chaos and destruction in his wake as always.

      …Dalton who would not leave my head or my dreams last night, much to my mortification.

      And as if my first day isn’t going to be off on the wrong foot already what with Dalton crashing my evening and spending the night, now I’m going to be late, too.

      At least he’s gone when I get up, and I’m not actually late for class yet, just off my schedule. I bite my lip and feel the heat rise in my face as I glance back at the bed, hoping to God that the sheets weren’t kicked down like that when he left.

      But forget that, today's the first day of classes, and I’m already behind schedule.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Howdy, neighbor.”

      Roxie’s sitting on a bench smoking a cigarette outside the English department when I leave later that afternoon.

      “Hey yourself,” I mumble out. I’ve been tired all day from staying up too late dealing with Dalton - not to mention from the embarrassingly fevered dreams I had involving him once I finally went to sleep.

      “So,” she grins at me, blowing smoke out the side of her lips. “Couldn’t help but notice you had a visitor last night.”

      I feel my face go bright red, the heat blooming hot across my cheeks. I quickly shake my head. “Oh, no, that was just Dalton.”

      Roxie rolls her eyes. “Yeah, no, I got that it was Dalton Cole.” She arches a brow at me, a mischievous grin on her face.

      “Not what you’re implying,” I mumble quickly, still feeling my face burn and my body shiver as the memory of the dream comes rushing back. “Need I remind you he’s my stepbrother?”

      “And need I remind you that literally every straight girl on this campus, and maybe even some of the gay ones, wouldn’t have minded being in your shoes last night?” She grins. “Or your bed for that matter?”

      I roll my eyes. “He slept on the floor, Roxie.”

      She laughs. “Hey, I’m just giving you a hard time, girl. But, uh, get ready for it.”

      I frown. “For what?”

      “For the fact that half the dorm saw him leaving your room this morning.”

      Oh, God.

      I cringe, feeling the heat come rushing back into my face as I bury it in my hands.

      Roxie laughs and puts an arm around me. “Sorry, don’t hate the messenger.”

      “Nothing happened,” I sputter out. “I mean, obviously nothing happened.”

      “You’re not related.”

      I groan again. “Dalton and I could be complete strangers and I’d still think he was disgusting.”

      She rolls her eyes as she stubs her cigarette out on the bottom of her boot. “Yeah, sure, okay,” she says, smirking to herself.

      “Oh my God, Roxie, I wouldn’t be attracted to a guy like that in a million years.”

      She snorts out a laugh and stands, “Garrison.” She grins and shakes her head at me, “You’re really going to have to get better at that, you know.”

      I frown. “At what?”

      “Lying.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You’re cute when you’re sleeping you know.”

      I jump at the sound of his voice as I walk out of my last class of the day. I whirl to see the devil himself leaning against the wall outside the science building. He’s changed since last night, into khakis and this effortless white t-shirt that presses tightly across his broad chest and molds across his hard, muscled-

      Oh stop it, I mutter to myself, shaking my head.

      I glare at him. “Stalker much?”

      He shrugs nonchalantly. “Hails, would a stalker spend all that time charming the nice lady at the registrar’s office into giving me your whole class schedule?”

      I wrinkle my brow. “Uh, yes, definitely.” I shake my head. “And I’m sorry, were you watching me sleep?”

      “Oh, certainly,” he says with that grin, his eyes twinkling as he steps towards me. “Heavy breathing, creepy touches, some cellphone camera shots - the whole nine yards, darlin.”

      I grin in spite of myself, “Weirdo.”

      I turn and start to walk away, but Dalton falls in next to me. “But anyway, on the subject of being a creep and watching you this morning, are the pink polka-dots with the frayed elastic just like a ‘go-to’ sleep thing, or were you just trying to spice things up since I was spending the night?”

      I can feel my face bloom in red hot heat, as I drop my jaw and stare at him.

      “Are you fucking kidding me!”

      I lunge at him, balling my fist up ready to punch him on that perfectly dimpled, smirking jaw.

      “Hey, hey!” He puts his hands up palms out and shakes his head, giving me that innocent look I’ve seen him flash at my dad or his mom to win them over. “I was a perfect gentleman,” he drawls out, grinning at me. “I averted my eyes from your unmentionables.”

      I frown. “You did?”

      “Nah, not really.”

      I groan and roll my eyes as he laughs.

      “Honestly though, I really think your social life could improve with some new ones.”

      “Jesus,” I mutter. “Neither my panties nor my social life are any concern of yours,” I hiss under my breath as a group of students spot Dalton and start to crowd around us. All the guys high-five him, and two other girls come screeching over from across the quad, giggling and hyperventilating as they pose next to him for a selfie.

      I roll my eyes and march on ahead.

      “Anyways, where were we,” Dalton’s caught up with me at the edge of the student parking lot, jogging past me to get in my path.

      “We were nowhere.”

      He strokes his chin. “Oh, right, your panties and me helping you get some new ones.”

      I groan and roll my eyes, starting to push past him when I shiver at the feel of his lips right next to my ear.

      “I could also help you out of those old ones first,” he husks, sending a shiver down my spine.

      I swallow quickly, trying to will the heat out of my face as I turn and look at him as coolly as I possibly can. “You can’t talk to me like that.”

      He grins right back. “Like what?”

      “Like- like I’m one of those girls,” I say, nodding at the two he just took a selfie with who are waving at him and giggling. One makes a “call-me” motion as Dalton waves back.

      I shake my head. “Okay, see? I’m not ‘those’ girls.”

      “Never said you were, darlin,” he drawls out.

      “Look.” I sigh. “Dalton-”

      “Hailey.”

      “Our parents are getting married-”

      “Very true.”

      I shoot him a look as he cuts me off and he makes a zipping motion across his lips.

      “And you and I have nothing in common.”

      Dalton clutches at his heart dramatically. “But look how close we’ve gotten as friends so far - sleepovers and everything.”

      The grin creeps across my lips before I can stop it, and I quickly turn away, shaking my head. “Oh please, you and I both know you would’ve never talked to me if my dad wasn’t your Coach and marrying your mom.”

      “Hey-”

      “And I’d never talk to you,” I finish with a shrug. “Nothing personal.”

      Dalton rolls his eyes. “Oh, yeah, of course.”

      “Look, I’m just being honest,” I say with a shrug. “Besides, I’ve got a lot of work to do this semester so I can transfer.”

      “Worried I’ll distract you?”

      I blush. “No,” I say quickly. “Hardly.”

      “Well then I guess we don’t have a problem, do we?”

      I roll my eyes. “You are impossibly difficult.”

      “Oh, I think most of the tabloids will tell you I’m pretty easy, actually.”

      Gross.

      I groan and go to push past him.

      “Aww, where’re you going?”

      “Home, we’ve got dinner with your mom and my dad tonight, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “Was just headed there myself, hop in.”

      I turn back to him and frown. “Huh?”

      Dalton nods past me, and I turn to see the brand new, gleaming black and chrome Escalade parked behind me with the blue and white Hawks mascot painted on the back fender.

      He’s grinning and jangling a set of keys as I turn back to him.

      “Tell me the University didn’t actually buy you a freaking car.”

      “Aww now don’t make me a liar, Hails. Besides, the University could never.”

      I shake my head and he grins. “Alumni boosters, baby.”

      “That’s disgusting.”

      “No, that’s a sports program that brings in forty million a year in revenue for this fine academic institution, darlin.” He flashes me that grin again. “I’m just the headlining act.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Are you kidding me? How is that even okay?”

      Dalton throws his hands up. “Hey, I’m just a dumb jock, what do I know?”

      I give him a look.

      “Hop in, red.”

      “I’d rather walk, blondie.”

      “I’ve been known to be pretty good for a ride, you know.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’d rather crawl.”

      Dalton flashes a grin at me. “That would put you on your hands and knees.” He winks at me. “I could get behind that.”

      My face burns red, and I hate that he gets to me like that. I hate that I allow him to have this effect on me.

      I’m saved - in a way - as another group of giggling, ridiculous girls comes running up to fawn all over Dalton.

      “Try not to be late for dinner, Hails,” he calls after me over their heads, grinning as I turn and start walking away.

      “Try not to catch anything on the way home, Dalton,” I shoot back over my shoulder as I storm away from him and his giggling, gushing mob of girls.
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      “Can I help you?”

      Hailey looks up with a slight frown as I knock on the open door of her bedroom at Mom’s house. This house came with the Dean position she took last year, and it’s amazing how little of it I’ve actually explored outside of the kitchen and my own guest house spot above the garage. Hailey’s room is on the far side of the house, barely decorated, and filled with stacks of moving boxes.

      “Uh, yes?”

      I snap my attention back to Hailey, sitting cross-legged on the edge of her bed, her hair piled up on top of her head with tendrils hanging down around her face. Her black glasses are perched on the freckled bridge of her nose, her soft lips wrapped around the pen in her hand she’s been chewing on.

      Shit.

      I’ve spent the entire afternoon after my shower trying to shake my head clear of her. Even after bumping into her back at school, I’ve been a damned monk in trying to clear my head of all the dirty, filthy things I’d like to do with her - how much I’d like to claim her.

      How much I’d like to watch her come for me.

      And I’ve actually been doing pretty okay in those efforts - that is, until the sight of her sitting cross-legged in those cutoff jeans - no makeup, messy hair, and wearing a t-shirt with fucking Darth Vader on it.

      I mean, seriously.

      My eyes drop to those long, lean legs of hers curled up beneath her, and then up to those wet, soft lips wrapped around the end of the ballpoint pen in her mouth.

      And fuck if I’m not right back to being hard as damn stone.

      I want to run my hands all the way up those legs and spread them wide. I want to peel those shorts off her tight little ass, bend her over, and drag my tongue across that sweet pussy. I glance back to the pen, and I want to pull it from her mouth and see if those lips look as hot wrapped around my shaft while her tongue swirls around my head.

      “Dalton, can I help you?”

      I blink and force the thoughts of sinking my cock between Hailey’s thighs from my head, and I grin. “Yeah, darlin, I thought we’d go over your wardrobe.”

      She frowns. “My wardr- oh.” She trails off with a heavy sigh and a roll of her eyes as it clicks. “I’m pretty sure we’ve been over the fact that my wardrobe is none of your concern, Dalton,” she says hastily, pushing a stray lock of hair behind her ear.

      “Oh but I’d love to make it my concern, darlin,” I say with a grin, stepping into her room. “Just to be clear, I’m talking about your choice in panties here.”

      Hailey rolls her eyes again as she sneers at me. “Um, yeah, Dalton, I got that. But no, we’re not talking about that.”

      “You might be shocked to know that I’m actually kind of an expert on women’s undergarment fashion.”

      “Literally nothing would shock me less, actually,” she says with a fake smile my way.

      She turns back to her books, shifting on the bed and slipping that pen back between her lips. I can feel the fire spark inside as I watch those lips close around the pen, practically growling at how clearly oblivious she is of how insanely hot it looks with her cheeks hollowing as she slowly sucks it between her lips.

      Jesus, this is what I get for cock-blocking myself and denying myself natural relief. I’m standing here practically drooling like some sort of weirdo over the nerdy girl in the glasses and the Star Wars shirt with a pen in her mouth.

      Hailey glances back up when she realizes I’m still in the room. “Look, I’ve got work to do.”

      “I’m sure you do.” I’m moving towards her before I know what I’m doing, my eyes locked on hers, blood pounding in my ears.

      “Dalton,” she says quickly.

      “Yes?”

      “I- I told you already, I’m very busy.”

      I can’t tell which of us she’s trying to convince more as she says it.

      “Yeah, I can see that,” I say with a grin.

      “I’m serious.”

      She holds my gaze, her big blue eyes looking at me over the rim of those sexy fucking nerd glasses and that fucking pen still stuck between her lips.

      That pen and those lips are going to give me a fucking heart attack.

      “Besides,” she says flippantly, pushing again at that pesky stray lock of hair. “Most of my clothes are back at the dorms, so I doubt you’d have much to work with anyways.”

      She grins, as if proud of herself that she can toss it right back at me, but she quickly looks down at her books as if to hide both the grin and the blush that creeps across her face.

      It doesn’t work.

      “So is that an open invitation to your dorm?”

      Her face goes a shade darker as she shoots me a quick look. She swallows thickly, her blue eyes meeting mine before she shrugs it off and looks back at her notebook. “Nope.”

      I grin. “Aww, you don’t want any more sleepovers?”

      The tips of her ears are red, even if she’s still burying her face in that book. “Um no, I don’t think my reputation would survive it.”

      “Oh, I think me sleeping over would do wonders for your rep, actually.”

      She looks up at me, then, the pen just teasing the corner of her lips. “We’re going to be related, Dalton,” she says quietly.

      I hold that look of hers with my gaze. “No, we won’t be.”

      We lock eyes for a full two seconds, before her eyes flash once and she drops her gaze again. She quickly shakes her head. “This is inappropriate,” she says quickly.

      “Welcome to my world, darlin,” I murmur. I take another step towards where she’s sitting on the edge of her bed. “You got any more excuses inside that pretty head?”

      “Excuses?”

      I grin. “You know what I’m talking about.”

      I’m teasing her, pushing her more than I know I should. But I can’t fucking help it. There’s something fucking magnetic - something primal - that keeps me there in that room and keeps me pushing this thing further and further.

      She blinks quickly. “I’m sure I don’t.”

      “I’d be happy to show you if you’re confused.”

      She inhales sharply, that damn pen slipping back between her pouty lips. Her eyes narrow at me, and she suddenly pushes the book to the side. “I think you should leave,” she says quietly.

      I roll my eyes. “Aww, c’mon, this little tit-for-tat was just starting to get good!”

      She glares at me, “Out.”

      She uncurls her legs, standing from the bed as she starts to push me back towards the door to her room. And I let her, even though I’m perfectly aware that I could pick her up right here and toss her right back on that bed.

      “Oh, and I don’t have excuses, Dalton, I have reasons.” She smiles thinly at me before she puts her hand on my chest and pushes me out through her door. “Loads of them.”

      And I’m about to drop it and walk away - really, I am.

      But that fucking pen goes right back between her lips. They’re soft, and pink, and they wrap gently around it as her cheeks hollow slightly. And right then, right there, and just like that, I’m fucking done.

      Hailey gasps, her eyes going wide as I suddenly push her back inside her room. I follow her in, kicking the door shut behind me, moving towards her with my jaw set and my eyes locked on her.

      “Just what do you think you’re-”

      “Anyone ever tell you you talk a lot?”

      She frowns as she steps back. “What are you talking about?”

      “You talk a lot, darlin,” I growl, taking another step towards her. “And you’re too damn smart for your own damn good.”

      “I- what-” She’s frowning at me as she steps back against her dresser, her eyes darting across mine. “God, what are you talking about?”

      “Don’t you ever get tired of fucking talking and analyzing everything?” My pulse roars in my ears, and the world blurs to just background noise. It’s just her and me, locked eye to eye in that room.

      “What? Dalton what the hell are you-”

      “Well I’m done talking.”

      Fuck it.

      I kiss her just as she’s opening her mouth to say something. And right there, the whole world fucking shatters around us as I sear my lips across hers.

      It’s so wrong, and so fucking inappropriate, and something about that gets me even harder as I growl into her mouth and push her back against the dresser. My hand slides up into her hair, pulling her into me as I claim her mouth with mine.

      And she moans.

      It’s not some kind of porn-star moan or anything over-the-top like some cheap sorority skank might do because she thinks it sounds sexy. Hell, it’s not even overtly sexual. But it’s there, just as I start to slide my tongue past those pillow-soft lips, and it’s enough to push me right over the last edge of my sanity.

      My other hand slides up her body, teasing over each rib through her shirt as I move it higher. She shivers against me, and suddenly, her tongue is sliding right back against mine. I groan into her lips, my hand moving up to cup her jaw, and suddenly she’s kissing me right the fuck back. It’s hungry, and it’s fire, and lust, and raw.

      Fucking hell, I’m kissing Hailey Garrison - my damn stepsister.

      And it’s almost like she’s reading my damn thoughts, because the second the thought hits me, it’s over. Hailey gasps as she pulls away, her eyes going wide and then narrowing as her jaw drops and she shoves me away from her.

      “Are you crazy!” She hisses, her eyes darting accusingly across my face. “We can’t!” She’s shaking her head, sucking in breaths of air. She looks at me, her eyes almost scared as she shakes her head. “Dalton, I have a boyfriend.”

      Yeah, bullshit.

      I growl as I grab her face and kiss her again, just to show her how much I don’t buy it. She moans again, and she’s melting into me before it’s like she remembers herself again and suddenly pulls away with a gasp.

      “Damnit, Dalton!” She says breathlessly. Her lips are red and swollen from my kisses, and I find myself grinning at the sight.

      I narrow my eyes as I move to kiss her again. But she’s shaking her head, her hand on my chest pushing me away. “No, I mean it.”

      “Yeah?” Hailey’s eyes close and she loses her words, gasping as I move in again. My lips tease across her exposed neck. “What’s his name?”

      “Hmm?” She pants out, her fingers curling against my chest.

      “The boyfriend, darlin,” I husk into her ear, my lips brushing against the skin there. “What’s his name?”

      Because I don’t buy that bullshit for one fucking second.

      “Um-”

      “He’s got a name, right?”

      “Paul,” she finally whispers quietly, shaking. I can feel her pulse hammering in the soft skin of her neck as my fingers slide up to twist into her hair.

      “You sure about that?” I murmur, sliding my lips against her earlobe.

      Hailey slowly shakes her head. “I- yes,” she breathes out as my lips move across her jaw to her mouth.

      “Bullshit,” I growl, and she whimpers as I claim her mouth again.

      She’s melting into me again, her hands sliding up over my chest as I press her hard against the dresser behind her.

      “Hailey!”

      The sound of Coach’s voice from downstairs shatters the moment. Hailey jerks away from my lips like she’s just been burned, and suddenly her hands on my chest are shoving me away.

      Her eyes go wide. “Dalton-”

      “Hey, kiddo,” Coach calls again, his voice muffled from downstairs. “I’m heading back to campus for something at the office. You want a lift?”

      Hailey’s eyes dart to mine, scared, wide, and angry all at the same time. “Get out,” she says quickly, her face suddenly darkening as she shakes her head.

      “Hailey-”

      “Now, Dalton!” She hisses out. Her hands shove me away from her before she ducks around me, grabs her books, and yanks open the bedroom door.

      “Coming!” She yells downstairs. She pauses at the doorframe and looks back at me. She opens her mouth like she’s about to say something, but then her lips close and she just shakes her head and steps out.

      Well, fuck.
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      “You sure about that?”

      “I- yes,” I lie, my heart hammering in my chest as his eyes burn right into mine.

      “Bullshit.”

      The entire scene plays out in my head as I look at my reflection in my dorm room mirror later the next day. Sunlight and the sounds of campus stream in through the open window, but I’m distracted by what I see.

      I blush as my fingers trace across my lips, across the swollen bruises there. These wicked, tantalizing, delicious reminders of that kiss.

      God, how did I let that happen?

      I mean, gross, I kissed Dalton. Arrogant, sports-jock, absolute manwhore Dalton Cole.

      My stepbrother Dalton Cole.

      I shake my head, feeling my breath catch as the memory of it tingles through my body. His hands on my jaw and tangled in my hair, his body so hard against mine, his chest so strong under my fingers.

      His lips so hot against my own.

      I can barely remember the car ride back to campus with my dad. I know he was talking about football or something, but all I’m aware of is staring out the window and listening to the sound of my heart pounding in my ears.

      It’s all I thought about that night, obviously. It was the memory of that kiss - that holy-shit type kiss - that had me twisting and turning under the covers in the dark. The lingering feeling of his lips against mine and his body pressed so tightly against me had the heat pooling between my legs, until I forced myself to breathe and forced myself not to act on that desire.

      Because I’ll be damned if I’m going to do that again while thinking about Dalton Cole.

      Actually, I’ll be damned if I let him get anywhere close to pulling a stunt like that again. Because as toe-curlingly, mind-blowingly hot as that kiss was, I will not be another Dalton Cole conquest. You don’t just kiss people like that, especially people who tell you they have a boyfriend.

      …Even if that is a lie.

      My reflection sours as I narrow my gaze again on the red puffiness of my lips.

      Yeah, that is NEVER happening again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m halfway to my first class of the day, coffee in hand, when the black Escalade comes to a screeching stop next to me. I jump, cursing as hot coffee spills onto my hand. I whirl to see the arrogant little shit himself leering at me from the driver’s side window.

      “Afternoon, darlin.”

      It’s that easy drawl, that charming farm-boy smile, those sharp blue eyes that make me shiver and get me warm in places I really shouldn’t be.

      No way, nope. I am not falling for this again.

      I’m not going to bite at the bait that a thousand other girls have.

      I’m not going to be some goal for him - I won’t be a score card or a notch on his bedpost or locker door.

      I glare at him once more before I turn and walk away, saying nothing. I hear him chuckle behind me as he turns off the engine, and a shiver jolts through me when I feel his hand on my bare arm.

      I take a deep breath and turn, making sure my scowl is solid before I do. “You can’t park there, you know,” I nod past him at his Escalade, parked right in the bus-lane out front of the bursar’s office.

      “Sure I can,” he says with an easy grin.

      I roll my eyes. “Let me guess, because you’re Dalton Cole?”

      He laughs, “See? You’re getting it!”

      I sigh, “I need to get to class. What do you want, Dalton?”

      He grins, that cocky look of his dancing across my eyes. “I just felt like seeing how you were doing today.” There’s a mischievous glint in his eye as he cocks a brow at me.

      I frown, not buying it for a minute. “Why?”

      “Well, you know, after the kiss of your life last night…”

      I roll my eyes as he trails off and grins at me. “Uh, dream on.”

      He smirks. “Oh, you’ve been kissed better than that, huh?”

      No, not ever. Not even close by a million miles.

      “Yep,” I say flippantly.

      “By Paul?” Dalton’s eyes sparkle as he grins wickedly at me.

      I swallow thickly. “Yes, by Paul,” I say testily, scowling at him. “And he’s going to be furious when he hears about what you pulled.”

      Dalton laughs. “Sounds absolutely terrifying. Will it be pistols at high noon?”

      God, he sees right through this ridiculous fake boyfriend facade. The look on his face says he doesn’t buy my terrible excuse of a lie for one single second, and I’m just embarrassing myself by continuing it.

      So I walk away.

      Dalton’s still chuckling to himself as I roll my eyes and storm away into the science building for my next class.

      “Aww c’mon, darlin. Don’t walk away mad.”

      I groan at the sound of his voice following me into the building, and I dodge him by ducking into the side stairway.

      Terrible idea.

      “Hang on.”

      I gasp as his hand grabs my arm again, pulling me back and whirling me around until I’m face to face with him - alone in the stairwell, my pulse racing.

      “So, we’re just going to conveniently forget that little detail about you kissing me back, huh?” He arches a brow at me and I swallow the lump that forms in my throat.

      “That was…temporary insanity.”

      He grins. “Oh, is that what that was?”

      “Yep.”

      “You know what I think?”

      I suck in a breath of air and pull my bottom lip between my teeth, my eyes darting across his. “What?”

      I gasp as he suddenly moves against me, pressing me back against the wall of the stairwell and making my pulse jump.

      “I think you liked kissin’ me.”

      I bite my lip, feeling the same warmth as the night before go rushing through my veins like adrenaline. I quickly shake my head. “I would never like kissing someone as crude and gross and dirty as you.”

      His eyes flash as he grins and leans closer, his lips so close to mine. I can feel my head spin with the same breath-taking quickness of last night, as if I was about to fall from a ledge without anything there to stop me.

      “See, that’s just it, darlin,” he husks out, his breath hot across my lips. I suck in a shaky breath.

      “I think you like how dirty it is kissin’ me.”

      I shake my head, my eyes never leaving his as I feel the blood pounding in my ears. “You’re out of your damn mind-”

      “I think you like feeling so bad with me.”

      God I want him to kiss me.

      It’s a terrible, mortifying thought, and one that comes completely unbidden to the front of my mind. And I want to squash it away, and bury it deep. Last night was just what I said it was - temporary insanity. It was proximity to distraction, and wicked temptation, because that’s what he is.

      Dalton Cole - temptation and distraction personified.

      And temptations and distractions are the very last thing I need. I have one semester - one semester of digging my heels in, ducking my head down, and making sure I ace the hell out of this school so that I can move to Columbia in the spring. And then I’ll leave Georgia, and football, and stupid Dalton Cole and his stupidly hot kisses behind.

      Kisses like the one we are millimeters away from repeating.

      I shiver as I feel his lips all but graze mine, his eyes glinting like cold steel as he leans in close, his hands on either side of the wall by my head. I can feel the heat from his body, and the dull throb of something big inside his pants against my leg that makes me want to roll my hips against him.

      But I don’t.

      “Dalton, people could see us here,” I whisper out shakily, my eyes darting across his as my heart threatens to jump into my throat.

      “Well maybe we should go behind closed doors then,” he says, his eyes flashing as he grins wickedly at me. “Your room’s not far is it?”

      My breath catches at his words - at the crude, wicked suggestion. I quickly shake my head. “It’s not, but I’m going there alone.”

      “Thought you had class.”

      Damn him, tripping me up like this.

      “After class.”

      Dalton grins, still so close that I can feel the warmth of his muscled, coiled body ready to pounce on me. “You know, you are really not taking advantage of college life and having no roommate.”

      “I’m enjoying it just fine,” I say, suddenly feeling indignant.

      “Maybe you should get Paul down here, I mean, how long’s it been?”

      “Since?”

      “Since you got laid, darlin,” he says with a wicked grin, a grin that only widens as I feel my face go bright red.

      “It’s none of your business when I- when that happened.”

      He grins again, those perfect white teeth flashing behind his perfect lips set in that perfectly chiseled jaw. “But see, I really want it to be my business.”

      I think of that one and only time a month before graduation when I just decided to get it over with.

      Does forty-five seconds of awkwardness even COUNT as ‘getting laid’?

      “Not long at all,” I say with my most casual shrug, my eyes darting away from his smirking ones.

      “I’m sure.”

      I wrinkle my brow at him. “Not all of us need to have sex with skanks three times a day, Dalton.”

      He laughs, “And who says I’m banging ‘skanks’ three times a day? I mean, I need to eat, and sleep, and occasionally play some football, you know.”

      I arch my brow at him curiously. “So, you’re not-”

      “Of course not.”

      I bite my lip, hating how weirdly elated I feel hearing it.

      “I really only have time for skanks twice a day.”

      I roll my eyes as he chuckles. “I’m late for class, I have to go.”

      I push my way past him out of the stairway before he can say anything else. And then I’m ducking out of the building and storming away before I embarrass myself any further.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I skip class, for the first time literally ever in my academic career.

      Instead, I find myself back in my room, breathless and dizzy from my exchange with Dalton.

      I glance up to see my reflection in the mirror - the pink blush to my cheeks, the swollen redness still lingering around my lips, the visible twitch of my pulse in the soft skin of my neck.

      Damn him.

      Because sitting here feeling my heart race and the raw heat pooling between my legs, I know he’s right. And I absolutely hate that he is, but he is.

      I do like how good it feels to be bad.

      And kissing Dalton Cole is the baddest, hottest thing I’ve ever felt.
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      Hailey ignores me for the next handful of days, which sucks for two major reasons. Reason one: getting under her skin is quickly becoming one of my favorite pastimes.

      But the second giant, glaring, fireworks-going-off big red reason would be that kiss.

      I mean, damn.

      The thing is, I’d never actually meant to kiss her that night. The goal had been the same goal I’ve had since she walked into my backyard - to tease her and work her up. I wanted to get her all hot and bothered, because I can, and then leave her hanging just to prove a point

      The point that she’s not immune to me like she thinks she is.

      Except here’s the real kicker - it turns out that I’m the one that isn’t immune to her.

      That sure fucking backfired.

      And now she’s ignoring me, and dodging me, because I pushed things too far - both that night and then running into her after. Hell, I’ve probably pushed too hard every time, and now it’s biting me in the ass.

      But fuck it, right? I mean who cares - I’m Dalton Cole for fuck’s sake. There are literally a combined twenty-eight thousand other female students on this campus with their mouths hanging open for yours truly. There is no point in chasing after some cold ice-queen like Hailey Garrison.

      Actually, there are a number of extremely compelling reasons not to chase after her.

      Like our parents.

      Like her dad - the very famous, very big Coach Jim Garrison tearing me limb from limb.

      Like the gossip mill that would go into fucking overdrive.

      Like recruiters not wanting to touch me with a ten-foot pole once my public sexual shenanigans turned into something past the pale like banging my stepsister.

      I frown as I let the air pent up in my lungs out in a heavy stream.

      Jesus, I need to go get laid.
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* * *

      “A clear head and a clear heart makes winners, gentleman.”

      Coach eyes us over his clipboard. Eighty-five guys sucking in lungfuls of air, eighty-five guys dripping sweat from the brutal day of practice we’ve just been through.

      Brutal, but necessary and we all know it. There’s a lot of hype surrounding me, and with the amount of media attention that’s putting on the rest of the team this year, game one can’t be lost.

      But hey, I’m not worried, I just hope the rest of these guys can catch up to my level.

      “Take a knee, boys.”

      Eight-five guys with muscles burning drop to a knee, still gasping for air. More than a few of them are eyeing me with something between envy and respect.

      Yeah, if there was any lingering theories about whether the freshman superstar was actually going to be able to live up to expectation, I’ve made sure to cut that shit out quick at practice this week. Anyone who still wants to hate on me for being the center of attention on this team isn’t thinking big picture anymore.

      Big picture like me winning them nice big championship rings.

      “Like it or not, gentlemen, we’re under a lot of pressure this year.”

      “Thanks, Cole,” someone in the back hollers out, sending laughter and hoots through the semi-circle of players.

      Yeah, Coach shuts that up real fast. One week of practice, and nobody on this team has any doubts about the abilities of or the respect earned by the “rookie” coach. Because if there was any lingering worry about the high school coach not being able to hang with the big boys in college, he made sure to bleed that dissent out of this whole team this week.

      Maybe that’s one of the reasons Hailey’s dad and I get along so well. I mean aside from the football thing - we’ve both got reputations that stepped onto the field long before we ever did, which means we’ve both got something to prove.

      “Mr. Cole is a hell of a player, but let me make a few things clear,” Coach slips his shades off and eyes us with a serious look. “It means he’s got a big damn target on his ass.”

      Yeah, no shit.

      “And that means we have a big target on our collective asses.” Coach crosses his arms over his chest, jutting his chin out. “Every single person on that field at every single game is gonna want a piece of us, just to prove we can bleed.”

      There are nods and murmurs around the players.

      “Including,” Coach pauses, shaking his head. “Including the ESPN crew that I just found out is going to be following our progress this season.”

      Shit, what?

      “For real, Coach?” Ramirez calls out, shaking his head.

      “The real deal, fellas.” He grins at us before turning his eyes on me. “Probably for some future documentary on our hall-of-famer here.”

      “You sure it’s not just for another underwear shoot?” Someone wisecracks from the back of the group, sending another round of laughter through the team. “You gonna dance around in your tighty-whities again, Cole?”

      “Only if you ask nice, shit-bag,” I call back over my shoulder, and this time even Coach cracks a grin.
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* * *

      We’re winding down for the day, heading back towards the locker room, when Coach nods at me. “Hang back, son.”

      I pull my helmet off, raising a brow. “Yeah, Coach?”

      “I’m serious you know,” he eyes me with a solid look. “You’re gonna have a lot of eyes on you right now, and I need you to behave.”

      I swallow thickly and clear my throat. “Coach?”

      “You know what I mean, Dalton.”

      For a second, a cold chill runs through me as Hailey’s face and the thought of that damn kiss flashes in my head.

      Fuck, he knows.

      But then, the second the thought hits me, I’m aware of how ridiculous it is. Bullshit, if Jim Garrison knew half the crude shit I’d been saying to his daughter - not to mention me fucking kissing her, he’d have strung me up by the balls by now.

      I think he’d take that over a championship season any day.

      “Your antics, Dalton. The partying, the girls, the making a spectacle of yourself.”

      I can feel my heart drop back down to normal pace. Jesus.

      He spreads his hands. “Hey, I’m not judging, son,” he laughs. “I’m just saying keep smart. There’s going to be a lot of cameras and eyes on you just waiting for you to screw up and prove all the naysayers right.” He looks sternly over the top of his sunglasses at me. “One scandal, one DUI, one getting caught with the wrong girl-”

      Fuck.

      “Look, I know your life seems charmed, Dalton, but one screw-up and they will eat you alive, I’m telling you.”

      I nod, and for once, I’m actually agreeing with an authority figure instead of just going through the “yes sir” motions.

      Like I said, maybe there’s a reason he and I get along so well.

      “I get you, Coach,” I say with a solemn nod. “I’m not going to let anyone down this year.”

      He nods and claps me on the back again, and I start to head to the showers when he stops me again.

      “Oh, and do me a solid, Dalton.”

      “Yeah?”

      He shrugs. “Keep an eye on Hailey for me, would you?”

      I can feel the cold sweat break out on my neck again as he looks at me sharply, my damn tell-tale heart about to beat out of the front of my fucking jersey. “Sir?”

      “I don’t know,” Coach shakes his head. “I’m worried about her not really making any effort to be social or find any friends this semester, since she’s dead set on following through with that damn deferred acceptance thing with Columbia in the spring.” He holds my gaze. “Just do me a favor and spend a little time with her, check up with her, make sure she’s not sitting in her room glued to that damn computer.”

      Yeah, WAY ahead of you, Coach.

      “You bet, Coach,” I say with a smile, trying to swallow the guilt.

      Because it just so happens, checking in on Hailey Garrison is also one of my new favorite pastimes.
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      I’m soaking wet and freezing by the time I manage to trip my way through the side-entrance to the gym. It’s dark inside, and I shiver at the chill of the air conditioning against my skin, drenched from the fall rain outside. Goosebumps break out on my arms as I hug them across my completely soaked t-shirt, and I drip my way down the hallway towards my dad’s office, leaving puddles in my wake.

      I’m muttering, cursing my biology professor for rescheduling last week’s lab for so late tonight. Heather’s house really isn’t far to walk from the academic buildings, but the idea of dashing all the way across campus in the pouring rain in flip-flops with all my notebooks did not sound appealing.

      Hence, dripping through the halls of the athletic center, hoping to God that my dad’s still around for a ride home.

      “Dad?” I puff my way into his dark office, pausing to catch my breath from the run and dropping my soaked books and notes onto his desk.

      I step out of his office into the football team locker-room, grabbing a towel off a shelf and using it to squeeze rain from my hair.

      “Dad? Hello?”

      Silence. Silence and darkness.

      I groan, my shoulders slumping as I realize I am going to be walking to Heather’s house after all.

      It’s the sudden clanking sound from the other side of the door labeled “weight room” that has me about jumping out of my skin. I whirl, clutching the towel to myself in the semi-darkness of the locker-room as the sound comes again - sharp and rhythmic, followed by a grunt.

      I hate horror movies because they stick with me forever. And it’s that scaredy-cat part of me that freezes in the dark locker room, thinking of all the grizzly ways that - what is clearly - an ax murderer could chop me into little pieces.

      The sound comes again, and this time I roll my eyes, shaking my head at my own absurd imagination. Obviously, it’s just one of my dad’s meathead football players getting a workout in.

      And seeing as I’m the coach’s daughter, I’m pretty sure I just found myself a ride home.

      “Hi, sorry to interrupt, but do you-”

      I freeze at the sight of him as I step through the doors to the gym.

      Goddamnit.

      Ninety-something idiots on the football team, and of course the one person I run into, alone, in the dark, is Dalton Cole.

      A very shirtless, very sweaty Dalton Cole.

      “I’m pretty sure that’s the guy’s locker room, you just came out of, darlin.” He grunts as he lowers the thick bar laden with weights onto the rack behind him. He gives me another look-over and grins “What’d you do, take a shower?”

      I roll my eyes. “It’s pouring outside. I was looking for my dad for a ride home.”

      “He left a little while ago.” Dalton shrugs. “I can give you a ride as soon as I’m done.”

      I frown. “Eh, it’s okay, I’ll walk.”

      “Thought you said it was pouring outside?” He grins at me, running a hand through his thick, wild hair. “Look, hang for a few and I’ll drive you, alright?”

      I make a face. “Fine.” Dalton rolls his eyes at me and picks up a barbell, curling it up and down with his biceps as I stand there trying to look everywhere and anywhere but his very sculpted, very bare rippling abdomen.

      I finally take in our surroundings and raise an eyebrow as I realize the only light in the weight room is coming in through the reinforced windows that look out onto the indoor volleyball court.

      “Is there a reason you’re working out in the dark?”

      Dalton chuckles, puffing as he drops the weight back on its rack again. “Helps me concentrate.”

      “It’s a little creepy.”

      “Says the girl that just burst out of the men’s locker room looking like she just came out of the pool?” Dalton winks as I smirk at him.

      He picks up the barbell with his other arm, grunting as he starts to curl it. “So, you coming to game one this Friday against Virginia?”

      “Sort of have to,” I shrug.

      He laughs, dropping the weight again and shaking his head. “There’s the team spirit.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m coming out to support my dad, not the team.”

      Dalton grabs a towel from a bench and wipes it over his neck and chest. “So, let me get this straight. Despite growing up with one of the best coaches in high school football history, you’re really not into football at all.”

      I shrug. “Guess not.”

      “Nice enthusiasm.”

      “What, so I’m not into big sweaty men tackling each other over a ball.”

      He grins. “You know, that is exactly what most girls I know are into.”

      “Guess I’m not most girls you know then, cause that doesn’t do it for me.”

      “Guess not.” He grins, “So what does do it for you, Hailey?”

      I swallow thickly in the sudden silence of the darkened gym, breathing in the smell of sweat, and men, and oiled weights and machines. Normally I’m quick with the witty comebacks, but there’s something distracting about Dalton without a shirt on.

      Something very distracting.

      “I take it Paul isn’t much of a football guy?”

      I can feel the blush creeping into my cheeks. “Uh, no.”

      “Uh-huh.” Dalton grins at me as he moves closer, and I’m somehow frozen there to the spot by the curling machine, my pulse racing and my eyes tracing over the sharp shadows of his abs.

      “So I’m guessing he’s more of an online gamer? Orcs and knights and dragons and all that shit?”

      My cheeks burn hot as I trip over my words, suddenly much more flustered than I should be. “I- he…maybe.”

      “That sounds immensely satisfying for you,” Dalton says, suddenly somehow standing right in front of me.

      “You have no idea what satisfies me, actually,” I toss back.

      “No, but I’ve got a pretty good idea what would.” A wicked grin creeps across his face as he glances down at the front of his gym shorts and raises a brow suggestively.

      I bite my lip, swallowing the lump in my throat and forcing myself not to look down.

      It’s just a damn rumor anyways, he’s just trying to mess with you.

      And yet just the same, I can feel the heat, and the wicked, illicit pull of temptation trying to drag my gaze down.

      God, why can’t he have a shirt on?

      And shirt or not, why am I still standing here, alone, face-to-face in the near dark with Dalton?

      My gaze dips down to his chiseled chest, and to the big Roman numeral “X” worked into the tattoo across his shoulder. I roll my eyes - I mean, there’s bravado, and spreading rumors and myth, and then there’s getting a damn tattoo of it.

      “Wouldn’t get the tattoo if I was lying now would I?” I jerk my eyes up to his cocky grin, his eyes looking right into me like he’s reading my thoughts.

      “I- I already told you,” I say quickly, feeling my pulse beat like drums in my ears. “I have zero interest.”

      “Sure you don’t.” He grins again, but this time, there’s something less casual and more hungry about that smile. He leans into me, shifting his weight to one side as his hand goes up to lean against the machine behind me.

      “Are you seriously always this cocky?”

      “Usually,” he says with another cowboy grin.

      I roll my eyes. “And this works? On girls I mean?”

      I suddenly inhale sharply and quietly as he moves even closer, his masculine scent invading my senses as he licks his lips. My eyes hover over the dimples in his strong jaw, the easy smirk lingering there in the hollows of his cheeks.

      “You tell me, darlin,” he says, his voice dark and low as he moves even closer against me. I can feel my pulse racing, my eyes blinking quickly and the room starting to spin around me as his hand suddenly slides to my hip, resting there.

      I whimper quietly as his hand tightens and slides over my hip before he pulls me close against him. I can feel the heat of his skin searing through the wet chill of my t-shirt, and his hand creeps just under the back and slides over my skin.

      “I- I should go,” I say quietly, my eyes darting across his.

      “You don’t want that ride?”

      “Oh, is the ride contingent on this?” I tease awkwardly, biting my lip as he grins.

      He leans into the crook of my neck, his breath hot across my skin there. “You can leave anytime you want, darlin,” he growls, moving us both back until my back is flat against some sort of workout machine that smells like grease and metal and sweat.

      God, why does that does smell so damn hot right now?

      “I can?” I whisper out, and before I know what I’m doing, my hands are leaving their place frozen at my sides to creep up to his bare arms. I’m biting my lip, feeling my blood roar in my face as I slowly and tentatively trace fingertips over his hot, bare skin. His biceps flex and ripple beneath my touch as I slowly slide my hands up his arms, his breath hot against my neck.

      “Go ahead and leave, I won’t stop you,” he growls. He moves himself flat against me, and I gasp at the thick bulge in his shorts pressing against my thigh.

      “But if you stay,” he whispers darkly into my ear, his breath sending shivers down my spine and pure heat pooling between my legs. He pulls back, his lips barely an inch from mine and his eyes burning right into mine. “But if you stay, I’m not going to be able to stop myself.”

      Oh God yes.

      I whimper. It’s nothing I can help, just the sudden and unstoppable sound that’s the result of this swelling and surging need welling up inside of me.

      And it’s the only answer he needs.

      I gasp when he kisses me, my body almost overwhelmed by the sudden heat and force of it. His lips sear hotly across my own, and he growls as I moan and open my mouth for him. His tongue is demanding and insistent, and I yield to him, losing myself and feeling the world spin around me as he pushes me hard against the metal at my back, claiming my mouth.

      My hands slide up to his bare shoulders, my fingertips clutching and digging at his skin there as he holds me tight against him.

      His hand on the small of my back is warm and strong, and I shiver as I feel it start to slide up my spine. My soaking wet shirt comes with it, and I know I should stop him, but I have zero interest in doing so, even as I feel the shirt pull up over my stomach and halt at the underside of my breasts.

      True to his word, Dalton doesn’t stop, and I only moan harder into his mouth as he yanks the soaking cotton higher, slipping it over the swell of my breasts and over my aching hard nipples. They poke and drag against his bare chest, little electric shocks teasing through my body as we press skin-to-skin.

      Dalton pulls away from my mouth then, his teeth pulling gently at my bottom lip. My knees almost give out before he drops to my chest. His lips close around one of my aching nipples, his tongue teasing over the nub as I cry out and rake my fingers through his hair, clutching him to me.

      He keeps one strong hand against my back, holding me tightly as he sucks and licks at my peaks. The other starts to tease over my hip, and I suddenly find myself gasping even louder as I feel his fingers move across the waist of my denim shorts.

      “Dalton-”  I gasp, biting my lip, feeling myself melt against him. I know I should stop this, but my traitorous body says “yes” with a roll of my hips, as if urging him on.

      And I do want him to go on.

      I want him to take what he will, damn the consequences. I want him to pull every stitch of wet clothing from my body and warm it with his hands and his lips.

      …With every part of him.

      In this moment I don’t care what this means, or what this makes us. In this moment, I utterly stop giving a shit and completely stop worrying about being a notch on his locker or his bed.

      Because right then, I want him to be a notch on mine.

      His hands and his lips and his body feel like magic as he coaxes the pleasure from me, and I realize then that I’m done being the good one. I’m through withholding things like this from myself because I feel like it’s “not me.”

      Screw that. I want this. I want to experience this, and live the college life of experimenting with sex, and my body, and all the new things I can feel and try.

      And quite frankly, who better to do that with than Dalton Cole?

      So when he pauses, his mouth pulling away from my breasts and hovering by my lips, I hold my breath. He looks deep into my eyes, his own blue ones roaring like liquid fire. He opens his lips to ask me “are you sure about this?” and all I can do is mash my mouth against his.

      And again, it’s the only answer he needs.

      The button of my shorts pops under his fingers, and I moan as I feel him tug the zipper down. He’s sliding them over my ass and hips and they’re catching on my knees, but he leaves them there as his hand slides to the front of my panties.

      I’m moaning wantonly and eagerly as he strokes my slit thought the cotton. I’m soaking through the fabric as he drags his fingers up and bumps them over my aching clit, making me moan loudly into his mouth, his tongue and his lips silencing my cry.

      He’s moving his fingers to the elastic of my panties and slipping them inside, and suddenly his fingers are sliding wetly over my dripping pussy. His finger slides easily inside, and I’m dripping all over his hand as he curls it deep and grinds his palm against my clit.

      He’s still kissing me, pressing me back against the weight machine with my legs spread as much as they can be with my shorts around my knees. His finger strokes me right against that sweet spot just inside, making my heart feel like it’s about to burst out of my chest. I’m rocking my hips against him, feeling him rub his palm against my throbbing clit. His fingers hit that wonderful spot again and again, sending sensation and pleasure rocketing through my body.

      “We- oh fuck, what are- we can’t be doing this!” The words are dripping from my lips as I cling to him, my head falling back, my eyes squeezed shut.

      “You’re welcome to tell me to stop anytime,” he growls into my ear, his fingers stroking deeper and faster and harder, and pushing me right to the edge of my sanity.

      “I- I-” I’m gasping for air and searching for words, but there’s only one thought roaring through my head right then.

      I’m going to come.

      Dalton Cole has his fingers deep inside my pussy with his lips on my neck, and he’s going to make me come.

      Hard.

      “Cause I can stop, darlin,” he growls, his drawled voice like tobacco and honey in my ear. His finger slows to a maddeningly teasing stroke, keeping me right on the razor’s edge.

      “I can stop all this right now,” he husks, his finger sliding from my heat and tracing lazy circles around my clit. “Just say the word.”

      “Please,” I beg, my breath coming in gasps as I pathetically try and move my hips against him, desperate to come.

      “Yes?” He growls into my ear. “Something you want to say, darlin?”

      “Please make me come!”

      The words come moaning from my lips, and the second they do, I cry out as I feel him push his finger deep back inside. He starts to finger me quickly with his big, powerful hand, his thick finger stroking me again and again, until the edges of my vision start to fade.

      “Oh….God-”

      The scream freezes in my throat, and suddenly, his lips are right there at my ear again.

      “I want to watch you come, Hailey,” he draws out. “That pussy is going to come all over my hand, and then I’m going to lick it fucking clean.”

      It’s so dirty, and so fucking crude that I’m suddenly crying out as the last shred of my sanity goes shattering away.

      And I’m coming.

      My fingers scratch at his shoulders, and I bury my mouth against his chest as the orgasm tears through me. I’m panting, slumping against him as the silence closes in around us.

      Slowly, he brings his hand out of my panties, and as I look up from his chest, my eyes go wide.

      True to his word, his eyes locked on mine, Dalton brings his glistening fingers to his lips and sucks them inside.

      Oh my God.

      He’s so filthy.

      So dirty.

      And I just want more.
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      I’m a drinking man, primarily.

      Drugs - with a few ill-advised forays into cocaine when I was hanging out with all those models - have never really been my thing.

      Except now. Now I’m fucking addicted, and the drug I’m hooked on is Hailey Garrison.

      And like any good after school special will tell you, once you’ve gotten a taste of a drug, you just want more. Actually, no, “want” doesn’t quite cover it. It’s a need, a fucking craving, a Goddamn primal urge.

      And once you’ve gotten your hit, you start chasing that feeling down. Again, I’ve never actually been a “drug guy”, but I’d like to think I’ve seen enough movies to know what comes next. The supplier ducks out, or the heat closes in, and as soon as that first hit has faded, it’s suddenly impossible to get a second one. You’re left stranded, thirsty, craving more.

      And basically, you’re fucked.

      I think that basically surmises my thoughts on Hailey after that night at the gym.

      Because after that night - after that kiss and that sublime fucking perfect moment of watching her come, that supply has shut. The. Fuck. Down.

      By her, of course.

      She clams up immediately after buttoning her shorts back up, her eyes widely avoiding mine as she pushes her hair back behind her face, that lip caught between her teeth.

      And she says nothing.

      Shit.

      In fact, she says nothing the whole three-minute drive back to my mom’s house, to the point where she’s popping the car door open before the Escalade even shuts off.

      “Hey-” I grab her wrist, furrowing my brow at the silent treatment. “We gonna talk about that at all?”

      She bites her lip again, her eyes darting across my face but at least looking at me this time. “I- We don’t have to.”

      She moves to get out of the SUV again before I roll my eyes and yank her back. “You okay?”

      She takes a deep breath in the dark of the front seat, and this time, she keeps her eyes to herself. “You don’t have to be different with me.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Dalton, I know what you are, and what this is-”

      “Woah, hang on, Hailey-”

      “And that’s why I just allowed that, okay?” She takes a shaky breath and then looks at me, forcing this smile to her face. “You really don’t have to worry, and you really don’t have to treat me any different than any of your other girls.”

      My ‘other girls’. Jesus.

      “Hailey, that’s-”

      “I just wanted to see what the fuss was all about, alright?” She shrugs, tucking a stray lock of half-damp hair behind her ear. “Can we go inside now?”

      I frown, “Uh, yeah, sure.”

      She opens the car door and steps out. “Thanks for the ride.”

      I watch as she runs from the garage to the house, holding her books above her head.

      What. The. Fuck.

      Part of me wants to high-five myself, or throw a fist in the air, or whatever to congratulate myself on another successful conquest. The untouchable, off-limits, ice-queen Hailey Garrison just came like a fucking hurricane on my fingers.

      I should go up to my pad and crack a beer, or head out to a party or something to celebrate my victory.

      But I frown, staring out at the rain trickling down the windshield of the dark Escalade.

      So how come it doesn’t feel like a win at all?
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* * *

      Three days later though, I’m out on that field with the bright lights, the feel of the turf under my knee, and the crowd roaring.

      It’s the first game of the season, and here I can fucking win.

      I can taste the energy as we step out of that locker room, the adrenaline pounding through each of us like a diesel engine. We’re ready to own that field, own that glory, and to tear some other motherfuckers limb from limb.

      Ain’t competitive sports grand?

      That right there is energy you don’t get from anything else in the whole damn world. Well, maybe from fucking, but even that’s debatable.

      And when we step foot out the gate onto the field, I’m the fucking king of that stadium. There’s forty-thousand people screaming my Goddamn name, with my damn face up on the jumbo-screens.

      Forget what I said, this might definitely be better than any sex I’ve ever had.

      Of course, out of all forty-thousand people here tonight, there’s really only one I want to hear screaming my name.

      She’s not.

      I catch Hailey’s eye sitting up right behind the bench when we trot out. Her mouth is pointedly shut, and she suddenly appears to be very interested the blank scoreboard when I glance back at her.

      I frown, and I want to go over there, throw her over my damn shoulder, and take her somewhere where I can damn well guarantee she’ll be screaming my name. But I’ve gotta push that out of my mind. There’s no space in my head for anything but owning this moment right now. Not with what this first game means, not with the level of expectation it holds, and sure as shit not with forty-thousand people on their feet chanting my name.

      We line up on the field of battle and glory, and the ball snaps into my hand. I fade back, my eyes on the prize as I wind back and just let go.

      And the crowd goes fucking nuts.
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* * *

      “Hail to the motherfuckin’ King, baby!”

      The room goes fucking bonkers as Evan and Jason hoist me up above the crowd.

      “Cole! Cole! Cole!” The living room of the fraternity house pulses with my name as three-hundred red plastic solo cups sloshing beer rise up as one to cheers me.

      Fuck yeah.

      They drop me to the ground, ruffling my hair and slapping me on the back and a hundred sweaty frat dudes come up to tell me I’m the greatest thing since Jesus Christ.

      Of course, behind them, there’s a hundred sorority girls, ready to worship me.

      Coach pushes his way through the crowd and grabs my hand, raising it up in the air to another round of cheers like I’m the damn champion of the ring.

      And let’s be real, I am.

      I mean, sure, team effort and all that - and it damn well was. But if we’re being honest, that game was mine. I hit every pass, called every play, and dodged every fucking attempt to take me out.

      And now I’m holding court, and I plan on reveling in it.

      “Alright! Alright!” Coach is still wearing his windbreaker, and he holds his hands in the air as the rest of the team shushes the crowd.

      “Y’all have fun tonight, because you damn well earned it.”

      The crowd whoops again as Coach gives a thumbs up, before holding his hands up again. “But not too much fun, gentleman.” He points a finger around the room, grinning. “I’m lookin’ at you, players. Be good, boys, we got practice tomorrow.”

      “Yes, Coach!”

      The cheers turn back to the general madness of a party as someone kicks the music back up.

      Jim turns back to me and drops a hand on my shoulder. “You did real good tonight, son. Own this win, and celebrate it.” He eyes the beer in my hand and gives me a stern look. “I’m going to turn a blind eye to that in the spirit of celebration. Remember what we talked about though, alright?”

      I grin. “You bet, Coach.”

      He gives me another pat on the back before he heads out, shaking hands on his way to the front door.

      I sip my beer as another couple of frat guys come up to tell me how cool I am. I spot Jen - the Kappa house girl - across the room, wearing the world’s all-time sluttiest tank-top that shows more cleavage than most bras. She smirks at me, pulling her shoulders back and pushing her tits out as if my eyes needed any extra encouragement to spot them.

      She’s got one of the other blondes from the drinking game in the basement with her - Cassie or Sarah, or whoever - and some vampy-looking black-haired girl wearing a skirt the size of a washcloth. Jen smirks at me from across the room, nodding her head at the two girls with her and wagging her brows suggestively.

      Jesus, tact and subtlety are not in this girl’s vocabulary.

      I hold up a finger to her as a few more fraternity brothers swarm over me. I’m turning away as someone presses a fresh beer into my hand when suddenly my eyes lock on the front door.

      And right there, I’m not thinking about the game, or the beer, or the slutty sorority sisters that want to triple-team me.

      Because right then, the rest of the people, the music, and pretty much everything else fades away as the world tilts off its axis for a second.

      Because Hailey-fucking-Garrison is at a football party at a damn frat house.

      And she looks fucking good.

      There’s a heavy hand on my shoulder. “You got that thousand bucks together for me yet, Cole?”

      I narrow my eyes as I glance back at fucking Henderson. He’s looking right past me, his eyes locked on Hailey and this evil little grin on his face.

      “Fuck off, Henderson.”

      He laughs. “Hey man, I’m just sayin. You might be this big rock-star, but you ain’t gonna be hitting that and you damn well know it. Might as well let me break ‘er in, right?”

      I want to destroy him.

      Not fight him, or even beat the shit out of him - I want to destroy him. And for a moment, as the red rage rushes up inside of me like this unstoppable wave, I think I might, right there in the damn frat house.

      Breathe, man. Fucking breathe.

      My blood boils like molten steel, and my hands clench into rock-hard fists. But Coach’s words from the other day rattle through my head.

      ‘You’re gonna have a lot of eyes on you.’

      He’s right, of course. I’m under the damn microscope right now, and the last thing I need is to be beating the hell out of teammates - even pieces of trash like Henderson, and even when they say crude shit about Hailey.

      I take another solid breath before I force the smile to my face. I pat Henderson on the back, resisting the urge to throw him bodily through the closest window. “Dream on, buddy,” I say with a fake grin on my face, shrugging easily. “Besides, it was just a joke bet, man.”

      “Not gonna be a joke bet when I come to collect, pal.”

      I smile once more at Henderson and pat him on the back, walking away before I do lose the last hold on my temper. I scan the room, and my eyes catch Hailey again.

      Damn, she does look good.

      She looks too good.
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      “This is stupid,” I yell, not even really hearing myself.

      “WHAT?” Roxie screams back at me as we shoulder our way through the crowd towards the kitchen.

      Aggressively loud rap music blares from the frat-house living-room stereo as a swath of sweaty, drunk college jocks and frat boys push, shove, and drunkenly cavort around us.

      “THIS IS STUPID,” I yell again, this time directly into the ear of a girl I vaguely recall seeing in my government class. She winces at my yelling and gives me a stink-look.

      “Sorry,” I mouth, as Roxie pulls on my arm and drags me through the crowd.

      “I know, I know,” she says as we move out of the packed living room and into the somewhat quieter kitchen.

      “Remind me why we’re here again?” I say with scowl.

      Roxie makes a face. “Which one do you want? Because your dad just won his first college football game, and even though I don’t really get that, it seems like it’s a big deal?” She grins, “Or that your hot, soon-to-be stepbrother is the biggest name in college sports right now and was a big part of that win?”

      Roxie smiles at me, wagging her eyebrows. “Or that we get to drink free beer all night? Pick one, but whichever one it is, keep in mind that I’m a pretty awesome friend for coming along to this debacle.”

      I make a face. “Thanks for that, actually.”

      She shrugs as she grins at me. “Eh, not totally altruistic. I’m on the prowl, so let me know if you see any confused and dissatisfied-looking straight girls.”

      I snort. “I’ll keep my eyes peeled. This does suck though.”

      “Oh, agreed, but it’s a football party, and like it or not, your family is football around here.”  Roxie wrinkles her nose and nods in the general direction of some guys wearing shirts with no sleeves. They’re drinking beer out of holes punched in the bottom of cans as their friends make vaguely masturbatory hand motions around them.

      “Dude, sports people are fucking weird,” she says with a shake of her head. She pushes her way past some frat guys and sticks her hands in the tub of ice sitting on the kitchen table. “Anyways, shitty beer?” She winks, offering me a freezing can.

      “Thanks,” I push every ‘good girl, follow the rules’ thought from my head as I crack the top and take a sip like a normal person. Hey, this is college - I’m allowed to do stuff like this.

      Stuff like letting Dalton finger you in the football team weight room?

      I’m blushing bright red when Roxie nudges me and we both turn to watch as a group of meatheads across the room start slapping each other on the ass over their ability to drink from a can unconventionally.

      She frowns. “So…yeah, I’m gonna go mingle. Come find me when you want to steal some beers and leave.”

      I quickly sip from the can to cover my guilty look as she moves off into the crowd, leaving me to wonder for the tenth time what the hell I’m doing here.

      I turn and start to make my way out of the kitchen and away from the cluster of meatheads when my eyes suddenly land on King Manwhore himself, surrounded by his harem of groupies, on a couch in the living room. It’s eye-roll worthy, really. It’s nauseating seeing all these vapid little sorority girls draping themselves all over him and giggling at every little thing he says. It’s as if the chance of being able to touch him or taste him or sleep with him or just generally be near his greatness is the highest form of relationship status they could ever hope to achieve.

      I’m about to keep ragging on them in my head when I remember that three nights ago, I was that girl.

      I drown that particular thought in beer and turn to find another way out of the kitchen.

      “Well hey there cutie.”

      I whirl and look up at the guy who’s just bumped into me from behind -  no sleeves, sweaty red face, and what I imagine is beer all down the front of his shirt.

      “Heeeeey yourself” I say, smiling thinly. “Nice meeting you,” I roll my eyes and turn away to find Roxie.

      Suddenly, there’s a firm grip on my arm tugging me back hard.

      “Awww c’mon now, honey! You don’t remember me? We’ve met before.” Beer shirt is holding my arm, hard, and leering down at me like yanking on girls’ arms is his smoothest move.

      It probably is.

      “Henderson,” he says it like his name should mean something. “I helped you move with your brother.”

      Oh, right. The football meathead.

      I shake my arm loose of his grip. “Oh, yeah. Great, thanks.”

      His eyes slip down my body in a way that has me shifting uncomfortably. “Um, you do know whose daughter I am, right?”

      Henderson leers at me, beer breath washing nauseatingly across me. “Oh I’m a fan of all daughters, actually,” he says with a wink like he’s being extra suave.

      I roll my eyes. “Well, that’s…gross, but I’m going to save you the headache. Bye.” I jerk my arm out of his grasp.

      “Bitch,” he hurls back as I walk away. I roll my eyes.

      I need to get out of here.

      I’ve made my appearance - I’ve done my familial duty to my dad and Dalton. But this scene is awful, and it’s time to find Roxie and go home.

      “Well, well, as I live and breathe.”

      I feel the grin on my face in spite of myself at the voice behind me. That voice I recognize.

      “Hailey Garrison, at a frat party? For a football game?” I turn to see Dalton making a comically shocked face. He fans himself dramatically. “Well I do declare, this is quite out of character.”

      I stick my tongue out at him. “Oh shush, I’m here for appearances, for my dad.” I shrug. “Oh, congrats by the way.”

      “Thanks.” He grins at me, “You know, that almost sounded sincere.”

      “It might be the best I’m going to manage.”

      He laughs, “I’ll take it then. Actually, I’m pretty impressed to see you here.”

      I shoot him a look. “You’re the one who told me to get out more.”

      Dalton grins. “Makes me wonder what else you’d do if I asked.”

      I can feel my cheeks burn as I force myself to meet his eye. “I could leave. Actually, I was about to anyways.”

      “Aww, so soon?” He flashes that stupid damn charming farm boy smile at me. “I’ll be good if you stay.”

      His eyes suddenly drop to the can of beer in my hand and he raises a brow.

      “What?”

      “‘What?’ is that I’m supposed to keep an eye on you.”

      I very purposefully take a swig of the beer. “My dad put you up to that?”

      “What do you think?”

      His eyes drop to the front of my tank-top, and then down to the skirt. But it’s not at all like the once-over I just got from his teammate. This look isn’t creepy, or leering.

      It’s fierce, and hungry.

      ‘Makes me wonder what else you’d do if I asked.’

      His jaw tightening in that way sends a charge through me as he lowers his gaze slowly going up and down my body.

      God, what am I? FLATTERED that manwhore Dalton is checking me out? Hardly makes you a special little snowflake, girl.

      “You know, maybe you should go.”

      I frown. “Oh yeah? Why’s that? Afraid I’m going to mess up the game you’re running on those three hussies on the couch?”

      He grins, “You know, you’re pretty damn cute when you’re jealous like that. Brings out the color in your face or something.”

      I flash him a fake, phony smile.

      “And in any case, no, I’m not at all worried about ‘my game’, thanks. But you’re dressed like that,” he nods with his chin at my outfit.

      I scowl. “And what’s wrong with how I’m dressed?”

      He suddenly leans into me, and I gasp as I feel his breath across my neck. “Fucking nothing is wrong with how you’re dressed, darlin, trust me,” he growls into my ear, sending a shiver down my back.

      “Problem is, I’m not the only one that notices.”

      I laugh. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means frat houses are fucking meat markets, and there’s a lots of guys here on the hunt. And you?” His eyes run up and down me again in that way that sends illicit, inappropriate flashes of heat through my body.

      “Darlin, you look like prey.”

      I blush furiously, but I force myself to roll my eyes. “Oh, jealous, Dalton? Can’t stand it when a girl dresses up and it’s not for you?”

      He snorts. “Cute, but I’m just looking out for dear Paul.”

      My eyes quickly dart down to my beer thinking of the other day at the gym and my imaginary infidelity with my imaginary boyfriend. “Well, thank you for keeping an eye on me, but I’m fine.”

      “Hailey-”

      We’re interrupted by this little blonde girl rushing up and throwing her arms around Dalton as her friends crowd in and start snapping selfies.

      “Oh my God, you were sooooo good tonight, Dalton!”

      I raise my eyebrows and shake my head at him over their heads as he glares at me. “I told your dad-”

      “Dalton, will you sign my tits?” A fourth girl runs up, a beer slopping in her hands as she yanks her shirt up as everyone around us cheers.

      I meet his eye. “Congrats on the win, Dalton.”

      He shouts my name again, but I’m already headed out of the room.
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      Oh, yes.

      I sigh, yanking my panties back up as I reach back and flush. This is why I shouldn’t drink, apparently. It’s not because I get drunk or silly, it’s because I can’t even get drunk or tipsy because even one beer makes me have to use the bathroom every nine minutes. Thankfully, the bathroom on the second floor of the frat house was free of the line the one downstairs had.

      I catch my face in the mirror as I’m washing my hands and grin in spite of myself. Okay, I’m not having as terrible a time tonight as I thought I would. Because like it or not, I always seem to have this little glowy feeling inside every time Dalton and I have one of our little banters.

      But still, it’s time to get Roxie and get the hell out of here.

      I swing the door open, and that’s when I walk right into Henderson.

      “Well well! Can’t keep your hands off me huh, babe?” He leers, beer stink and sweat nearly overpowering, and I wrinkle my nose and go to push past him.

      He doesn’t budge, and I narrow my eyes at him. “I’m pretty sure I told you to fuck off, downstairs,” I spit at him.

      He grins again and shrugs. “Little hard of hearing I guess,” he says, his eyes firmly on my breasts.

      “Well, I’ll enunciate this time.” I shove both my hands against his chest and push him away from me. “Fuck. Off-”

      BAM.

      I’m suddenly against the hallway wall, the full weight of him pinning me there as he grips my arms hard.

      “You need to learn to talk a little nicer, cutie,” he spits the last word out at me, his crooked-tooth grin leering at me as he chuckles. I can feel my blood pounding in my ears, panic rising as I realize how tight his grip is.

      And then it’s cold, black fear that grips me even tighter. I want to kick, I want to scream, I want to fight.

      But my body goes rigid, my voice caught like ice in my throat.

      Henderson leans in close. “I think you and I would have a lot of fun once we got to know each other, you know.”

      He leers at me horribly. “Real loud down there - nice and quiet up here,” he says with a wink.

      Without warning, there’s a sound like a bomb going off behind him, and suddenly, Henderson is wide-eyed and lurching away from me.

      Dalton.

      Dalton Cole - his face a mask of utter rage and his eyes fuming - looks at me briefly before he grabs Henderson by the neck and bodily throws him against the wall.

      Henderson hits it with a crunch, grunting as he slumps to the ground, and Dalton is on him like a wild animal.

      He’s got the asshole by the throat, hauling him up and shoving him back against the wall with a crack. His arm hauls back before he slams his fist across Henderson’s face. Again, and again, and again.

      I’m dimly aware of Roxie charging through the crowd massing around us and dropping to her knees by my side. She’s yelling, but it’s like her voice is underwater somewhere. And I can’t even turn away from watching Dalton in full god-of-thunder-mode shoving Henderson to the floor and kneeling astride him with a primal yell. He starts to pound on the guy, his face enraged and his eyes on fire.

      “Hailey!”

      I snap my face to Roxie as she shakes me again, screaming my name.

      “Huh?”

      “Are you okay?!”

      I nod, looking quickly at her then back to Dalton before I look at her again. “Rox, I’m fine.”

      I turn back to look at my protector, my white knight beating the snot out of the creep on the floor. I can’t look away. There’s something just…animal-like about my sudden and overwhelming attraction to him, seeing him like that.

      “He saved me,” I manage to whisper out as I stare.

      Shit, is this what shock sounds like?

      Dalton finally stops and looks around at the crowd that’s quickly filling the upstairs hallway. The music downstairs is off.

      He slowly gets to his feet and looks down at his teammate, moaning on the ground.

      “YOU. STAY. THE. FUCK. AWAY. FROM. HER.” He roars each word, the asshole on the ground flinching at each and every one.

      Dalton turns and helps Roxie bring me to my feet.

      “Are you okay?” His arm is around my back, holding me steady as his eyes burn into mine. There’s no grin on his face this time, only this dark, savage look of concern.

      I grin dreamily at him feeling the room start to spin. “I…I’m-”

      And then all that adrenaline hits me all at once, and I feel my legs start to give out.

      “I’m fine.”

      Dalton catches me, and suddenly I’m being lifted off the ground in his arms. Part of me wants to fight him and tell him to get his hands off me, because I feel like that’s something I should say to Dalton.

      But I let it go and melt into him, my face in his chest.

      I’m dimly aware of Roxie’s face - full of concern and hovering over mine. And I’m aware of Dalton carrying me downstairs and then outside - the warmth of his chest, his smell, the strength in his arms.

      We’re barely past the steps of the front porch when I look up at him woozily. “Ferris Bueller, you’re my hero.”

      Yup. I say that. To Dalton.

      And then I pass out.

      Smooth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          21

        

        Dalton

      

    
    
      “She’ll be okay, I think she just got freaked by that asshole cornering her like that,” Roxie says, helping me lay Hailey down on the front lawn. She frowns and then sticks her hand out. “I’m Roxie, by the way. Her neighbor.”

      I nod. “Hey, I’m-”

      “Dude,” she gives me a look. “I know who you are.”

      I shrug. “Look, I’ve got it from here. I’m just going to take her home and get her in bed.”

      Roxie’s brow shoots up and I roll my eyes. “Jesus, give me a little bit more fucking credit than that. Not all football players are the scummy douchebags you think we are, you know.”

      “And Dalton Cole’s the exception, huh?”

      I frown. “Yeah, he is, actually.”

      Roxie holds my eyes another minute, as if trying to read me as she stands protectively by Hailey’s side. Finally, she nods, seemingly satisfied that I’m not the rape-y asshole she seems to think all ball players are. “Take care of her, okay?”

      I nod. “Listen, thanks for coming to get me.”

      “Thanks for kicking the shit out of that fucker.”

      My jaw tenses as I look down at the sleeping Hailey. “With pleasure.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      My car is a few streets away, and Hailey wakes suddenly in my arms as I reach for the keys in my pocket. Her eyes go wide before they suddenly frown at me, and there’s a confused look on her face before she glares at me.

      “Dalton, put me down!”

      “Relax, darlin, we’re almost to the-”

      “Damnit! Put me down!” she hisses again, this time shoving against my chest. “I can walk by myself you know!” Her heel catches me in the ribs, making me grunt as she tries to squirm out of my arms.

      “Jesus, okay!” I mutter, helping her to feet as she shoves me away.

      She glares at me, still looking confused as she crosses her arms over her chest.

      I glare right back. “Okay I don’t know if you remember that time about eight minutes ago when I saved you from that douchebag?”

      “I can take care of myself, you know,” she throws back, her eyes still darting around and her body shaking.

      “Uh, yeah, I can see that.”

      “Just take me home, okay?”

      “Oh! Of course, m’lady,” I say, bowing dramatically and swinging the passenger side of the Escalade open.

      She glares at me and climbs in.

      “You’re welcome, by the damn way.”

      She slams the door shut.

      Jesus, this girl…

      I roll my eyes as I walk around to my side and yank my own door open. I climb in and slam it shut and the car goes silent inside.

      “Thank you.”

      I look over at Hailey, and she’s looking at me, the stubborn anger gone from her face. She takes a deep breath, her look softening.

      “Really, thank you,” she says with a soft smile.

      I grin. “Anytime, red.”

      I start the engine. “You want to head back to the dorms?”

      “Actually,” she bites her lip, looking down before her eyes dart back to mine. “Can you take me to your house- uh, I mean home?”

      “You got it.”

      The car rumbles to life and I peel out onto the main campus road. I crack the windows, letting the fall night blow inside and brush over my face as I drive, letting my other hand drop to its usual place on the center column.

      When Hailey’s hand slips into mine, it not steamy, or sexual, it’s just…there. It’s comforting.

      It feels good.

      So good, in fact, that we drive the whole way home like that. A quiet car with the Southern autumn air blowing gently over us, holding hands.

      The house is dark when we slip in through the kitchen door, Mom and Jim having long since turned in over on their wing of the house. I follow Hailey up to her room without her asking, and without either of us saying a thing until we get to her door at the landing at the top of the stairs.

      She turns to me then, her eyes searching mine. “Um, thank you, for everything tonight.”

      I nod, my hand squeezing her shoulder. “Get some sleep, darlin. You’ll feel better in the morning.”

      She turns to open her door, but then turns back suddenly, frowning. “Dalton?” She looks up at me, biting her bottom lip. “Will you stay with me tonight?”

      I arch a brow, a grin starting to tease my lips, but she rolls her eyes. “God, I knew you’d make it gross.”

      I laugh and pull her in for a hug, the scent of her hair filling my nose.

      “I just mean stay here, Dalton. I’m not going to-”

      “Hails, I get it. And yeah, no problem.”

      I’m sitting on the edge of her bed when she comes out of her adjoined bathroom - hair down, glasses on, baggy pajama pants and a t-shirt with an image of the solar-system on it.

      She hasn’t tried to “doll up” for me, she hasn’t tried to hide anything about who she is, or hell, wear a t-shirt that didn’t scream “giant nerd”.

      And she’s fucking gorgeous for it.

      “Thanks for staying.”

      I blink at her words, realizing I’ve been staring at her. “Hey, I mean at least this floor looks a lot comfier than the last one,” I say with a smirk.

      She grins, her cheeks going that adorable shade of pink. “You can- I mean, it’s a big bed.”

      I wink as I stand. “Careful darlin, if I was a weaker man I might be tempted by your blatant attempts to get into my pants.”

      Hailey laughs - a genuine, easy sound - for the first time all night. “You’re ridiculous, you know.”

      “I try.”

      I turn with a wink and start to pull down the neatly made covers of her bed.

      “Ew, wait.”

      I turn back to her. “What?”

      She’s making a face, her nose all scrunched up. “No jeans in my bed, that’s gross.”

      I arch a brow. “That means they’re coming off, you know.”

      She shrugs, like it’s nothing, “So?”

      I like watching her try and play this down - like us stripping down and sharing a bed is just this natural easy thing we do all the time.

      Like my making her come with my fingers the other day while she moaned into my lips never happened.

      My cock is half hard at just the thought of it, so I turn away - not out of any sort of embarrassment, but I figure if she sees my semi, she’s going to flip about this.

      She’s already under the covers when I slide in.

      “No touching or anyth-”

      “Hailey.”

      Her mouth clamps shut. “Sorry.”

      Damn, the bed is a lot smaller than it looked when it’s the both of us in here. Hailey shuts off her side-table light, and we’re both squirming and twisting to get comfortable, when I suddenly find myself turning just as she does. Suddenly, I’m spooning her, her body right against mine and my arm hovering over her.

      “Dalton-”

      “Darlin, this bed is small as shit, and if you want me to stay-”

      “No, I was-” she sighs. “I was just going to ask if you’re comfortable,” she says quietly. Her body pushes back into me, and again, it’s not sexual, it’s like a comfort.

      I grin, letting my arm drop over her. “Yeah, Hails.” I close my eyes, inhaling the scent of her as she nestles into me. “Yeah, I’m great, darlin.”

      She smells fucking amazing, her shampoo, or whatever that scent is, fills my nose. Her body molds against mine, her skin warm against my arms. I’m definitely half hard, but there’s no fucking hiding that. But if Hailey notices it pressing into her ass, she doesn’t say a thing.

      Fuck, do I want to make this more.

      I mean, if this was literally any other girl in the world, I’d have her panties down, her ankles up in the air, and my cock balls deep in that pussy. I’d have her on all fours with my cock between her lips, or screaming my name as I tasted her pussy.

      But that particular line of thought isn’t exactly doing anything to help my erection situation, so I push it away.

      Besides, this isn’t most girls.

      This isn’t any other girl.

      Because for whatever reason, Hailey Garrison is different, and I’m okay with that. And after the night she’s had, there’s no way I could do anything without feeling like a major asshole.

      “Goodnight, Dalton,” she murmurs sleepily, her breath coming slow and rhythmically against my chest.

      “Night, darlin.”
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      It’s dark when I wake up, confused.

      Confused and very, very turned on.

      The dream started with a kiss. But the kiss turned into something so much more as the passion and the heat whipped around us both like a storm. He was pulling at my clothes, tearing them like he couldn’t wait to get them off me; to see me.

      Touching me, his hands slid between my legs and spread me wide. His mouth devoured my neck, my breasts, my nipples - going lower as I gasped and clawed at his back. I urged him on, feeling my body melt under his touch and his lips as he slid even lower, his tongue moving to-

      And that’s when I wake, in his arms

      Oh, right, I’m sharing a bed with Dalton Cole.

      It’s just because it’s a boy in general, that’s all.

      It’s not that it’s Dalton that’s got my nipples hard beneath my t-shirt, and my slit throbbing with heat between my legs.

      No, it’s the feel of a body. It could be any body. It’s chemical; simple biology.

      It’s not that Dalton has me utterly and completely turned on.

      It was just a sex dream, and it’s not like I chose to have it, anyways.

      I close my eyes, trying to will myself back to sleep. But the pressure and the heat are intense, and burning, and I’m still practically panting from the dream that left me so on edge.

      I lay still, barely breathing and listening to the sound of his breaths.

      God he feels good.

      His strong, muscular arms hold my much smaller body against him, and I feel safe and just complete.

      And still maddeningly turned on.

      I take a deep breath, trying to center myself and trying to coax myself back into sleep. I shift, and then he does.

      And that’s when I feel it.

      Oh. My. God.

      Dalton’s cock is rock hard, and it’s right against my ass.

      And it’s big.

      Like, really, really big.

      It’s not like I’ve got much else to compare to in terms of feeling a penis against me like that. But…yeah, there’s no way he was stuffing in the underwear ad, let’s just say that.

      He growls in his sleep, moving his hips.

      Pushing against me.

      His thick bulge nudges between my thighs. Before I can think about it, I’m slightly opening my legs, letting it just barely brush against my slit.

      Oh…

      There’s the feeling of electric current shivering through my body, sending pin-prickles to my fingers and my toes as I feel the full hardness of Dalton’s cock pressing against me there.

      My breath is coming heavy and staggered as I hear him murmur again in his sleep. He moves his hips again, and this time his hands grab me tightly.

      I briefly wonder if he’s having a dream like mine.

      I wonder if his dream involves me.

      His hand slowly slides up to my breast, and my breath catches as he cups it through my t-shirt. My nipple hardens under his palm, and I arch my body even more into him.

      I’m on fire. My panties are soaking wet, and my body burns for…for…

      For him.

      There’s no denying it, or rationalizing it as science or biology. Not anymore. It’s Dalton that has me this hot, and there’s no running away from that plain and simple truth.

      I’m moving back against him before I can stop myself, my body moving on its own accord. I bite my lip to silence the moan that threatens to tumble from my mouth, feeling his thick bulge rubbing slowly against me.

      “Hailey.”

      I freeze, his dark, husking voice right in my ear.

      I quickly shut my eyes and pretend I’m asleep, as ridiculous as that is.

      “I know you’re not sleepin’, darlin,” he drawls into my ear.

      I bite my lip, feeling that hardness pressing against me. “Maybe.”

      His lips brush across my ear, making me shiver. “Your dreams as good as mine?”

      His voice is low and sleep-heavy right in my ear, sending shivers down my back. He’s awake, but his hand is still on my breast, his cock still rock hard between my legs.

      And he doesn’t even pretend to make a move to change that.

      “Maybe,” I breathe again, feeling my head spin at the feel of him against me.

      “Hmm, and I wonder what we should do about that.”

      His lips brush my ear again, this time nipping at the lobe.

      Oh, God.

      “We— we shouldn’t do anything about that,” I whisper quietly, trying not to moan as he moves his hips against me yet again. His mouth drops to my neck, his stubble brushing my skin and making me pant.

      “You sure about that?”

      I answer before I can stop myself.

      “No.”

      He growls, and suddenly his hand is sliding up to cup my jaw. I gasp as he turns my head, and then his lips find mine, and I moan.

      I’m lost in that kiss, turning my face into him. I whimper as his strong hands circle around me, pulling me tight against him and growling into my mouth as I kiss him back.

      “Dalton-”

      “Fuck, Hailey.”

      His hand moves up to my breast again, palming it and teasing the nipple through the cotton. It slides down to my stomach, and my breath hitches as his hand slides lower, like in my dream. He slides it down over the front of my pajama pants, cupping my heat through them and rubbing me there, and I’m so wet for him.

      “Very good dreams, I’d say,” he husks into my ear. He moves his mouth lower, and I gasp out loud as he bites my neck. His hand slides to the waist of my pajamas, his thumb hooking in as he starts to push them down.

      I let him.

      He slides them down to my thighs before his hand is right back between my legs, rubbing the front of my soaking wet panties. He growls as he feels the heat and the slickness there.

      “Shit, darlin.”

      I moan as he kisses me again, and I can feel him so hard against me. I reach back, and I can hear him groan as I run my fingers over the huge bulge in his boxers.

      Oh my God.

      He’s enormous, and my jaw actually drops as my fingers flit across the pulsing head through the material.

      “Are you kidding me?” I whisper, my words punctuated by a moan as his finger slides against my seam through the panties.

      “Does it feel like a joke?

      Um, no.

      Dalton moves me around, pulling me towards him until we’re face to face. I bring my other hand down between us, using both hands to stroke him as he growls, his fingers still between my thighs.

      I’m shaking my head as his lips find my neck again, gasping as he kisses me there and strokes me between my legs. “What are we doing?” I moan. “We shouldn’t be doing this.”

      “You really want me to stop?”

      His fingers push my panties to the side, and then they’re bare, right on me.

      “Please don’t,” I whimper out.

      He pushes a finger inside of me as he kisses me fiercely. I moan into his lips as I stroke him, feeling how big he is in his boxers.

      I’ve got the famous Dalton Cole bulge in my hands - the one that was all over magazines and on billboards in cities across the country.

      And I can definitively say, there is nothing stuffed about that bulge - oh no.

      His fingers are still driving me insane as they stroke in and out of my wetness, but I want to feel him - I want to touch his skin. I push his t-shirt up over his abs, and as his hands leave me to yank it the rest of the way off, I slip both my hands into the front of his boxers and wrap my fingers around him.

      We’re face to face, breathing each other’s breaths as my fingers trace and curl around his thick shaft.

      “That’s…that’s not stuffing,” I whisper, biting my lip as my eyes find his in the dark.

      “Not at all, and it’s all yours.”

      His hand pushes back between my thighs, tugging my panties down before sliding his finger back inside of me.

      “Shit that feels good, darlin.”

      “It does?”

      It hasn’t occurred to me until this very moment that I’ve never actually given a hand job.

      “Yeah, it does,” he groans, the shadows at the hollow of his cheeks darkening as he clenches his jaw.

      He reaches up and start to pull my t-shirt up, and I gasp as he leans in, suckling a hard pink nipple between his lips. He pushes a second finger alongside the first, filling me up and stroking against that perfect spot inside. I pull him out of his shorts, stroking him with both hands. I’m lost in it all, gasping for air and feeling the heat and the dark of the room crashing around me like a wave.

      Dalton’s thumb brushes against my clit, circling it and making me cry out into his shoulder as my body starts to tumble.

      God, I’m going to come.

      I can feel myself start to fall, just like that time in the gym. I’m gasping for air, whimpering at the feel of his fingers on me - his lips and his tongue on my nipple. I can feel the huge cock in my hands throbbing, pulsing hot like it’s alive.

      His thumb on my clit is so insistent, so teasing, and so demanding.

      Just like him.

      Just like this unstoppable, forbidden, and utterly wrong attraction.

      His fingers drive in deep, and as his teeth graze across my nipple, I lose it.

      I silence my cry against his chest, moaning into his skin and jerking his thick shaft as fast as I can as the orgasm tears through me. I’m lost, enveloped by him, consumed by him, and owned by him as he makes me come on his fingers for the second time.

      His cock throbs hard in my hand like iron, and then he’s grunting as it pulses in my grasp. I gasp as I feel it so wet and hot and sticky across my stomach and my hands, and I keep stroking him while his fingers circle my clit again and again. My body convulses with the aftershocks of my orgasm and I gently sink my teeth into his skin, sucking in air.

      Holy shit.

      We stay like that, in silence, and I don’t know what to say, which is funny I guess since his fingers are still inside of me and my hands are still on his cock.

      “Hang on.”

      I frown, the uncertainty spiking inside of me. “Wait, where are you going?” There’s more panic in my voice than I want, and he must sense it, because he kisses me gently.

      “One sec, darlin.”

      He comes back from my bathroom a minute later, and I can’t help but grin as he slowly wipes my stomach and my arm clean with the warm washcloth.

      Part of me wants to ask if he cleans up every girl he comes on, but I don’t.

      “Dalton, we-”

      “Shh,” he silences me with a kiss on my lips. “Hey red?”

      I bite my lip, grinning at the way his eyes sparkle down into mine. “Yeah blondie?”

      “Let’s just sleep, okay?”

      “I think that sounds like a wonderful idea,” I whisper, pulling my panties back up. He kisses me again before tugging my shirt back down over my breasts.

      I close my eyes as I move back against him like we were before, sleep pulling over me like a veil. And then I’m drifting off as he circles his arms around me.
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      There are dreams that after you wake up from, become lost in the veil of awareness. Then, of course, there are others where you wake up, but you’re still in the dream.

      That second one is me, right now. Only it’s not a dream anymore.

      I am very much awake, and in bed with Dalton, after the single hottest night of my life.

      Holy crap.

      I can feel my heart beating in my chest as I blink, fully taking it all in. I’m still in his arms, still only wearing panties and a t-shirt, and still tingling from the earth-shattering orgasm of the night before.

      Right, the one Dalton Cole gave me, right before I stroked his legendary cock to completion on my skin.

      Yeah, this is very much not a dream.

      He stirs behind me, his breath teasing warm across the back of my neck as his arms flex, moving to circle me tighter and his lips trail over my shoulder.

      “Hey,” he murmurs, lazily stretching behind me.

      “Hi.”

      I’m awkward, and frozen, and suddenly at a loss for what to say. And I shouldn’t be, but I am.

      I turn toward him, biting my lip. He’s still shirtless, laid out in my bed with just a sheet slung over his body. Sunlight streams across his skin, and he grins at me. Those twinkling eyes, those dimples, that handsome, chiseled line of his jaw.

      Jesus he’s unfairly good looking.

      I’m clutching the sheet to myself, and he grins. “Well, look who suddenly got bashful.”

      I blush. “It’s- it’s different.”

      “How?” His grin widens.

      I chew on my lip. “The sun’s out.”

      Dalton laughs. “Are we vampires or something?”

      “No, Dalton-” I take a breath, rolling my eyes. It’s just-”

      What, it’s just that now we can see what we’ve done? We’re not half-asleep and it’s obvious what happened shouldn’t have now that the lights are shed on it?

      Or is that I’m still hanging onto my own ridiculous idea that I’m “just experimenting”? Is it that I’m still telling myself that all of this is just “biology” and “trying something new” with a well-versed instructor?

      Maybe.

      Except I don’t have the foggiest idea how to say that to Dalton. Because even Dalton doesn’t deserve that. Even epic manwhore, king of the campus, freaking underwear model Dalton Cole deserves more than that from me.

      “Look, I just-”

      “Hey, kiddo!”

      I actually jump at the sound of my dad’s voice from downstairs.

      “Shit!” I hiss, scrambling out of bed as I hear footsteps coming up the back staircase.

      “You up, Hails?”

      I’m yanking sweatpants up my legs as I whirl and look at Dalton.

      He’s grinning.

      God, of course he’s grinning. Of course he’s still shirtless, and carefree, and laying in Coach Garrison’s daughter’s bed like this is no big deal.

      “Dalton!” I hiss.

      “What?”

      “You need to go!” My eyes are wide and my pulse racing in my veins as I stare at him like he’s insane.

      He looks around, furrowing his brow. “Go where, exactly, darlin?”

      “Away!” I’m ducking my face in front of the mirror on my wall, pushing the tangles of hair out of my face.

      I turn back to see him shrug and look around. “I mean, what do you want me to do, click my heels three times?”

      “Dalton!”

      I scowl as he slips out of bed, that cut, chiseled body of his uncoiling like some sort of jungle cat. “There’s one door, darlin. You want me to hold it open for Coach on the way out?”

      “Ugh, NO.”

      He shrugs again, throwing his hands in the air. “Well?”

      The footsteps continue to climb the stairs as my blood pressure goes through the damn roof. God, why are we even in this moment where I’ve got Dalton half naked in my bedroom?

      …Right, because I asked him to here.

      Nice move, psycho.

      “Can you hide?”

      “Hailey?”

      The knock on my door has me jumping out of my skin, but it also seems to finally have an effect on Dalton too. His eyes dart to the door, and the first time maybe ever, I see something that looks a little bit like fear there.

      Well, maybe not fear, but “less cocky”.

      It’s a start.

      He gives me a final look before he darts into the adjoining bathroom and shuts the door just as my dad knocks again.

      I take a deep breath, hoping to God my sins of last night aren’t plainly written on my face as I pull open the door.

      “Hey, sport.”

      I smile, clenching my hand into a fist at my side and forcing myself to smile and breathe. “Hey, Dad.”

      “You got a minute?”

      He follows me into the room, and for a second, a spike of fear lances through me.

      Dalton’s jeans are on the floor.

      I quickly kick them under my desk with my heel as my dad turns to close the door. God knows where Dalton’s shirt is - probably and hopefully still tangled up in my mess of a bed.

      Dad turns to me, a concerned look on his face. “You okay, kiddo?”

      I shake my head quickly. “Yeah, dad, I’m gre-”

      “I heard about last night, Hailey.”

      My heart almost climbs right out of my mouth, the blood draining from my face before he puts a hand on my arm. “The party, honey.”

      Sweet sweet relief floods through me.

      Yeah, going to a party I can explain…fooling around with his new wife’s son is another matter altogether.

      My cheeks go red as I quickly look at the floor. “Dad, it was just a party and I only had one dri-”

      “Hailey, honey, I don’t care about the party. And right now at least, I don’t care about you having a drink.”

      His voice is heavy with emotion, tired and yet concerned.

      “I care about you being safe.”

      His eyes harden before he suddenly brings me into a hug. “Jesus, honey, I’m so sorry about what happened.”

      Oh, that.

      As horrible as it sounds, I’ve actually almost entirely forgot about the incident with Henderson in the aftermath of what happened later with Dalton.

      “I’m really okay, dad.”

      “Thanks to Dalton.” My dad shakes his head, emotion creeping into his eyes as he grits his teeth. “Thank God your stepbrother was there.”

      Uh, yeah…

      He hugs me again before he pulls back and looks at me, blinking quickly. “I’m sorry, honey.”

      I smile weakly. “Dad, I really am okay. Dalton and my friend Roxie took care of me and then he brought me home.”

      Dad’s face goes grim. “Heather’s going to start proceedings to see if we can have that shit-bird removed from classes pending a formal inquiry, and I should mention it goes without saying that his ass is off the team.”

      I quickly shake my head. “No, Dad, I don’t need you guys pulling special strings for me.”

      He frowns. “Honey, we’d do this if it was any student that got attacked by that piece of shit. But you’re my daughter, and I plan on stringing this little prick up by his balls.”

      I groan. “Dad, everyone’s just going to think you’re making an example of him because my dad is Coach Garr-”

      “You’re Goddamn right they will!” Dad’s voice rises sharply as his eyes flash. His mouth tightens. “You’re damn right they will,” he says quieter with a shake of his head. “No one gets away with trying to lay their hands on my little girl like that, do you understand?”

      I nod as the smile creeps across my face. “I got it.” I throw my arms around my dad. “And thank you.”

      He squeezes me back tightly. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m really fine, Dad.”

      He pulls back and shakes his head. “I’m just so thankful that Dalton was there to get you out of that whole thing.”

      That whole thing and my panties, actually.

      My face goes red at the thought, and I quickly shake those memories from my head.

      “Hey, what say you and me go out for burger or a shake sometime, just the two of us like we used to?”

      He ruffles my hair in that way that used to bug me when I was little because it felt like something he should be doing to a son, not his daughter. It was one of those things like him calling me “sport” that used to grate on me, before I realized that that was just my dad.

      Who loves me.

      I grin, nodding. “Name a time, and I’m there.”
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* * *

      The bathroom door creeks open after he heads back downstairs.

      “Well,” Dalton steps out, running his hand through his hair and shooting a look at my bedroom door. “I’m officially terrified of your dad now.”

      “Feeling guilty?”

      I say it quicker and with more fire than I meant to, and his look sours.

      “I distinctly remember someone asking me to stay last night.”

      “Yeah, well…”

      My face goes red as I trail off.

      “Oh, what?”

      “Nothing, I just-”

      “Can’t believe how good I made you feel?” Dalton flashes a lopsided grin at me.

      “No, I can’t believe I did that.”

      “You’d be surprised how much fun you can have when you let yourself go a little.”

      I’m shaking my head as I suddenly whirl and glare at him. “You know what, maybe you should feel guilty for once in your life.”

      He frowns. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I shake my head, pushing my hair out of my face. “Dalton, I mean I was attacked last night.”

      “Yeah, I was there, remember?”

      And this is where I should stop. This is where I should take a breath and realize it’s not Dalton I’m mad at, or that I’m not mad at all.

      I’m scared.

      I’m scared of what last night means with him and I’m scared that “experimenting” goes a little further when you wake up in each other’s arms.

      But I don’t stop, or breathe, or listen to what’s really going around inside my head.

      I lash out.

      “Oh, to swoop in? To pick me up? Carry me home?”

      I glare at him. “To climb into my bed?”

      Dalton’s face goes dark. “Okay, listen, darlin,” he spits out.

      “Is this one of your moves, huh? Get them while they’re emotionally unstable?”

      His eyes narrow. “That is not what last night was and you damn well know it.”

      And I do, but I can’t stop it. It’s like every second guess or fear I’ve got stashed inside about what it is I’m doing with Dalton comes pouring out of a tap, and there’s no turning it off.

      “I think you should go,” I say quietly.

      “Yeah, you know what?” He’s shaking his head as he yanks his jeans up. He gives me one last look. “I do too.”

      The door slams behind him.

      I’m slumping down on the floor next to the bed we shared the night before, dropping my head into my hands and sucking in rattling lungfuls of air.

      Nice going, weirdo.
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      I’m grumbling later as I storm into the locker room back on campus.

      That was a mistake, I shouldn’t have stepped foot in that room last night.

      Well, no, that much is bullshit. What happened last night is fucking awesome. What happened last night is burning like a little match inside my head, putting this ridiculous grin on my face, however pissed I am.

      It’s this morning that has the scowl lingering there when the smile fades, though. It’s this morning, and Hailey’s little panicky meltdown, not to mention her shit attitude after that little heart-to-heart with her dad.

      That’s what’s got me shaking my head, and muttering about my choices.

      Because Hailey Garrison wasn’t some fling, or just “some girl.” And I don’t exactly know what she is, but I do know one thing.

      She wasn’t ready for that.

      I mean, clearly she wasn’t, that much is obvious. It’s that geeky inexperience and innocence about her that attracts me. It’s what gets my cock harder than steel just from a flash of her eyes or a sassy comeback from her lips.

      But it’s also that she’s actually inexperienced and innocent. She’s not used to this - “this” meaning “interactions of an adult nature”, like last night.

      Like sex.

      I shake my head as I jerk my locker open.

      “Dalton.”

      I freeze at the sound of Coach’s voice from behind me. Slowly, feeling my pulse skip, I turn to see him standing in his office doorway, his arms crossed over his barrel chest and a dark look on his face.

      “Coach?”

      “In my office, son,” he says gruffly, unblinking, unemotional.

      Fuck.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      I swallow, my feet moving in slow motion towards his office. He moves back behind his desk easing his frame into his creaky leather chair as I step inside. He slowly shakes his head before looking up at me with a piercing look.

      “Dalton.”

      Oh holy shit, he knows.

      The fear lances through me, and for a second, I wonder if he’s still got it in him to chase me if I make a break for it.

      He knows what I did with Hailey last night, and he’s about to kill me.

      “Coach, I-”

      “I want to talk about Hailey, son.”

      He crosses his arms across his chest again, leaning back in that chair and keeping his eyes locked on me. “What the hell were you thinking last night?”

      My heart’s about to explode right out of my chest, and I can feel a cold sweat break out across my back.

      “Fuck, Coach, I-”

      “Language, son.”

      Coach is old-school like that - considering some words to be ‘cuss words’ not appropriate for his locker room.

      I’d grin or laugh about it right now, if I didn’t think I was about to get buried in a shallow grave.

      “Sorry, Coach,” I say, clearing my throat. “Last night-”

      I take a deep breath before I look him right in the eye. Fuck it, if I’m going down, I’m going to go down like a Goddamn man, no sniveling for forgiveness.

      “Sir, she was-”

      Coach holds up a hand and stops me. “She was there at that party.” He shakes his head. “I’m mad enough about that, don’t let me tell you otherwise.” He leans over the desk towards me. “Listen, Dalton. I just want to say-”

      ‘I just want to say that your career is over, your life is forfeit, and I’m going to take pleasure in cutting your dick off before killing you.’

      “I just want to say I really appreciate what you did for my daughter, Dalton.”

      Hold the fuck up…what?

      “Coach?”

      He chuckles - he fucking chuckles. “I mean knocking that shit-bird on his ass, son.”

      Oh that.

      My legs wobble as the adrenaline floods through me.

      “I don’t know what I would’ve done - or what she would’ve done if you hadn’t been there to set things right.”

      I smile weakly, blowing air out through my lips as I run a hand through my hair.

      “But Dalton, you’ve got ESPN coming today. We can’t afford to have them on T.V. talking about you knocking teammates out.” He grins, “However heroic.”

      I grin back. “I mean, Coach, it was pretty heroic.”

      He chuckles. “I bet it was, son. I’ll tell you, I wouldn’t have minded seeing you knock that little turd on his ass. And again, I don’t think me or my daughter can thank you enough.” He leans back in his chair, fingering his mustache. “I’m serious, by the way. I honestly can’t think about what would’ve happened if you weren’t there. But you’ve gotta rein it in a little. I need that energy on the field, not off.”

      I frown. “So, I should not hit the piece of shit who’s creeping hard on the innocent girl next time?”

      Coach’s eyes narrow. “You know that’s not what I’m saying, son. But it’s about perception, and you’ve gotta think about that when you act. You’ve got a long road ’til the NFL, Dalton. We can get there, but I need you focused.”

      I nod, and his look softens into a grin. “So, you ready to bring that same hurt down on the Tigers in a few days?”

      “Absolutely.”

      He blows out a thin stream of air as he eases back in his chair and grins at me again. ““Good, cause I just kicked my veteran power forward with the broken noses off the team.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s later, when I’m doing some strength conditioning in the weight room - yeah, that weight room - that Coach’s words really sink in.

      Stopping a piece of shit from assaulting a girl is certainly one thing. But the press I could get for beating the shit out of the guy is another thing altogether. They say there’s no such thing as bad press, but that’s bullshit.

      There’s no such thing as bad press, until you get bad press.

      I grunt as I muscle the bar bell up from my chest and back onto the bench press rack, and then it’s the other lingering thought that trickles into my head.

      Hailey.

      Specifically, the terrible way she reacted this morning. Sure, it was her dad almost walking in on us that got her spooked, but it was more than that.

      It was me. It was that fear and suspicion in her eyes at it being me in that room and in that bed when she woke up.

      I scowl as I sit up from the bench. I reach for my cell on the towel next to me, and I’m about to fire off a quick text to her when I roll my eyes at myself. I groan as I drop back onto the bench.

      For fuck’s sake, who the hell do I have myself confused with? Am I insane? I don’t fucking text girls after spending the night, especially girls who scowl and curse at me in the morning.

      Yeah, no way.

      Coach is right, the last thing I need are distractions when I need to stay focused. Clingy, confused, consuming distractions like the inexperienced and unprepared Hailey Garrison.

      So that’s my plan, I decide as I grab ahold of the bench bar and muscle it back off the rack. This whole back and forth with Hailey has to end, for both of us.

      I grunt as I lower the bar to my chest, feeling my muscles tense.

      I need to let her down easy, and then move on.

      She’ll be fine.

      I’ll be fine.

      I’m always fine.
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      Well, shit.

      You know what they say about “the best laid plans”?

      Yeah, they’re right.

      I head directly to Hailey’s dorm room after practice, ignoring the annoying shrieking, giggling and camera clicks of girls on her floor as I make my way to her door.

      There’s no answer to my knocking. I frown at the door and try about five more times, before the door next to hers opens and Roxie pokes her head out, scowling. “Dude, she’s not-” She blinks as she recognizes me and then grins. “Oh, hey there, Tyson.”

      “Tyson?”

      Roxie steps out of her room. “Yeah, you know ‘float like a butterfly, sting like a bee’?” She dances on her toes, throwing fake boxing jabs at me.

      I roll my eyes. “Oh, right, the fight. I think you mean Mohammad Ali.”

      Roxie’s fists drop. “Who?”

      “The whole float like a butterfly, sting like- okay, yeah, forget it,” I say, seeing the bored look on her face. “Look, do you know where she is?”

      She shrugs and smirks. “I mean, it’s Saturday, and we’re talking about Hailey, so the library maybe? Is there a gaming tournament somewhere?”

      I grin. “Very possible.”

      “How’s she doing?”

      Way better after I sent her into fucking orbit last night with my fingers.

      “She’s good.” I swallow the rest of what I want to say.

      “Who are you talking to?” The door to Roxie’s room opens behind her and a blonde girl I vaguely know from the Hawks cheer squad pokes her head out.

      I also vaguely know her as straight, but I’m guessing that might be up for re-evaluation judging from her sex hair and oversized t-shirt as she stands there in Roxie’s doorway.

      Her eyes go wide and her face goes bright red as she notices me, and she makes this little “peep” sound before she ducks back inside.

      “Sorry,” I mumble.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Roxie shrugs. “Anyways, check the library.” She grins, “Now if you’ll excuse me, there’s a girl who swore off men last night I have to tend to.” She winks before ducking back inside her room, leaving me chuckling in the hallway and shaking my head.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Contrary to popular opinion, Hailey isn’t in the library when I go check. She’s also not in the science building, the student center, or any of the half-dozen “study areas” around campus.

      After that, I give up and decide to head home to change, and that’s when my plans start to fall apart.

      Because I get about five steps from my car, heading back to my apartment above the garage, when I happen to glance back at the pool, and that’s when I spot her.

      Holy shit, do I spot her.

      She’s out sunning herself on one of the pool chairs.

      In a damn bikini.

      Damn. I’ve never seen this much skin on her.

      I mean, I made this girl come last night with her shirt pulled up, her panties around her knees, and my fingers deep inside her pussy. But it was dark, and it’s not like either of us could see much.

      This is way different, and I fucking like it.

      I immediately detour from the garage door towards the pool, my eyes locked on Hailey’s stretched out form in the chair.

      It’s not even a particularly sexy bikini either. It’s not scandalous or some sort of slutty thong or anything I’d expect see around the sorority houses. It’s just a plain bikini - green, which contrasts nicely against her freckled white skin and red hair.

      But fuck, I’m hard in seconds seeing the way the material of the bottoms disappears tantalizingly between her legs, or the way the curve of her tits push at that top. I move like someone in a trance until I’m standing right in front of her, my eyes drinking her in as they roam over her body.

      She’s wearing sunglasses, and I can tell she’s napping by the rhythmic rising and falling of her chest. It’s fucking hypnotizing, and I fall more and more under her trance as I let my eyes wander over her.

      Jesus, I want to run my mouth over every fucking inch of that skin. I want to taste it while she’s soaking up the sun like that. I want to peel that suit from her body, sink my tongue deep in her sun-warmed pussy, and taste every drop of her.

      I can feel my cock starting to throb inside my pants.

      “Creep much?”

      I jerk my eyes from the place where the bikini cuts across her exposed hip to her face. Her brows are raised behind shades, and there’s the faintest hint of a smirk on those lips.

      Busted.

      I grin, shrugging. “Just wanted to make sure you weren’t getting burned.”

      She takes her shades off as she rolls her eyes. “Oh, I’m sure.”

      “Need some lotion?”

      She fixes me with a look, and I grin as I shrug it off.

      There’s a moment of silence as we stand there staring at each other, like what happened last night didn’t.

      Or maybe like the meltdown of this morning didn’t happen either.

      Finally, I clear my throat, running my hand through my hair. “So listen, I was thinking about last night.”

      Hailey sits up, looking at least somewhat sheepish. “Yeah, same.”

      I nod slowly, clenching my fist and getting ready to rip the band-aid off.

      It’s going to suck no matter what, so just let her down easy. Let her know it’s not her, it’s just that you-

      Hailey suddenly makes a face, her lips curling into a grin. “Oh my God.”

      I frown. “What?”

      “Your face.” She brings a hand up to her mouth before she starts to laugh. “Oh my God, Dalton.” She rolls her eyes, “Were you about to ‘let me down easy’?”

      I scowl as I look away. “No.”

      “Dalton, I thought I told you I wasn’t one of your little groupies, and last night-”

      “Yeah, Hailey, about-”

      “Last night was a just a thing, Dalton.” Her shoulders rise in this casual shrug. “I don’t know what came over me, but I never should have-” She shakes her head. “It shouldn’t have happened, and I’m sorry if you got the wrong impression.”

      What. The. Actual. Fuck.

      I blink, feeling my head spin a little.

      Did a girl just let me down? I almost want to laugh at the way this conversation has gone, but somehow, I can’t seem to muster that sort of emotion.

      “Uh, yeah, same,” I say haltingly, shrugging as I run a hand through my hair.

      “Look, it’s not about you or anything, and I’m sorry for being weird this morning. I just need to focus on my work for a while,” she says with a shrug, biting at the ends of her sunglasses.

      Holy fuck, this has never happened before. A chick just gave me “the line” - the “it’s not you it’s me” line. I grin as I look up at the sky and shake my head.

      Fucking hell, karma is a bitch.

      “Look, Dalton, it’s not like-”

      I do laugh then. “Don’t flatter yourself, darlin,” I say, forcing the grin to my face as I casually shrug. “Could’ve been anyone in that bed last night with her hands on my cock.”

      Hailey’s face goes dark as she glares at me, her lips in a tight line.

      “I mean, no offense,” I toss in, for good measure.

      She says nothing as she puts her shades back on and lies back in the chair. “You’re in my sun.”

      I turn and head towards the garage. “Don’t get burned,” I throw back over my shoulder.

      “Look who’s talking,” she whips back.

      Ouch, darlin.
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      For having a football coach as a dad, there’s not a whole lot of “go team” type altruisms I’ve picked up along the way.

      But there’s a few, and “don’t dish what you can’t bring to the table” is one that’s been floating around my head the last few days.

      Basically since I decided to take the “it’s just fooling around, what’s the big deal” approach with a man like Dalton. Me - wildly inexperienced, wears her emotions on her sleeve me. Dalton goes through one night stands and flings like most people go through Netflix episodes, and there I was trying to play the “no big deal” card.

      I’d have made less a fool of myself if I’d walked onto the football field during a game and tried to tackle him or something.

      I’ve been talking more game than I can actually bring around him, trying to play it cool and act like what’s happened between us is no big deal. But the whole time, I’ve really just had front row seats to the whole thing blowing up in my face.

      Because for all my big game talk, I’m almost sure a guy like Dalton doesn’t buy it for a second. It’s like he can see right freaking through me, and read my thoughts. Because every time he looks at me, it’s like he knows just how inexperienced, and just how awkward I really am.

      It’s like he knows he’s the only damn thing running through my head, all the damn time.

      Well, him and one singular, repeated line: I can’t believe I did that.

      I can’t believe I did any of it at all, really, but especially with him - terrible, gross, dickhead Dalton Cole.

      Of course, all the mean words in the world won’t change the fact that one night of just hands with Dalton is about a million times hotter than the one night of actual sex I had before.

      Literally, a million times.

      …Which still doesn’t mean I can believe I did that.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Hey, there’s my girl!”

      My dad’s voice calls out from the kitchen over the sound of a Tom Petty record as I close the front door to Heather’s house behind me.

      Our house. I should really start working on that.

      I mumble back some sort of a non-English reply and start to make for the staircase.

      “Hey!” Dad pokes his head around the corner with Beasley slumped over one arm and a spatula in his other hand.

      Whatever my current mood, I can’t stop the grin that cracks across my face. Both my Dad and Beasley are covered in flour - it’s on mustaches and whiskers, on eyebrows and furry ears. Dad looks psyched - Beasley looks like he wants to poop on something.

      “What’s up with you, sour grapes. How was class?”

      I frown, peering closely at my dad. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m great, kiddo,” he shrugs, like him coming out of the kitchen covered in cooking supplies is in any way normal for him.

      “Are you…?” I trail off, my eyes dropping back to Beasley as I lose it again. “Are you cooking?”

      Dad shrugs again, frowning. “Yeah, no big deal.”

      “Dad, when have you ever cooked something that didn’t involve a toaster or a microwave?”

      He looks up and winks at me. “Alright, busted. I’m trying to make dinner for Heather tonight.”

      “Good move.”

      Beasley yawns, and my dad peers into my face again. “Hey, you okay, sport?” He frowns. “Still a little shaken about the other night?”

      My face feels tight as I shrug and move to sit on the bottom step. Dad puts Beasley down, who growls and scampers off, before he walks over to put his arms around me.

      “Talk to me kiddo, what’s going on?”

      “Nothing, its fine.”

      Truth be told, having someone to talk to about…well, whatever is going on right now with Dalton would be great.

      My dad is probably the single last name on that list.

      “Ahh, right, right,” Dad takes a step back to look me up and down with a concerned look on his face. “Girl stuff?”

      I almost laugh - almost.

      “Yeah, Dad, girl stuff.” I stand and turn to head upstairs.

      “Girl stuff going to get in the way of homemade sage ravioli in half an hour?”

      My stomach grumbles, and I stop. “I guess not,” I mumble as I turn back.

      “There’s my girl,” he says with flour-caked grin before his eyes go soft again. “You know, Hails, you can talk to me.”

      I can’t, but it doesn’t mean him saying it doesn’t have me flopping back down the stairs and putting my arms around his neck. “I’m good, Dad, just…” I sigh. “Just life.”

      “It’s a doozy,” he says with a chuckle.

      It was Mom’s favorite saying.

      “Oh,” he claps his hands together. “Have you seen my travel garment bag since the move?”

      I frown. “Going somewhere?”

      Dad laughs and shakes his head. “The away game? At the Tigers?”

      I cringe. “Oh, right.” I scrunch up my face. “Sorry.”

      He laughs. “Hailey, I gave up on you knowing my game schedule a long time ago.”

      “Dad-”

      “No, no, I don’t mean that in a bad way,” he says with a wink. “You know I like that you’re your own person, right? It reminds me a lot of your mother.”

      I smile, slowly nodding. “She’d like Heather, Dad.”

      He grins and looks at the floor before glancing back at me. “Yeah, I think she would.”

      “You want me to come to this game?”

      He chuckles. “Nah, you’ve got work do. And hell, I can already spoil the ending for you.”

      “Oh?”

      “Oh, hell yeah. With Dalton Cole throwing QB, we ain’t losing a single game this season.”

      I groan as my dad whistles. “I’ll tell you, honey, that boy’s got a damn golden touch.”

      I cringe inside, heat flushing into my face.

      “Honestly, it’s like he’s got magic hands or something.”

      Please kill me now.

      “Once that boy gets ahold of a play, there is nothing that stops him from going deep and driving it home.”

      I’m going to be sick.

      “Dad-”

      “Alright, alright, no more football talk,” Dad grins at me, oblivious to the heat flushing across my face and my body.

      “Hey, I love you kiddo, don’t you forget that.” He winks at me before he leans down and kisses the top of my head. “Dinner in thirty?”

      “Sure.”

      Just as soon as I go bury my head in my pillows for the next three months.
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      “So, Ten-”

      She smiles coyly at me, twisting a lock of her blonde hair around a perfectly manicured, glossed fingernail. Her tongue darts out, playfully wetting her perfectly painted, bright red lips.

      “Can I call you Ten?”

      Under normal circumstances - meaning, if I was being my normal, aggressively charming, shamelessly horn-dog self - there’s a few choice things I might say right then.

      Baby you can call me anything you like.

      How about we lock that door and I’ll show you something else you can call ten?

      I can tick them off like a checklist in my head - the predictably inappropriate lines meant to both scandalize and charm the panties off of a girl. I’ve used most of them a hundred times, and I can run through them like football plays.

      Except these aren’t normal circumstances, and I’ve somehow got zero interest in the very blonde, very painted, very dolled-up ESPN reporter sitting on the bench across from me.

      Meredith is heading the T.V. crew that’s going to be covering my season.

      Of course, she’s looking at me right now alone in this empty locker room like she’s more interested in covering me with her big fake tits and her painted mouth than she is with a story.

      And like I said, under normal circumstances, I’d have this chick on her back with her Louboutin heels in the air.

      You wanna call me ten, honey? I’ve got ‘ten’ to show you right fuckin’ now.

      I frown, the thought souring in my head. Because these are not normal circumstances…I’m not normal.

      Nothing seems to be normal after Hailey.

      So instead, there’s no line. There’s no game. There’s no picking my best words to get her to suck my cock.

      I just answer the stupid question.

      “Yeah, I mean, Dalton works okay, ma’am.”

      Meredith sticks the tip of her tongue out again, wetting her lips as she arches her brows suggestively at me. “Yeah but I’ve heard Ten is so much better.”

      And they say subtlety is lost on modern media.

      Meredith continues, “So, we’ve moved past game one with a win, which takes care of any second thoughts people might have been having about you.”

      I grin as I shrug. “Well, that’s my job - to make sure we win and make sure I live up to my hype.”

      I’m playing it by the book, because Coach is right - what I need to do is keep my head down and do the damn work. The NFL is a reality, but the NFL doesn’t give a flying shit which billboard models I’ve slept with, or how long I can do a keg-stand, or how big my damn cock is.

      They just want results on the field, and results is what I’m after now.

      Not banging star-fucking, fake-titted ESPN reporters.

      “Word is among some of the sororities on campus that you are certainly living up to your hype,” Meredith says with an easy laugh. She’s recording this interview to write up later, and I have no idea why she laughs as if she’s on camera or something.

      I shrug. “Well, I think most of that is just rumor.”

      “Is it?”

      Meredith arches her brow again as she drops her eyes to my crotch. She slides a little closer to me on the wooden locker-room bench, wetting her lips again and placing her hand on my knee.

      As if she needed to clarify her reasons for requesting to do this interview alone in the locker room after hours.

      I’m saved by Coach’s office door banging open. I look up sharply before I grin at the figure standing awkwardly in the doorway.

      Must’ve felt her ears burning.

      Hailey looks startled, as if surprised to see anyone actually in here. “Oh, sorry, I was just looking for my dad.” Her eyes dart between Meredith and myself, and then down to the hand on my knee. She scowls.

      “Oh you must be the sister!” Meredith smiles broadly, tossing her hair over her shoulder as she stands and marches over to Hailey.

      “Um, stepsister, and not really,” Hailey mumbles, shaking the reporter’s outstretched hand.

      “So good to meet you!” Meredith says, giggling again.

      She’s so blonde, and so bouncy, and kind of awful - basically my type, really. And it makes me feel like a smug asshole, but seeing Hailey’s face darken as she clearly sees what is not actually happening here amuses me.

      “Need a ride home?”

      Hailey’s eyes dart back to me over Meredith’s shoulder, but before she can answer, the bubbly reporter is giggling again and turning to wag a finger at me.

      “Oh Hailey, how jealous are all your girlfriends with a man like Dalton Cole asking you questions like that?”

      Hailey rolls her eyes and shakes her head as Meredith turns to wink saucily at me. The reporter whirls back with the little recorder in her hand, and Hailey’s suddenly smiling the world’s fakest smile.

      “Oh, so jealous!” She gushes, her voice suddenly flippant and bubble-gum tinged in a way I’ve never heard.

      “Oh-em-gee, isn’t Dalton just the greatest?” She flaps her hand and tosses her hair over her shoulder, and I grin.

      She’s totally mocking Meredith.

      “Oh he sure is!” Meredith turns back to me, missing the look of death Hailey flashes at her back.

      “Well, Dalton, sugar, I’ve got to take off here.” She saunters towards me, “Unless you want to give me a ride home first and take off a few other things,” she husks, not nearly quiet enough for Hailey not to hear, judging from the sour look on her face.

      I put on my most charming smile. “You know what, I’ve gotta finish up some stuff here, actually.”

      Meredith shrugs, tracing a manicured nail over her lips. “Well then, I guess I’ll see you this weekend at the game to finish what we started.”

      She takes the nail away from her lips and traces it down the front of my shirt, a bit lower than what you could possibly consider appropriate, before winking at me and turning to pick up her purse.

      “Nice to meet you, Hailey,” she gushes, throwing her an air-kiss.

      “Oh it was so nice to meet you too, honey!” Hailey’s full southern-bell accent oozes sarcasm, but the blonde woman doesn’t seem to pick up on it.

      She turns back to me and winks one more time. “Bye, Ten.”

      The locker room door shuts behind her, and I turn to see Hailey rolling her eyes, her arms crossed over her chest.

      “What?”

      “Oh, nothing, Ten,” she says in that same sing-song fake voice.

      I grin, “See, I knew I’d have you calling me that sooner or later.”

      Hailey rolls her eyes again and turns to leave back through her dad’s office.

      “You don’t want that ride?”

      “I feel like walking.”

      This time it’s my turn to roll my eyes as she turns to leave.

      “Hey, you coming to my game this weekend?”

      Hailey stops and starts to laugh as she turns. “Um, no, Dalton.”

      “Well, I mean, I’d hate to have you go and shock anyone by showing up,” I grin. “It’d really mess up that ‘give no shits’ attitude you’ve worked so hard for.”

      She frowns at me. “I don’t ‘not give a shit’, I just have other plans.”

      I smirk as I nod. “So, this has got nothing to do with you being all weird around me, huh?”

      “Oh get over yourself,” she says flippantly, rolling her eyes. “Anyways, have fun with that reporter, Ten.”

      “Oh, I don’t mix business and pleasure.”

      Hailey laughs as she turns away.

      “Hey, I do have standards, you know.”

      “Oh, do you?” She turns back and gives me a look, “Could’ve fooled me.”

      “Green is a mean color on you, darlin,” I say with a grin, stepping towards her.

      “Oh, you wish,” she says with an easy laugh.

      “Besides,” I shrug. “I’ll have plenty of other distractions there. I think they even booked me my own hotel room for after the game,” I finish with a wink.

      Her eyes flare, and I get a sick little burst of smug satisfaction.

      Your armor ain’t as strong as you’d like to think it is, darlin.

      “So,” I lean against the doorframe to the office. “What are these plans of yours?”

      She smiles coyly, “None of your business.”

      “A good book? Some online gaming maybe?” I grin, “Ooo, is Comic-con in town?”

      “A date, actually.”

      My gut tightens, the gloating, teasing feeling going right out of me. I frown at her. “Really?”

      “Mhm.”

      “And now what does Paul think about that?”

      Hailey’s eyes look up and to the side, avoiding mine. “Oh, we’re taking a break.”

      Okay, she has my attention. I still know she’s bullshitting about this made-up boyfriend character, but I’m suddenly wondering if she’s actually going out this weekend.

      “You’ve really got a date.”

      “Yes, Dalton, I’ve really got a date. We’re going to a party.” She grins, her eyes twinkling as the corners of her lips curl up wickedly. She walks towards me, and before I know it, she’s patting me on the chest.

      “Green is a mean color on you, Dalton.”

      She winks as I stand there like a total jackass not saying a thing, before she turns and straight-up saunters towards the door.

      “Have a good game.”

      “Oh, don’t you worry, darlin. I’ll try not have too much fu-”

      The office door shuts behind her, leaving me standing there like a dick with that last lame retort hanging in the silence.
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      The Tigers game is a fucking disaster.

      I mean, we win, but barely. Evan pulls out a last minute interception, and I get one lucky throw that goes wild before the receiver barely manages to get a piece of it in the end-zone.

      So yeah, it’s a win, but a fucked up win.

      My mind is everywhere but the game, thinking of everything but the plays I’m supposed to be calling or the marks I’m supposed to be hitting.

      Well, no, that’s not true. My mind isn’t everywhere else, it’s very specifically someplace else.

      On someone else.

      I’m thinking of Hailey, of course. Through every damn play, during every damn pass, I’m thinking of her out at this party.

      On a date.

      My whole thing about not texting girls? Yeah, gone. I shoot her a quick one from the locker room right before we head out.

      
        
        Have fun with your online gaming party - oh, I mean hot date.

        

      

      It’s childish, and beta as hell, but I grin anyways as I start to tuck the phone back in my locker.

      It buzzes again, and the picture I get back from her has the smirk wiped right off my face and my jaw on the damn ground.

      She’s wearing this smoking hot little black skirt in the selfie she sends me. Scandalously short, with a strappy top, and fitted to every fucking curve of her body.

      
        
        Oh, I will.

        

      

      It’s followed by a winky-face emoji.

      I frown at the phone as I thumb out a reply.

      
        
        Not too much fun.

        

      

      Her reply is instant.

      
        
        Oh you have NO idea!

        

      

      “Alright, line up, gentlemen!”

      I throw the phone back into the locker and slam it shut at the sound of Coach’s voice getting us ready to head out to the field.
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* * *

      So yeah, that’s where my damn head is when I go out there to play ball - not on the field, or the other team, or the score.

      It’s very firmly on the flirty black skirt, and the tight little top, and what I know is on underneath.

      So that’s why we squeak out that win, and let me say, Coach ain’t pleased.

      He singles me out in his post-game tirade about getting our minds focused and thinking clearly, and not thinking we’re going to coast through a season. And normally, I’d be throwing that shit right back in the authority figure’s face, but not this time. This time, I know he’s damn right.

      “You got that!?” His eyes narrow at me, on one knee along with the rest of the sweating, heaving team in the locker room after.

      “I got it,” I mutter out. “Sorry, Coach,”

      “Don’t you damn apologize to me, son, you apologize to yourself and the rest of this team you almost let down tonight.”

      We’re all getting changed and ready to get out later when Evan claps me on the back. “Hey, dude, it’s a win.”

      “It’s a bullshit win.”

      He shrugs, “Well, maybe, but that doesn’t mean we can’t go celebrate.” He grins, “C’mon, Cole, the Kappa girls bussed over for the game with all of their freshman pledges. Let’s go get your dick wet and get over this.”

      Why the fuck not?

      “Yeah, let me change.”

      Evan grins, “There he is! Get changed man, time to get a taste of victory.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The hotel party is a nut-house later, taking up probably half the fifth floor that the University booked out for us. I’m pretty sure the point of having us stay the night up here after the game is to avoid driving back late at night, not to guzzle beer from funnel tubes and take tequila shots off of bare coed mid-drifts.

      But you try telling that to eighty-five college athletes hopped up on adrenaline and victory.

      “Dude, the world is your oyster, bro!”

      Jason is passing a bottle of expensive-looking bourbon my way as house music blasts through the suite. There’s a sorority girl shrieking and giggling on top of the kitchen counter as Ramirez licks a line of salt off her bare nipple before slamming back the shot of tequila nestled between her tits. Some other guy who isn’t actually on the team roars something about “turning it up” as he starts tapping a line of coke across some other girl’s panty-clad ass, and off in the corner, a second-tier lineman is getting his pants unbuttoned by two sorority girls.

      Yeah, college hedonism at its finest.

      And there are some hot girls here - ready, waiting, and eager for me. Hell, “bedroom eyes” doesn’t even begin to describe the straight eye-fucks I’ve been getting since the second I stepped off the elevator.

      But I’m bored by it all. Bored, tired, distracted.

      Goddamnit, Hailey.

      She’s stuck in my damn head like this little barb under my skin, and it’s slowly driving me fucking nuts. I’ve looked at my phone about nine-hundred times since the game, feeling more and more like a total pussy every time. She hasn’t texted, she hasn’t called, and I’m acting like a little bitch by looking for it every five seconds.

      The party rages around me, the music thuds and pulses, and the debauchery catches like fire as the liquor flows. I’m in my damn element here - booze, girls, craziness, and being the Goddamn center of attention. This is all for me, and yet I’m standing there feeling so far removed from it all and so utterly uninterested in even being here, that I don’t know how much longer I can stand it.

      I check my phone again, glaring at the blank message indicator.

      Fuck this. It’s time to go.

      I know I should dive right into the madness around me, get rock-star drunk, break something, and then grab the first little honey that bats her eyes at me and fuck her senseless.

      But I can’t. I just do not have any of that in me right now.

      “Hey,” I turn to Evan, who’s chatting up the two brunette cuties hanging off his arms. “I’m gonna go top off my beer and find one of those new sorority pledges.”

      He grins, “Well alright! Shit man, you didn’t look like you were having any fucking fun at all scowling to yourself over there.”

      “Yeah, just going over the game in my head.”

      “Fuck it, man. It’s a win, and we like wins, right?” He roars at the two girls in his arms who whoop and cheer “go Hawks” as I roll my eyes.

      “I’ll catch you later.”

      “Have fun, bro.”

      Right.

      I do refill my beer, and I do pound it down. And I do grab the bottle of bourbon back from Jason. But the groupies and the sorority skanks, and just the madness of the whole thing utterly turns me off.

      What the fuck is wrong with me?

      Before I know it, I’m ducking out of the party and heading back to my own room, alone - bourbon in my hand and a scowl on my face.
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      I take a sip of the whiskey in my hand, sinking back in my hotel bed and staring up at the ceiling as I let the liquid fire slip down my throat.

      Perfect.

      All of a sudden, the phone buzzes in my hand, and I can feel my pulse jump as I glance down at it.

      I scowl.

      It’s not Hailey, it’s fucking Meredith.

      
        
        I’m up late if you want to finish that interview.

        

      

      It’s followed by her room number.

      I take another swig and shake my head. Fucking hell, this woman is forward. Actually, a little too forward even for me. I frown into the whiskey. Sure, I could go over there and make that happen. She’s right down the damn hall, and I know I could do whatever I wanted to her - take her any way I please.

      Or hell, even with that being the utterly terrible idea it is, I could head back to the party downstairs and find something young and strange for the night so I could fuck Hailey right out of my head.

      Damnit.

      I’m done fucking around with this and glancing at my phone waiting for a damn text message from some girl.

      I’m taking matters into my own hands.

      I take my phone out and hammer out a quick text to her.

      
        
        Better not be having too much fun.

        

      

      I scroll back up to the picture of her in that dress and scowl. Yeah, a girl that looks like that at a damn meat-market of whatever college party she’s at is going to have no fucking problem at all finding some “fun” if she wants to.

      The rage burns like a fuse inside my gut, my eyes narrowing as I grit my teeth and glare into the bottle in my hands. I think of Hailey out at a bar or dancing in some frat house party, and I want to fucking destroy any piece of shit that touches her. I imagine some fucking scumbag fratboy sucking tequila off her bare stomach, chatting her up, dancing with her with his fucking hands on her.

      Kissing her.

      Fucking her.

      I see red mist then as the rage almost comes roaring out of me. I’m going fucking insane with the thought of her like that. I can feel the blood pounding hot like lead through my veins, I can feel the sound of my teeth grinding together, and I swear I could crush the damn bourbon bottle right here in my bare hand.

      And that’s when there’s a knock on the door.

      “You look a little tense there, big guy,” Meredith is wearing a trench coat and black stilettos, and she grins coyly when I yank the door open.

      “I’m fine,” I say evenly, slowly letting the air out and trying to get the rage to subside inside.

      She puts on this fake pouty duck-face. “I was worried that you weren’t getting any cell reception in your room, since you never replied.” She arches her brow, stepping into my room and running her hand over my shirt. “You never knocked either,” she husks into my ear as she leans in.

      I frown and shake my head before I reach down, grab her hand, and move it back to her side. “That isn’t happening, Meredith.”

      She grins and bats her eyes in this way that should be getting me hard as a rock. Except now I’ve got Hailey tangled up and twisted inside my head, and it only pisses me off.

      “What’s not happening?” she giggles again before she suddenly pulls at the tie of her trench coat and lets it fall open.

      Apparently, she didn’t find anything at all to wear to go with those heels.

      My jaw tightens.

      She grins as she puts her hand back on my chest and slides it down to my belt as she tries to lean into my neck.

      “Keep your fucking hands off me,” I hiss, shaking her off and leveling my eyes at her.

      Meredith arches a brow as she makes a face at me. “You’re not a closet case or something, are you?” She shrugs, “I mean, that would make one hell of a story, you know.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “No, Meredith, I just don’t mix my personal and public life.”

      “Fine,” she says coolly, pulling her coat shut and tightening the belt. She turns abruptly on her heel and starts walking away. “Your loss.”

      I roll my eyes as I shut the door.

      My phone buzzes a second later from the bed.

      
        
        Woudddnt u like to know.. ;)

        

      

      I start to grin as I re-read the sloppy, drunk-looking text from Hailey. But then another thought hits me, and then I’m growling as I start to wonder who she’s drunk with.

      I’m still scowling at the phone, trying to think of something to write back - or if I should even write back - when another one comes through.

      
        
        Awww…guess u really don’t.

        

      

      I smirk as my thumb dances over the keyboard.

      
        
        Color me curious.

        

      

      I yank my shirt off and lay back on the bed as the phone buzzes back instantly.

      
        
        OUt. Rlly good crazy party.

        

      

      I’m grinning as I stare at the phone, trying to imagine her with a boozy glow on her face and a flush to her cheeks as she sends me one-eye-closed texts.

      
        
        Having fun with your skanks?

        

      

      I snort.

      
        
        Oh, loads.

        

      

      I text her back as I take another sip of booze. The phone buzzes instantly.

      
        
        I’m hanging out in my room with a cute boy.

        

      

      I can feel the dull heat thud through my veins as my eyes narrow at her text. I can feel the rage churning inside.

      
        
        Hang on, he wants to say hi.

        

      

      I scowl, and I’m about ready to hurl the phone against the wall and head down to Meredith’s room to make some horrible decisions when the picture comes through, and I immediately start to laugh.

      The picture is a very drunk looking Hailey, her face flushed and shiny from the camera-phone flash, her eyes sparkling, and her perfect, pouty lips pulled back in a grin. She’s in her dorm room, and she looks fucking amazing in that sinfully hot outfit.

      But what makes me laugh is that the “cute boy” she’s with is about fifteen pounds of scowling brown fur.

      It’s her dad’s damn cat.

      
        
        Cute date - didn’t know you were into hairy guys.

        

      

      I shoot the text back, snorting a laugh.

      
        
        Yeah he’s a real bruiser. He’s into biting.

        

      

      I chuckle as I sit on the edge of the bed and scroll back to the picture of her, zooming to cut Beasley out and growling as my eyes drift over her.

      She’s flushed and sweating slightly from whatever college dance party she’s just come from, and fuck does she look good in that skirt. Her tits look glorious, her cleavage just pressing up enough out of her top to get my dick stirring between my legs as I drink it in. I zoom a little closer, growling as I focus on the hard little points of her nipples poking through the shirt, and the thought of Hailey’s perfect, bare breasts under that skimpy top has my cock rapidly thickening.

      
        
        I think you should wear more clothes like that.

        

      

      I grin as I fire off the text, even if I am rolling my eyes at myself for sitting here like a douche waiting for a girl to fucking text me back.

      
        
        Lol, I bet you do.

        

      

      A second one follows.

      
        
        So wat r YOU wearing, pretty boy?

        

      

      I laugh - pretty boy? But hey, fuck it. I quickly stand, drop my jeans, and kick them off. I hold the phone in front of me and snap a quick shot of my shirtless torso before shooting it her way.

      
        
        You’re making Beasley jealous. Also I think imm overdressed now.

        

      

      I grin as my cock throbs hard between my legs. Jesus, she’s straight-out flirting with me.

      And fuck if I’m not gonna run with it.

      
        
        I totally agree. Why don’t you ditch the fur-ball and join me.

        

      

      I reach down and slip my cock out of my boxers, groaning as I wrap my hand around it and give it a slow tug.

      
        
        Lol, bored? One sec.

        

      

      A minute goes by, followed by another and then a third. I roll my eyes as I stand and toss the phone onto the bed - this is ridiculous. Hailey is drunk, and messing with me, and I’m sitting here stroking my cock to fucking text messages.

      I’m reaching for my pants when the phone rings.

      “Incredibly bored,” I say dramatically when I answer the call.

      Hailey giggles. “Awww, poor baby. Are all those skanks just not up to the task of humoring you?” Her voice is quick, like she’s still catching her breath.

      “Boring as shit,” I sigh, making her giggle again. “Do you have Beasley at your dorm?”

      “Heather went with Dad to the game, and they were worried about him since they’re spending the night.”

      “He’s a cat.”

      “Well cats get lonely, now don’t they, Beasley-boy?” Hailey finishes in a sing-song voice. She sighs that drunk sort of sighing breath that comes from two drinks too many. “Anyway, I went to Roxie’s dance party next door, and now I’m back, hanging with my new boyfriend.”

      I grin. “What, no guys catching your eye at Roxie’s party?”

      Hailey snorts. “Not exactly that type of crowd, apparently.”

      “The fun type?”

      “The type with guys.”

      I laugh. “And how was ladies night?”

      “I could never hear another Sleater-Kinney song and die happy.”

      I laugh again as I lean back on the bed, feeling better than I have all fucking night.

      “Anyways, where are you? Aren’t you supposed to be doing tequila shots off of boobs and getting some girl pregnant or something?”

      “Demanding thing, aren’t you,” I say with a grin.

      “Oh you have no idea.”

      There’s a moment of silence, and I debate saying what I’m about to say for about half a second before I just shrug and toss it out there.

      Hey, worst case scenario, she hangs up.

      “So what was this about you being over-dressed?”

      I can hear her snort over the phone, and I can practically feel that glowing pink heat in her cheeks, can almost see her hand as I’m sure it goes to twirl in and toy with the tendrils of her hair.

      “Well why do you think I just left the party and came back here?”

      My brow shoots up as my cock throbs. Well this just got interesting.

      “You’re a little too good at this, you know,” I growl.

      “At what?”

      “Playing the tease,” I say, calling her bullshit.

      “Who says I’m teasing?” She says, her voice husky and smoky and full of something raw that gets my blood pounding.

      “Me. I’m callin’ it right now.”

      “Care to wager on that?”

      I laugh. “On what, you being a tease? Darlin, I’ll take whatever bet you want to make on that.”

      “Tsk-tsk, Mr. Cole,” she says teasingly into the phone. “Play nice.”

      “No promises.”

      She laughs quietly, and I’m just about to change the subject away from this obvious fake-out, when her voice cuts across again. “Fifty bucks says I’m not teasing.”

      She very quickly has my undivided attention.

      “Fifty, huh? And what exactly is the bet?”

      There’s a muffled sound and then Hailey giggles. “Too late, you just lost.”

      I laugh. “I’m not sure I like this game.”

      “Oh, you would if you were here, trust me.”

      I frown. “And why’s that, darlin?”

      “Because I just took my top off.”

      Oh, shit.

      I sit up straight, feeling my blood pumping thick in my veins and my cock throbbing hard between my legs.

      She giggles at my silence. “How’s that for just teasing?”

      I swallow the lump in my throat as I reach down and wrap my hand around my cock. I think about how fucking perfect her tits looked in that skimpy tank top and then imagine her pulling it off her head, her hair catching in it briefly before cascading back over her shoulders and her now bare, perky breasts.

      “I would say it just took teasing to a whole new level, actually,” I mutter, groaning slightly as I stroke my cock. “Besides, I’m still calling bullshit.”

      She laughs, “Oh really?”

      “Yup. If I just lost fifty bucks, I’m going to need some proof.”

      She snorts out a laugh, but then goes quiet.

      “One sec.”

      No fucking way. The line goes quiet again and I sit there in the silence of the room still not quite believing any of this is actually going to happen.

      “I hope you’re sitting down,” she giggles into the phone, and I suddenly feel it buzz in my hands with a text. I take it away from my ear and swap to my message app, and my jaw about hits the floor.

      Holy fucking shit.

      It’s Hailey, utterly naked from the navel to her grinning lips, and she is Goddamn perfect. Her flawless skin shimmers with a slight sheen of sweat from dancing, and my eyes immediately go to her perky tits, high and swollen on her chest.

      She giggles over the phone, making my cock throb even harder in my hand. “What do you think?”

      “I think all sorts of very, very dirty things, actually,” I growl.

      I can hear her breath catching over the phone.

      “Well I hate to break it to you, darlin, but you’re still overdressed,” I say, smirking.

      “Oh is that so?” She giggles again. “And how overdressed am I?”

      I quickly push my briefs down my legs and kick them away. “Hey, I’m just wearin’ a smile over here, sweetheart.”

      There’s a beat before she blows air out of her lips. “Bullshit.”

      “Care to make another wager?”

      “Nope, cause I know you’re crazy enough to do it and I’m not paying you back my hard-earned fifty dollars.”

      I laugh.

      “I still don’t believe you though.”

      I grin. “Sounds to me like someone’s just trying to get a picture of my cock.”

      I hear her breath catch over the phone, and there’s another beat of silence before I hear her voice again - silky, dusky, and raw. “Maybe I am.”

      Yeah, I don’t have to think about this for a damn second.

      I’ve got the phone in one hand and my cock in the other as I quickly snap the picture.

      “You sure about this?” I sigh dramatically. “I mean, this is just going to ruin you for poor Paul.”

      Hailey snorts out a laugh. “You know you really need to deal with that ego.”

      “Hey, you’re the one that had her hands around it the other night.”

      I can hear her breath catch. “That was… it was dark and we were half awake.” She pauses. “I just want to settle this rumor once and for all.”

      “Hey, just warning you,” I say with a grin. “Hope you’re sitting down.”

      I push send.

      “Dalton,” Hailey says with a laugh. “I think you might be obsessed with your- oh, wait, hang on.” Her voice goes distant as she pulls the phone away from her cheek to open the text.

      “Hang on, let me take a look at this world famous-”

      The phone goes quiet, and the grin curls across my lips.

      “Oh. My. God.” Hailey chokes a little on the other end. “Holy fucking shit! Are you kidding me?”

      My grin grows wider as I lay back on the bed. I’m always a fan of girls’ first reaction to my cock, but this one might be my all-time favorite.

      Hailey laughs. “Dalton, what the fuck.”

      “Who’s obsessed now?”

      “I’m not obsessed,” she says quickly.

      “Hot and bothered, then?”

      “Oh my God, you’re incorrigible.”

      “So, curiosity satiated?”

      “Not really, actually,” she says with a giggle. “Honestly, how do you even have sex with that thing?”

      “You want me to show you, you just gotta ask, darlin,” I growl, and the laughter suddenly drops from her voice as she inhales sharply.

      “So,” I tease back. “There’s my proof, now let’s see yours.”

      She giggles, “Are you always this pushy?”

      “Hey, if you want to admit defeat, I’ll take that fifty bucks the next time I-”

      “Oh hold your horses.”

      There’s another second of silence, and I idly stroke my cock as I wait for whatever excuse she comes up with to get out of actually doing this.

      The phone buzzes, and I quickly swipe it open.

      It’s a picture of her hand, holding her panties.

      “Aww, now that’s got technicality written all over it, darlin.”

      She giggles, “Well, that’s all you’re getting. Besides, I don’t think you could handle it.”

      “I think I handled it pretty damn well the last two times.”

      Hailey gasps.

      “Am I wrong?”

      There’s another moment of silence. “No,” she says quietly, her voice breathy.

      I’m rock hard, and my pulse is roaring in my ears. “Thing is, darlin,” I growl into the phone, stroking my cock. “I’m willing to make another bet with you that that sweet little pussy has never been handled the way I can handle it.”

      Hailey moans, and I groan as my cock throbs in my hand. “How wet are you right now.” It’s not a question, it’s a demand, and I can hear her gasp over the phone.

      “Very,” she says, her voice heavy. “I’m very, very wet right now.”

      Fucking hell.

      I stroke my hand up and down my shaft. “How wet?”

      “Why don’t you listen?”

      I about come right there as my ear is suddenly filled with the silken wet sound of fingers sliding across her pussy.

      “See?” Hailey husks out, breathing heavily.

      “Fuck, darlin.”

      “Are- are you, I mean-”

      “Jerking my cock picturing your pussy?” I growl. “Fuck yes.”

      “Oh God,” she moans.

      I can feel the cum boiling in my balls already, and the sweet heavenly sound of her moans getting faster and breathier are only pushing me even closer to losing it completely.

      “Play with that pussy, baby,” I say darkly into the phone, loving the way she gasps like she’s just been scandalized by what I’m saying. “I want you to play with yourself, and I want you to imagine my big cock filling you up.”

      “Oh fuck, Dalton-” she whimpers.

      “And then I want you to come for me,” I groan, jerking my cock up and down with my hand.

      “Okay…” she husks out. The sound of her lips right in my ear as she gasps and sucks in air makes my cock throb in my grip. I’m imagining her sprawled out on her dorm-room bed, her legs wide and her hair wild as she fingers her tight, pink pussy.

      “You’re getting close aren’t you, darlin.”

      “Uh-huh,” she moans out.

      “I want to hear you come.”

      “Uh-uh, you first,” she breathes out.

      “Ladies first,” I groan. “Play with your clit, baby. I want to hear how wet you are when you come for me.”

      “Oh God, Dalton!”

      “Come for me,” I growl, feeling my own orgasm about to rip through me. “Make that pussy come for me, Hailey.”

      She gasps, the sound sharp and yet soft, and the sound of Hailey Garrison coming for me is the last I can take.

      I roar as I pump my cock, cum rocketing out over the floor as I picture burying my face between her legs and drinking every drop of her honey.

      She’s panting on the phone. “Holy crap-”

      There’s a sudden pounding in background. “Hailey! You’re missing the dance-off!” Roxie’s muffled voice screams in the background.

      “Oh, shit,” Hailey giggles. “Shit, I need to go.”

      “This isn’t over, you know,” I growl, sitting up on the bed as my pulse slowly comes back to normal.

      She laughs, “We’ll see about that.”

      “Hailey-”

      “Enjoy the rest of your night, Ten,” she finishes with a giggle before the line goes dead.
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      Breathe.

      I can feel my muscles stretching, my body slowly easing into the pose as I let the air out in a thin stream. I breathe again, filling my lungs before I move and slide down to the mat again with the exhale, feeling the tension leave my body.

      Yoga’s the closest thing to a sport I’m ever going to do. But there’s something about the meditative state of pacing my own breathing and letting myself let go of stress that always has a way of centering and relaxing me.

      Except relaxing today is a little harder to do than normal, and it’s not just because of the dull ache of the champagne hangover pounding in my head.

      It’s because of last night, and the phone call with Dalton that started as flirting and then went way further than I ever meant it to go.

      God, WAY further.

      I’d been drinking, and I was tipsy, but I know lying to myself and telling myself I was drunk isn’t going to change what happened. I knew what I was doing the second I called him, or when I escaped the party to lock myself in my room, or when I sent him that picture.

      Or when I came, gasping for air and listening to him do the same across the line.

      I breathe again, arching my back. My butt raises up into the air as I press my palms into the mat on Heather’s sun porch. Okay, a step or ten further than I should have gone with Dalton, but it’s nothing I can’t handle. Or rather, it’s nothing I won’t make myself handle.

      “Now that’s a sight a man could get used to when he walks into a room.”

      I jerk upright from the downward dog pose I was just in, my face burning as I whirl to the grinning Dalton leaning against the doorframe.

      “Oh, don’t stop on my account,” he says with a cheeky grin. “I kinda like the sight of you on your knees with your ass up like that.”

      “Hope you took a picture,” I mutter, standing and taking a deep breath as I pull my hair back from my face. Dalton and I lock eyes for a second, both of us clearly thinking about last night, but waiting for the other one to say something about it first.

      Jesus, I can’t believe I showed him my tits. The blush blooms on my face as last night comes back with crystal clarity.

      I can’t believe I CAME on the phone with him.

      “So,” I say quickly with forced casualness. I grin and stick my hand out. “Got my fifty bucks?”

      Dalton hoots out a laugh as he shakes his head and reaches into his back pocket. “Fifty, as promised.”

      “Thanks,” I smile, forcing the flush from my face as I slip the bills into the waist of my yoga pants.

      Play it cool, play it casual. Don’t let him think for a second you’re thrown off by last night.

      Except he grins, and his eyes flash at me, and I know instantly that he sees right through my phony façade.

      “Hey, so I got you a little something.”

      I raise a brow. “You got me something?”

      “Yeah, like a present,” he says with a grin. He reaches for the backpack at his feet and pulls out a black box, handing it to me.

      “Dalton, if this is something crude-”

      “It’s nothing nasty, I swear,” he says, his eyes twinkling. “Actually, you might just thank me.”

      I frown. “I repeat, if it’s-”

      “Oh just open the box, darlin.”

      The blood red ribbon pulls away easily, and I finally pull my suspicious eyes away from him to pull open the box.

      Oh.

      He’s right, it’s not crude, but that doesn’t mean the blood doesn’t immediately rush into my face.

      The lingerie is by far the sexiest piece of clothing I’ve ever seen - certainly like nothing I’ve ever actually owned or worn. It’s black and lacy, with white pearls sewn into it in little rows that curve under the brassiere cups and delve down in a strand across the gusset of the thong panties and up the back.

      I look up sharply at him, my face burning as I swallow thickly. “Lingerie?” My eyes go wide in the pin-drop silence between us. I can feel my pulse beating hotly as I blink quickly at him, because as much as I hate to admit it, the fact that Dalton got me sexy lingerie has me incredibly, horribly, and mortifyingly wet.

      He grins slowly at me, his eyes darting across my face. “I figured it was about time for me to make good on that promise of helping you out with your panty issue.”

      I swallow again. “My panty issue? What issue?”

      “The issue that you didn’t own anything like this,” he says with an easy smirk. “Something to wear to put a little pep in your step.”

      I almost laugh. Right, like the set of lace and pearls in my hands is in any way shape or form something to “step” around in. I don’t exactly know much about fancy lingerie, but I know underwear like this is for one purpose, and I know Dalton is entirely aware of that too.

      Which is one of the reasons I can feel the heat blooming traitorously between my legs.

      “Little inappropriate for your stepsister, wouldn’t you say?” I croak out in a hushed voice.

      He cocks an eyebrow and steps closer to me. “Darlin, when have I ever been appropriate?”

      I shiver before I can stop myself, and Dalton’s grin only grows wider as he sees it. He moves closer, and part of me wants to step back away from him and the feelings his nearness brings, but I just can’t.

      I gasp as he moves right against me, his hand snaking to my waist as he spins me around and pins me against the back of the sofa behind me. His lips are at my neck, his breath hot and teasing as he growls and runs his fingers slowly up the small of my back.

      “Besides, I think we both know you like me even more when I’m inappropriate.”

      I shake my head, feeling my pulse pounding against my ribcage as I inhale sharply. “You are sorely mistaken,” I husk out, my hands moving to his chest.

      God, he’s so hard.

      He chuckles into my ear, as his fingers slip back down the small of my back, teasing across the waist of my yoga pants as they slip across my hip to my front. He breathes into my neck again, and my eyes flutter shut as I feel the blood roar in my ears.

      Suddenly, I gasp as his hand slides right down over the front of my yoga pants, delving deep between my legs to cup my center right through the thin material. I whimper as I feel his fingers slide over me through the spandex, and he chuckles again into my ear.

      “You know, for a smart girl, you are a terrible liar.”

      I swallow thickly, shaking my head. “I’m not ly-”

      “Then why is your pussy soaking wet for me.”

      I whimper as his finger slides slowly across my cleft, and I know he can feel how burning hot I am for him, and how dripping wet I am through the material as he slowly rubs me there.

      Dalton’s other hand moves to my waist and starts to slide up, pushing my tank-top up over my torso, leaving goosebumps where his fingers trail over my skin. His hips move against me, and I moan as I feel how hard and how big he is. His cock presses thickly against my thigh as his fingers maddeningly tease my center. The slow creep of my top stops right beneath my breasts, and I start to shake my head, my hands pressing at his chest.

      “Dalton, you shouldn’t,” I gasp. “You can’t,” I say quietly, biting my lip and wishing with everything I have that he keeps going.

      “Darlin,” he growls, his deep voice in my ear and his lips brushing against the side of my neck and making me shiver. “I’m pretty fucking good at doing what I shouldn’t.”

      And then he’s pushing the fabric up over the swell of my breasts, and I’m shivering as my nipples tingle in the cool of the air. I can hear him growl as he pulls away, and I can feel his eyes burning across my skin.

      “I’ll bet that fifty bucks right back that you’ve been this wet for me ever since last night,” He husks into my ear.

      I swallow thickly. “I’m not one of your dirty little skanks, Dalton.”

      He chuckles into my skin, the sound sending a shiver down my spine. “Never said you were, but that doesn’t change that I’m betting you’ve been dying to feel my dirty hands all over you.”

      I quickly shake my head, refusing to let him think he’s got the same power over me that he does with every other woman in the world.

      …Which isn’t true at all, because I am putty in his hands right then.

      “Nope,” I breathe out, trying to keep my voice steady as his fingers and his lips send electric shocks through my body.

      “Oh I think we already covered you being a shitty liar, darlin,” he chuckles, his fingers rubbing over my clit again and again, making my knees start to shake.

      “And I bet you’ve also been dying to get your hands on my cock again,” he sucks my earlobe into his lips. “Haven’t you,” he growls.

      I whimper.

      Thanks a lot, body.

      Dalton pulls back, his eyes blazing into mine as his lips move just shy of mine. “You know you can have every damn inch of it, darlin. Just admit that the thought of me sliding it into you has you dripping down your damn legs.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut as his finger rubs my clit over and over again, and I shake my head. “It does not.”

      Dalton chuckles lowly against my lips, and suddenly, his finger between my legs just stops. “Keep telling yourself that, darlin,” he growls, before he pulls away from me, turns, and walks away.

      And then he’s gone, leaving me furious, flustered, and soaking wet.
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      Hailey shuts herself away in her room for the rest of the afternoon. After that, I don’t see her around the house for the next few days.

      Damnit.

      I know I pushed harder than I probably should have, but I can’t fucking help it. Because something about Hailey Garrison makes me want to push things further than they should go.

      Something about me wants to keep pushing things.

      Which is why I find myself prowling around the doorway to her room at Mom’s house, and poking my head inside even though I know she’s back at campus.

      It smells like her in here. Hell, it looks like her in here. There’s a Lord of the Rings poster tacked up on one wall, alongside a framed picture of the moon shot in high definition.

      Jesus she’s a nerd.

      Every girl I’ve ever gone after has been the giggly, vapid, and boring kind. The kind that just says yes, not the kind that banters back. I’ve gone for women who have zero opinions of their own, who choose to mimic those of whoever they’re with instead of thinking for themselves.

      Because it was easy.

      Hailey’s not those things in the slightest bit. She’s sure as hell not easy, she sure doesn’t always say yes, and opinions she’s got in fucking spades.

      She also might have more brains than any of the other girls I’ve been with stacked together.

      And so, I don’t actually care that she’s this big nerd who reads sci-fi books and plays magical fantasy video games. Hell, I fucking like that she is a nerd - I like exactly who she is, because it’s refreshing, and different, and challenging.

      It challenges me, and that’s something I need.

      I turn to leave her room then, but my eyes stop on the box from earlier - the one the lingerie came in - sitting on her bed.

      With the lid ajar.

      I raise a brow.

      But it’s not until I peek inside that my amused, intrigued grin turns downright hungry.

      Because it’s empty. Which means she took the hot little set of lingerie with the pearls running across the seam of the panties.

      …It might mean she’s wearing said panties, too.

      I growl as the mental image saunters through my brain of Hailey, laying back on my bed wearing the black lace and pearls.

      I linger about a quarter second longer in her room before I’m striding out the door and heading right for my car.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m raising my fist to pound on Hailey’s dorm room door, when I hear Roxie’s voice behind me.

      “She’s out.”

      I turn to see Hailey’s neighbor standing there with a laundry basket in her hands. “Need something?”

      I shrug. “Nah, my mom wanted me to drop something off for her,” I lie.

      “Uh-huh.” Roxie eyes me, a half-hidden smirk on her face that says she doesn’t really believe any of my bullshit.

      I frown, “What?”

      Roxie shrugs, still half-hiding that little grin. “So, QB, what exactly did your mom want you to drop off at Hailey’s dorm at eleven o’clock at night?” She says, eyeing my empty hands and smirking.

      “Uh, yeah, it’s just this…thing.”

      “Oh, yeah, totally.” Roxie arches a brow. “Can you hold this for a sec?” She pushes the laundry basket into my hands as she fishes in her back pocket for her room key.

      “She’s on a date.”

      Her words hit me like slug to the gut, the red rage clouding my eyes. I almost drop the damn laundry basket before I grit my teeth and force myself to breathe.

      Play it cool, play it cool.

      “Oh yeah?” I say as passively uninterested as I can sound. I grin. “With Paul?”

      “Who?”

      Yeah, that’s what I thought.

      Roxie takes her laundry back out of my hands. “Anyways, if it’s important, you could always swing by that dumb frat party and give it to her.”

      The rage comes roaring back, pulsing through my body and making my jaw tighten. “Hailey’s at a frat?”

      “Yeah, she’s with some guy at a party at one of those gamma delta alpha pie whiskey tango…” Roxie trails off as she shrugs and rolls her eyes. “I don’t speak frat, sorry. But one of those douchebag places with the Greek letters.”

      I run my hands through my hair. “Seriously?”

      “Dude, I know, but she was pretty adamant about getting all dolled up and going out.” Roxie shakes her head, pushing her door open with her foot. “But hey, it honestly might be good for her.”

      I scowl. “How, exactly?”

      “Cause that girl needs to get laid, I’m telling you.”

      The floor seems to drop out beneath me, and I can feel every single muscle in my body tightening as the roaring jealousy burns through me like fire.

      And that’s exactly what it is - jealousy.

      It’s blind, burning, neon-fucking-green jealousy that comes welling up inside of me at the thought of Hailey with any other guy.

      “Seriously, a month of being her next-door neighbor, and I haven’t been kept up once by her getting her groove on. It’s tragic really when you-”

      “Which frat,” I say icily.

      Roxie raises a brow, and that little smirk teases her lips again. “The green house, on Willow Street.”

      Fury blazes inside of me and I want to put my fist through a fucking wall. The thought of her with some other guy has my skin crawling. The thought of anyone else in the world putting their fucking hands on her has me seeing red.

      Because she’s mine.

      The feeling is primal, and raw, and totally caveman-sounding, but I don’t give a fuck. It’s not even jealousy I feel either, it’s rage that some other guy would try and take something that’s mine.

      Roxie furrows her brow, and it looks like she’s about to open her mouth to say something else, but I’m storming down the hallway, heedless of whatever she’s about to say to me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I spot her the second I walk in the door, and if I was pissed at the thought of her with another guy before, seeing her with one has me downright fucking furious.

      They’re sitting on a grungy-looking couch towards the back of the place. Hailey looks like Goddamn original sin in this skimpy top and a breezy little skirt that would get me hard as a rock, except I know she’s put it on to get someone else’s attention.

      And it’s fucking working.

      That someone else is this serious douche-bag-looking motherfucker - a total frat dickhead complete with backwards baseball hat and pink fucking polo shirt with the collar popped up.

      The guy has “predator” written all over him, and he’s grinning this smarmy grin at her, leaning into her as she talks. I’m gritting my teeth and seeing red, but when I see his hand on hers, I want to throw him through the fucking wall.

      “Hey, Cole!”

      I’m just making my way towards her when my presence at the party is suddenly recognized.

      “Duuuude!” Some other douchebag comes over to give me some sort of stupid “bro-hug,” slopping beer on me as he grins at me like we’re best fucking friends. A whole gaggle of girls comes rushing over to giggle all over me, fawning over me, batting their eyes, pushing their tits out, trying to take selfies with me.

      I hate this shit.

      And I don’t have time for it either, because all I can think about is the pink polo-shirt asshole putting his fucking hands on Hailey.

      “Here man, have a beer-”

      “Maybe later,” I mutter, pushing the girls and the guy offering me a beer out of the way. Obnoxiously loud rap music thunders in the darkened room as I shove my way through the crowd.

      “Fancy meeting you here.”

      Hailey jerks her head up at the sound of my voice, her face paling before she narrows her eyes at me.

      I smile at her before I turn my wolf-like grin at the shitbag she’s siting with. “Well don’t we look cozy back here!” I shove a bunch of empty cans and bottles and magazines from the dirty coffee table in front of the couch and plop down right in front of them.

      Douchebag’s eyes suddenly go wide as he realizes who I am. “Oh shit! Motha-fuckin Dalton Cole is in the house!” He pumps his fist in the air in a way that makes me want to pump mine through his fucking teeth.

      Hailey glares daggers at me.

      “Hey, thanks for comin’ by the party, bro!” Frat douche holds a fist out. “Man, it’s so awesome that you-”

      “Has she told you yet?” I say loudly, utterly cutting him off as I nod at Hailey.

      He frowns, his eyes darting to her for a second. “Uh, told me what?”

      “Nothing,” Hailey mutters. “I think Dalton was just leaving,” she says icily.

      Not fucking likely.

      I sigh and shake my head dramatically at the douchebag. “Afraid she’s a lesbian, bro.”

      He arches a brow for second before he starts to grin as he turns to look at Hailey with an even more predatory look. “Shit, girl, I am very open to that.”

      Jesus, what a fucking moron.

      I clap my hand down hard on his shoulder and shake my head. “Naw man, not like that. She’s got a wife and everything back home.” I whistle lowly. “Big scary looking chick - pro-wrestler, actually.”

      The guy frowns.

      “Actually, they’re looking to start a family, if you know what I mean.”

      Frat-douche looks confused.

      “They want to have kids.”

      His eyes suddenly go wide as he looks up at me, the pieces coming together.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Hailey mutters, looking away and taking a big swig of the beer in her hand.

      I ignore her and shake my head at the guy, like I’m sympathizing with him. “Yeah, bro - holes in the condom and all that shit.”

      He shudders as he scowls and glances back at Hailey with a look of horror. “Okay, that is fucked up, babe.” He stands abruptly. “That is so fucked up.” He’s shaking his head and muttering as he grabs his beer and turns back to me. “Thanks for looking out for a bro, bro.”

      “Hey, anytime, bro,” I say with sarcasm that’s clearly lost on this fuck-wit. I ignore his outstretched hand and pat him on the back instead. “Happy to help.”

      I turn back to Hailey after he walks away, snatching the beer out of her hand and taking a swig. “Great guy, really. I think I miss him already.”

      She shakes her head at me, her face livid and her mouth open a little. “Are you actually insane?”

      I grin over the lip of her beer. “You’re welcome, by the way. That guy was like the poster child for date rape. You should thank me for getting him out of here.”

      “Fuck you.”

      I blow her a kiss. “Only if you ask nicely.”

      Hailey narrows her eyes at me before she reaches over and snatches the beer back from me. “Why are you here, Dalton?”

      I shrug, “Felt like a beer.”

      “And so you came to the exact party I was at?”

      “I know! What are the odds, right?” I grin at her as she narrows her eyes at me, knowing full well she doesn’t buy it.

      She smiles thinly, “Aww, are you still frustrated from the other day then? Poor baby,” she coos dramatically.

      My cock twitches at the thought of her bare pink nipples from the other morning begging for a suck and that hot little pussy of hers soaking wet through her panties and yoga pants.

      The thought suddenly makes me think of something, and I raise a brow at her. “I noticed you opened my present.”

      Her face goes dark red in the dim light of the frat-house living room, and I grin wickedly, knowing I have my answer. I lean closer, my eyes flashing into hers. “Could one assume you’re wearing said present right now?”

      She swallows quickly, her eyes meeting mine defiantly. “Maybe.”

      “Just maybe, huh?” I can feel my cock throbbing a little at the thought of Hailey wearing the lace and pearl lingerie right now under that little skirt.

      She rolls her eyes, her face growing red. “I borrowed the skirt from Roxie, and I needed to wear something to walk around in that wouldn’t show a-” she lowers her voice. “A panty line, okay?”

      I lean closer, inhaling the scent of her shampoo, resisting the urge to grab her by the hair and bruise her lips with mine. “And how does that something feel, just ‘walking around’?”

      I can remember the saleswoman selling me on this particular set of lingerie - after asking me to pose for a fucking selfie, of course. I can remember her trying her best to be flirty as she mentioned the purpose of the placement of the string of pearls across said panties.

      “Well, your special lady is going to LOVE these, let me tell you.”

      The placement of the pearls has them strung right across the front of the panties, which makes sure the wearer feels each and every bump of those pearls with the slightest movement.

      Those panties are made for a bedroom, and the fact that Hailey’s been walking around in them all night means I know for a damn fact that her pussy is positively dripping wet at that very moment and she’s probably been on edge for hours.

      She blushes at my question, and I groan inside as I see my answer naked across her face. “They’re- they feel fine,” she says quickly, looking away.

      She jumps as I drop my hand to her bare knee, leaning in closer. “Just fine?”

      Hailey swallows quickly again, her big blue eyes darting back to mine. “Why are you here, Dalton?”

      I grin. “I told you-”

      “You damn well know what I mean. Why are you here? I know you’ve probably got a harem of skanks you could call up and do whatever with.” She rolls her eyes as she takes out her phone and starts tapping away.

      She’s right, and that’s the problem. There are a hundred other girls I could call instead of chasing her down and running off her date with childish antics.

      But for whatever fucking reason, this girl is ruining me. She’s ruining me for any other girl, and ruining every other girl for me. Because for some Goddamn fucking infuriating reason, it’s like no other girl gets me going like she does. No other girl has my cock as hard or my whole world as turned upside down, and no one else has slipped their way inside my head like Hailey fucking Garrison.

      The last girl in the world that should be doing any of those things for me.

      I roll my eyes, brushing off her words. “Oh c’mon, darlin, like you seriously wanted to talk with that guy anyways.”

      She drops her phone into her bag. “Maybe I wanted to do more than talk with him, Dalton.”

      The words hit me like a slap in the face, and I can feel my face darken with pure rage. The possessiveness of earlier comes rushing back with a damn vengeance as my eyes lock on hers, seeing the fire and the defiance there.

      “Over my dead body,” I mutter, my temper flaring.

      She rolls her eyes. “Oh, drop the possessive bullshit, Dalton.”

      “Yeah?” I meet her glare head-on. “And why should I?”

      She bites her lip, slowly shaking her head. “Because you have to.”

      Fuck that.

      “If you think I’m going to let some other guy get his fucking hands on you-”

      “Oh please, Dalton! The only reason you’re even interested in me is because I wasn’t begging you to sign my tits or sleep with me the second you met me.”

      “The hell does that mean?” I growl.

      “It means I already told you, I am not one of your other girls, okay?” Her voice rises, her eyes darting across mine.

      “Jesus, there are no other gir-”

      She shakes her head, waving her hands in front of me and cutting me off. “No, you know what, forget it. I have to go home.”

      “Hailey-”

      “My cab’s here, Dalton.” She waves her phone at me, and then she’s up and pushing me away. She’s halfway through the crowd before I can even process what just happened.

      I shove my way out of the party in time to see the cab pull up in front of the frat house for her. I run out and grab her by the arm, pulling her around. “We’re not done here.”

      Hailey turns to look me right in the eyes. “You’re right, Dalton, we’re not done, because we never started.”

      She yanks her arm out of my grasp, slips into the cab, and it roars away, leaving me standing there like an asshole.

      Like hell we’re doing this again.

      I storm down the block to my Escalade, slamming the door shut behind me as I gun the engine and roar away from the curb.

      Girls have never walked away from me - not ever. And I’ll grant that Hailey’s not “other girls”, but she’s proved that half a dozen times now. Six times she’s turned her back and left me hanging with my dick in my hand while she sauntered away.

      And I’ll be damned if I let it happen a seventh.
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      I’m barely out of the cab in front of Heather’s house when Dalton’s Escalade screeches to a halt at the foot of the driveway.

      “Hailey!”

      I ignore him, slamming the cab door shut and stomping my way up the driveway in my high heels towards the back door.

      “Goddamnit, Hailey!”

      “Leave me alone, Dalton!”

      I’m fishing for my keys as I get to the back door, but then I’m gasping as he whirls me around, pulling me against him right there in the driveway.

      “You know what, I lied before, we are done here,” I glare at him. “Let go of me, Dalton, I’m going insid-.”

      “You’re half right.”

      I scowl at him. “What?”

      “What you said before, about you ‘not being one of my girls’.” His face is fierce as he pulls me close, his scent invading my senses, his eyes piercing right into mine. “You’re half fucking right.”

      “Whatever, Dalton. I’m over it,” I hiss, turning for the door. “And we are not having this conversation in the fucking driveway.”

      “Fine.”

      I shriek as his arms go around me, lifting me up off the ground and over his shoulder. “Stop that!” I hiss, my fists pounding down across his back. I gasp at the feel of the night air against my bare ass with my skirt hiked up practically around my waist. “Get your damn hands off me, you caveman!”

      He says nothing as he marches towards the garage with me slung over his shoulder.

      “Damnit, you prick, let me go!” I bring my hand down as hard as I can on his back, hearing him grunt at the impact. He says nothing as he kicks open the side door to the garage.

      I bring my fist down again, and this time I feel him tense. “That’s it.”

      I don’t even have time to think about what he means before I feel his open palm comes down across my bare ass, and I shriek as the sting of his hand tingles across my skin.

      Oh my fucking God, did Dalton just SPANK me?

      “Did you just spank me?!”

      He chuckles as he kicks the door shut behind him. “Yup. And I’ll do it again if you don’t quit it.”

      I squirm against him, biting my lip to stifle the moan as the movement has the pearls on my panties rolling over my lips. I almost didn’t wear them out earlier, when I first tried them on, once I realized what those damn pearls were for.

      Almost.

      But God did they make me feel sexy. I’d never worn anything remotely close to something like that, and the sensual feeling of doing something “naughty” by wearing them was too much to resist.

      Except, wearing them was clearly a mistake, since they’ve been maddeningly teasing me since I left the house. The little bumps of the pearls rolling over my clit have had me soaking wet all damn night.

      And Dalton damn well knows it.

      I gasp as his hand comes down again, across the other cheek this time, and my face flushes as the electric shivers tingle through my body. I can feel how damn wet I am as the strand of little beads bumps agonizingly over my clit, and I briefly wonder if he can tell how turned on I am.

      Of course he can.

      Dalton slings me off his shoulder onto my feet, pressing me against a work table in the garage with his hands on either side of me. I go to shove him away, but his hands grab my wrists and shove them back behind me as he presses his body against mine.

      We’re eye-to-eye, burning into the other’s gaze, our breaths panting as I match his fierce look with my own.

      “And just what the hell do you mean about being ‘half right’, huh?” I spit out, feeling the electric tingle of his hands on my wrists, the palpable heat roaring between us.

      “What the hell is that even suppose to-”

      “You’re sure as shit not just one of my girls, Hailey,” he growls, the hollows of his cheeks darkening as his jaw clenches.

      “You’re the only one.”

      My breath catches in my throat as the room goes utterly silent.

      “You’re the only fucking one I can think about, the only damn one I want,” he growls, his face an inch from mine.

      “You- you said half right,” I whisper out.

      His jaw tightens again as his eyes pierce right into me. “You’re right about not being ‘just another girl’, but your damn wrong about one thing.”

      I almost can’t even open my mouth to ask it, but I do, the words barely grazing my lips. “What’s that?”

      “You are gonna be mine, darlin,” he breathes right against my lips. “And you’re going to be mine right here, right now.”

      Oh, God…

      And suddenly he’s kissing me, and everything else just blows away.

      I moan as his lips crush into mine, and I just sink into him. His hands slide into my hair and cup my jaw, and he growls as he claims my mouth, kissing me hard.

      I gasp when he breaks the kiss, his lips moving down across my cheek to my neck - nipping at the skin there, making me shiver. He moves his body hard against me, and I whimper as I feel his thick cock pressing hotly against my leg. His hand slides to my breast, cupping it as his thumb brushes electricity across my nipple through the dress.

      “Didn’t wear the bra?” His words rumble into my ear, making me gasp.

      “Mm-mm,” I shake my head slowly. “It- it didn’t go with the top.”

      “Dirty girl.”

      Suddenly I moan as I feel his hand sliding over my hip and pulling at the slinky material of my skirt.

      “Dalton-”

      But I lose my words as I feel his hand delve down between my legs and under my skirt, his fingers sliding across the soaking wet lace of my panties and the slippery pearls still rubbing against my pussy. I whimper as he pulls at the strand, rubbing it back and forth and back and forth across my aching clit and making me arch my hips towards him.

      “Christ you’re wet,” he growls into my ear.

      “It’s your fault,” I husk, biting my lip as the pearls rub across my clit.

      “I know,” he says with a low chuckle in my ear.

      I roll my eyes and bite my lip as the heat pools between my legs. “I meant for buying me these infuriating panties.”

      Dalton chuckles again as his teeth graze my earlobe. “Oh, it’s the panties is it?”

      “Mm-hmm,” I moan, feeling my breath catch in my throat as I drop my head back.

      “So it’s got nothing to do with me.”

      “Nope, nothing at all,” I manage to croak out. “Purely technical reasons with these stupid pearls.”

      “Oh, these pearls?” He pulls on the string of them, sawing the nubs of the beads one by one over my clit as the strand pulls between my lips. I cry out, my fingers digging into his biceps as I feel the electric shock go firing through my body.

      “Shit, Dalton…” I whimper out, panting as he lets the pearls rub over and over my clit.

      “You sure it’s got nothing to do with knowing how much I want to taste you?” he growls into my ear, making my head spin as he starts to rock his hips against me in time with the tugging of the pearls.

      “Or,” he sucks my earlobe between his lips sending a direct signal right to my center. “Or are you sure you’re not dripping wet for me because you know how fucking hard my cock is for you right now?”

      He grinds his hips against me for impact, and I moan as I feel the full thick length of him right against my thigh.

      Fuck, I want him.

      We’re exactly where both of us know we shouldn’t be, and yet there’s no putting this genie back in the bottle. Letting things get to this point is a terrible idea with Dalton, with us being who we are, and our parents, and the fact that in a few months, I’m gone.

      In a few months, I’ll be in New York and on with my life, and Dalton will be winning football games and sleeping his way through half the sororities in North America.

      In a few months, my dad will marry his mom, and then nothing like this can happen again.

      Except here, in the present, his lips move back to mine, and then he’s kissing me again as the whole world spins beneath my feet.

      And I’m done worrying about what comes next. I’m done worrying about the outcomes or the consequences, because really, they don’t matter. There’s a quick pang of guilt there in just thinking that, but it’s the truth. And as he kisses me harder and more powerfully than I’ve ever been kissed before, I let the doubts and the what-ifs fall to the side.

      Because even if it’s just one time, I’ll have that. And then maybe all this will be out of both our systems.

      “Take your panties off.”

      I arch a brow at him. “I’ve got news for you, Mister Cole, I’m not one of your-”

      “Skanks?” He grins wolfishly at me. “Believe me, I know.”

      “So you can’t just tell me what to- Dalton!”

      I gasp as he suddenly spins me around and bends me over the work bench, his hands pushing my skirt up to my hips as his fingers hook into the sides of my soaked panties. He slides them down my legs, letting them drop to tangle around my ankles as he slides his hands up the backs of my thighs, making me shiver.

      His fingers slide over the slick lips of my pussy as he pulls me up flush against him with the other hand. And I’m clawing at the work-table as I feel his fingers delve between my folds, gliding over my throbbing clit and making me cry out as I shudder against him.

      He reaches between us, tearing at his belt, when I suddenly start to turn. “Wait, Dalton-” I turn my head, biting my lip as I feel his fingers rub across my clit again. “Wait, it’s- it’s dirty here.”

      The last of my second thoughts - the very last shred of me hanging onto swearing I would never let this happen.

      But then his lips brush against my ear. “I can promise you, darlin,” he growls, sinking two of his fingers deep in my pussy and letting his thumb brush lightly across my clit.

      “This is going to be dirty wherever we do it.”

      Oh, fuck…

      His pants drop to the floor, and I gasp as I feel the thick, hot pulse of his cock against my ass.

      This has to happen - this needs to happen. Maybe this childish back and forth we keep doing between us is a result of just needing to do this. And after all, we’re young, and free, and in college, and crazy stuff like this is exactly what I’m supposed to be doing, right?”

      And God do I want it now, but maybe after this, we can just be normal.

      “Do it, please,” I moan, pushing my ass back into him as he strokes his fingers in and out of me. “Just do it!”

      He chuckles in my ear, the sound sending a shiver down my spine. “Uh-uh, sweetheart. I’m not going to ‘just do it’.” His teeth graze my ear as he nudges the head of his enormous cock between my legs, letting the head graze across my lips as he withdraws his fingers and lets them dance across my clit.

      “I’m going to have you begging for this cock, darlin.”

      I moan, shaking my head, “Dream on.”

      He chuckles again, rubbing the bare head of his cock maddeningly against my opening. “Like you’re not dying to get this inside of you.”

      “Oh my God, quit teasing me and fuck me, please” I whimper out, feeling my breath heaving in my lungs.

      God I want him to fuck me. I want him in that moment more than I’ve wanted anything, actually. I can feel his length grazing against my lips, so hot, so throbbing, so ready to plunge inside of me. Ready to have me and soothe the aching burn blazing through my body for him.

      “Uh-uh,” he growls into my ear. He pulls at the zipper of my skirt until it falls over my hips to the floor. His hands slide up into my tank top, inching it up my body and over my breasts, and I raise my arms as he pulls it from me entirely. He whips his own shirt off, and then we’re skin to skin, my back molded against his chiseled torso with his thick cock rubbing across my slit.

      His hands slide up my body to cup my breasts, his fingers teasing over my nipples before he moves one hand to my face, capturing my jaw in his hands. He pulls my face towards him, and suddenly I’m looking back and up into his fiery eyes.

      “If you think I’ve waited this fucking long not to bury my tongue in that pussy first, you are seriously mistaken.”
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      Hailey shivers as I push her down across the work table and let my lips trail across her shoulder blades. I’m not normally a teaser, but I’ve been consumed with the thought of tasting her. And I want to have her dripping for me by the time I bring my lips to that pussy. I want her on the verge of coming even before I touch her there. I want her moaning, and begging, and desperate for my tongue even before I taste her.

      The plan seems to be working pretty fucking well.

      She moans and arches her back as I trail my lips and my tongue down her spine, my hands skimming along her ribcage and down to her hips as my mouth finds the small of her back. Fuck, she tastes like vanilla and the slight sheen of salty sweat as my tongue drags across her smooth skin.

      I groan as my hand slides down to her ass, my cock actually getting even fucking harder as I palm those sweet cheeks and knead them in my hands.

      I’ve literally dreamed of this sight. I’ve spent far too much time imagining bending Hailey over and feasting my eyes on her perfect, curvy, tight ass - and here it is right in front of me.

      I growl and spread her wide for me, my jaw tightening as my eyes lock onto her soft, flushed pink pussy. Jesus she’s fucking soaked, and I can see the sheen of her desire glistening on her lips.

      She’s goddamn perfect - a goddess standing there with only her heels on, her panties still tangled around her ankles. I lean in, letting my breath blow across her slit and loving the way she shivers and the way she pushes her ass back - like she’s desperate for me to touch her. She whimpers words that sound an awful lot like “please” as she arches her back.

      Yeah - this is exactly how I wanted her.

      Hailey cries out when my tongue finally touches her, gasping as I drag my mouth slowly across her slit. Her lips spread like petals for me as I hungrily push my tongue through them, growling at her sweet honey that I’ve waited way too long to taste.

      I grab her ass and bury my tongue inside her.

      Fuck.

      I groan as her honey coats my tongue. She tastes fucking better than I even imagined she would, like fucking candy on my tongue. I push it deep, loving the way she moans for me. I spread her wide and start to rock her back and forth, like I’m fucking her slowly with my tongue. She’s gasping, her knees buckling as her juices drip down my chin, and I’m literally harder than I’ve ever been just at the taste of her.

      I lean forward and flick my tongue across her clit, and that’s when she really starts to get vocal - moaning my name and whimpering “please, please please” over and over again.

      I’m pretty sure I could listen to the sound of this girl’s moans all damn day and be a very happy man.

      I’m still rocking her back and forth against my face as I wrap my lips around her clit and suck gently, tonguing her as I feel her body start to buck harder against me. I slide a finger inside of her and curl it down, stroking it against that little spot just inside as she starts to go absolutely wild for me.

      She’s reaching back and clawing at my hair, her fingers pulling on me as she pushes her ass back, like she can’t get enough of my tongue. And I’m hard as a fucking diamond when I hear the words I’ve waited so fucking long to hear.

      “Wait, Dalton, I’m- I’m going to-” A cry rips from her lips. “I’m going to come!”

      My tongue is merciless on her clit as I stroke my finger faster and faster, my cock throbbing and the blood roaring in my ears.

      I want to taste her when she comes, and drink every last fucking drop.

      When she comes, her whole body tenses before it shatters beneath me. She’s moaning loudly - far louder than she really should, but I could hardly give a fuck in that moment - as her orgasm tears through her. Her legs shake and her body quivers, and then her sweet cream drips across my tongue as she comes again and again for me. She tastes like Goddamn heaven and honey and everything I’ve wanted.

      I stand and groan as I feel my cock slide up to nestle between her legs, pressing against her dripping wet pussy. The idea of fucking Hailey from behind with my hands on that perfect ass is appealing, but I’ve waited too damn long to not see the look on her face when I slide all the way inside.

      I turn her around and grab her by the ass, pulling her up as her legs wrap their way around my waist. She kisses me hungrily, heedless or maybe even into the taste of herself on my lips. She’s moaning into my mouth as I carry her across the garage to the old leather easy chair in the corner. I sit back in it, pulling her onto my lap, grunting as my cock head slides against that hot little pussy.

      “Holy crap are you big…” She gasps, her hands reaching between us as she wraps her fingers around me.

      I growl as I grab her by the hair and bring her down to my mouth again. I kiss her hard as I start to grind my cock against her, sliding my shaft through her hands and against her clit again and again - teasing her without actually sliding inside of her.

      She pulls away, her eyes wild and lips red and puffy from my kiss. “Do you-”

      “In my pants.”

      She bites her lip as she slides off of me, turning and slowly sauntering across the room to where my jeans are crumpled in a heap. I groan watching her ass as she walks across the room, wrapping my hand around my cock and stroking it as I watch her bend over to reach into my pants pocket. She turns back and winks at me in this way that has my cock throbbing in my hand before she turns and stalks back to where I sit.

      She slides back onto my lap, her legs on either side of mine, and I tear the foil packet with my teeth and start to roll the condom down.

      “Just- just go slow, okay?” She says quickly, her eyes glued to my cock throbbing between us. “You are not small.”

      “I take it Paul doesn’t stack up?”

      She groans. “Oh my God, can we please shut up about Paul?” She rolls her eyes before she locks them onto mine. “There is no Paul and you damn well know that.”

      Knew it.

      I pull her back to me, bruising her lips with my mouth as she melts against me. My mouth drops to her chest, and she sighs and coos as I take one of her nipples between my teeth, running my tongue across it.

      She reaches between us and wraps her hand around my cock, centering it as she starts to ease down on me.

      “Dalton-” she pauses, and I look up to see her biting her lip.

      “This- this doesn’t change anything between us, you know.”

      I almost want to laugh. “Excuse me?”

      “It’s just…”

      I raise a brow. “Stress relief?”

      “Yeah, that,” she says quickly. Her eyes meet mine. “Look, I’m serious. This doesn’t change anything because it can’t.”

      Her being so adamant pisses me off slightly, but of course, not enough to kill my raging hard-on for her.

      Not enough that I’m not going to fill her with every single inch of my cock until she comes harder than she’s ever come before.

      I start to pull her down, my head resting at her entrance and that look of sweet bliss on her face.

      “Darlin, I can promise you.” My hand slips into her hair, and I pull on it just enough for her to gasp, tilting her neck up towards my lips as she moans.

      “By the time I’m done with you, nothing is going be the same.”
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      “Dalton-”

      My hands pull on her hips, and her words catch in her throat as she drops her head back and moans. I ease the head of my cock against her dripping wet opening, and as I start to push inside, her mouth opens in this sexy little “O” shape.

      “Oh my, fuck-” Hailey’s eyes roll back in her head with this look of bliss on her face as I start to push inside, slowly sliding every single inch I’ve got to give inside of her.

      Fucking hell, this is everything I’ve been waiting for. She’s impossibly tight, her walls gripping me like a velvet glove as my hands on her hips slowly pull her all the way down. She’s gasping, and moaning, and clawing at my arms and shoulders, and when I sink those final two inches inside of her, the sexiest fucking moan in the world just erupts from her lips.

      “Holy shit, Dalton…”

      Her eyes fly open and meet mine, her breath coming ragged as I feel her insanely tight pussy clench at me. “God you’re big,” she moans, biting her lip as she grinds slowly on my cock.

      I grin. “Yeah, I’ve heard.”

      She starts to roll her eyes, but I grab her jaw and kiss her hard. “Feel okay?”

      “It feels fucking fantastic,” she moans, grinding and rocking her hips on me buried deep inside of her.

      “Good,” I growl, grabbing her hair again. “Cause now I’m going to fuck you like you’ve never been fucked before.”

      My hands slide to her hips and I slowly lift her up, feeling her pussy grip at every inch of me. I hold her there with just the head inside of her, teasing her, before I pull her back down, sheathing my cock back inside her.

      She cries out and starts to rock on me. I bring my mouth to her neck to leave marks across her skin. Her moans are like honey in my ears as she starts to slowly slide up and down my cock, her body rocking against mine, her hands clawing at my chest.

      “Oh my God, Dalton…” she’s gasping, her head rolling as she lets me start to guide her up and down my shaft. Her cheeks are flushed and her sexy fucking perfectly pink nipples are begging for attention as I wrap my lips around one and suck hard.

      “God it’s so good…” she moans out, her hips undulating against me and her pussy sucking me deep on every thrust. She starts to whimper louder and louder, her mouth hanging open as I grind my cock deep inside her again and again.

      Calm, cool, unflappable Hailey Garrison is going to fucking pieces on my cock, and I love it.

      “So this doesn’t change a thing huh?” I growl into her ear, feeling her pussy clench at me as my voice rumbles through her body.

      “Nope,” she whimpers quickly, shaking her head and biting her lip.

      “Except nothing else will ever compare after I make you come on this big cock,” I growl into her ear, loving the way her breath catches at my words.

      “Anyone ever tell you you’re full of yourself?” She moans, rocking her hips a bit faster as she slides wetly up and down my shaft.

      “Says the girl very full of me at the moment,” I say, biting her earlobe and making her gasp. “And yeah, they have.”

      My hands slide over her ass, grabbing and kneading the flesh there before I bring my palm down again across it, making her moan. “Besides, I’m willing to bet you’ve never been fucked the way I know you need to be,” I growl into her ear. “Not by Paul, or any other guy real or made up.”

      “Big words,” she gasps out. “You know, you don’t know who I’ve dated before. You sure you want to make that bet?”

      The sudden thought of her with anyone else has me seeing red. I stand suddenly, lifting her with me, and she gasps as I flip us around. I push her back into the chair without ever pulling out of her, spread her legs wide, and start to fuck her hard and deep, like I’m claiming her.

      Because she’s mine.

      “Oh my Goooodd!” She cries out, gasping as I rock into her with long, deep strokes. Her legs wrap around my waist, and she’s moaning and fucking me right back, her pace matching mine. I lean down and clamp my lips around a nipple, my hands gripping her waist tightly as she starts to go to pieces beneath me.

      “Yeah, darlin,” I growl into her ear, my muscles rippling as I roll my hips against her again and again, feeling her juices drip down my balls. “I’m pretty fucking sure I want to make that bet.”

      I kiss her fiercely, swallowing her moans and feeling her start to shake and quiver beneath me, her pussy clutching at me like she never wants me to pull it out.

      “And I’m pretty fucking sure I’m going to make you come on my cock. Right. Fucking. Now.”

      I enunciate every word with a deep thrust, and suddenly, Hailey buries her mouth in my shoulder and screams. Her fingers claw at my back and her legs clamp tight around me, and I can feel the orgasm shattering through her. She’s wailing into my skin, pulling at me for dear life.

      I stand with a roar, holding her in place as I pound into her, fucking her up and down my cock as she comes again and again. Her hair is wild as she drops her head back and cries out my name, until I can feel the inevitable start to boil inside of me.

      The cum explodes out of me, my whole body going numb as I pump into her again and again, filling her as I roar out my release.

      Slowly, holding her shaking body against mine, I turn and sit us back in the chair, with her curled on my lap.

      We’re panting, and sweating, and her hands are stroking my skin as we try and fail to find words to even begin to substantiate that.

      ‘This doesn’t change anything.’

      Yeah, right.

      Everything is about to change all right.

      In fact, it may have already.
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      There’s a moment of panic when I first wake up the next morning in the strange bed, before I remember where I am.

      God do I remember.

      I’m in Dalton’s bed, in his apartment upstairs from the garage.

      You know, the bed he carried me up to after last night in the chair.

      The bed where I pulled him on top of me and asked him to fuck me again once we got there.

      I sit up sharply in the bed, clutching the sheets to my naked body.

      Oh my God.

      I slept with Dalton Cole. Twice.

      Panic starts to rise inside, this feeling of impending doom and the fight or flight reaction triggering a need to run away from all this. I’m looking quickly around the room, searching for my clothes when suddenly his hand is on my back.

      “Hey, relax.”

      I whirl back to see him grinning at me, his smile so easy and so damn cocky, and his hair so infuriatingly perfect even tossed and in bed.

      I start to shake my head. “Dalton, we can’t relax, we-”

      “We had sex.” He grins at me, arching his eyebrows.

      I make a face at him. “I’m aware of-”

      “Really, really fucking good sex.”

      The blush comes to my cheeks as I look down, feeling the sense of dread and doom evaporate as it’s replaced by something warm and glowy inside me.

      I had sex with Dalton Cole.

      It’s surreal in a way, like some sort of made up fantasy that would never actually happen in real life. But here I am, in bed with a man who’s on billboards, and magazine covers.

      The world famous Dalton Cole.

      The Dalton Cole who’s probably slept with more people than I even know.

      I look away, as the doubt and second thoughts start to creep back in then. And for a second, I’m wondering what I even mean to someone like that.

      I’m wondering how I compare.

      “Stop it.”

      I blink as I turn back to him, pushing hair away from my face and shrugging. “Stop what?”

      He rolls his eyes. “What you’re thinking, because it’s all over your face.” His hand slides into my hair, and then he’s pulling me into him and kissing me. “This is just you and me, darlin,” he murmurs into my lips. “Forget all that bullshit, because none of it fucking matters.”

      I pull away, feeling my face burn as I bite my lip, still tender from his kisses. “We should get going.”

      “No, we shouldn’t.”

      I smile as I raise a brow. “Oh?”

      “Uh, yeah, no.” He’s grinning broadly at me. “Hell no. We should stay right here, because that was way too good not to do again.”

      A heat blooms through me as I feel my body react to his words.

      I want him, again.

      It’s like this primal urge and this biological need for him that has the heat pooling between my legs and my pulse thrumming quicker.

      “Hang on now,” I say flirtingly.

      He raises a brow.

      I grin at him impishly, “Now that its daylight…” I shake my head as I bite my lip. “I need to see it.”

      Dalton throws his head back and laughs before he leans up and runs his hand into my hair again, pulling me close. “You had it all last night, darlin,” he growls, making me shiver.

      “Well, I want to see it,” I whisper. I clear my throat as I sit up straight. “For science, of course,” I say, grinning.

      “Oh, right, for science.” Dalton rolls his eyes. “Nerd.”

      “Dumb jock.”

      “You hurt my feelings like that, and I might not let you play with it,” hey says with a wicked little wink.

      God, he’s so crude, and it gets me so hot.

      “Oh, right like any guy ever would say no to a girl asking to see his cock.”

      He grips his chest. “You wound me.”

      “Oh please,” I roll my eyes.

      “Yeah that’s a start.”

      I stick my tongue out at him.

      “Oh, that’ll work too.”

      I groan as I drop my face to my hands and laugh.

      “Okay, tell you what.” He grins, “You can see it again if you really want to see it.”

      I roll my eyes and grab at the sheet, but he playfully slaps my hand away. “Uh-uh, you need to ask nicely first,” he sighs dramatically. “Lordy, where are your manners, darlin?”

      I glare at him, trying to hold back the grin.

      “Okay, fine.” I sit up straight, biting my lip and looking at him sweetly. “May I please see your cock?”

      Yep, and here I am, begging for Dalton Cole’s cock.

      His famous, magical, huge cock.

      And I’m so wet for it.

      Dalton grins as he pulls the sheet down, and my mouth opens a little bit.

      “Holy crap.”

      Yeah, I wasn’t exaggerating my own memories of the night before, he’s just big. Enormous, actually.

      I reach out for it, but he shakes his finger. “Oh we didn’t say anything about touching it.”

      I shake my head. “Seriously?”

      “No, not in the slightest,” he says with a laugh.

      “Dick.”

      I grin as I reach out and wrap my fingers around it, feeling the way he pulses under my hand, slowly stroking the velvety skin up over the rock hard shaft.

      “Damn.”

      Dalton smirks at me. “Live up to expectation?”

      “How the hell did this fit inside me?”

      “It helps if you’re dripping wet, darlin,”

      “Like right now?”

      I blush the second I say something so out of character like that, but Dalton’s eyes blaze. He reaches to where I’m kneeling on the bed next to him, his hand sliding up my thigh towards the wet heat between my legs.

      “Hang on, mister,” I grin, batting his hand away. “It’s my turn first.”

      I lean down before he can stop me and press my wet lips against the head of his cock. And it doesn’t really occur to me until I’ve got my lips against him that I’ve never actually done this.

      Details, I think to myself as I tentatively lick at the underside of him. I move up and wrap my lips around the head, sucking him inside my mouth.

      Dalton groans loudly, tossing his head back, and my confidence grows. I start to tease him with my tongue as I move my lips up and down his head, and he moans as he looks up at me.

      “Fuck that feels amazing, baby,” he groans.

      I love the way he’s looking at me like that, like he’s awestruck, and I slowly blush as I pull away.

      “I’ve- uh… I’ve never actually done this before.”

      His eyes go wide. “You’re kidding me, right?”

      I shake my head. “Yeah, so, if this is terrible, just tell-”

      “Darlin,” he sits up and pulls me towards him, his lips melting against mine. “You feel fucking amazing with those sassy lips wrapped around my cock,” he growls.

      I moan.

      I push him back as I drop down to his cock again, bolder now as I inhale him into my mouth and swirl my tongue around the crown. I can hardly fit him in my mouth, but I just keep sucking on as much as I can, bringing my hands up to stroke the large portion I can’t.

      His hand moves to my cheek, cupping me gently and moaning as I suck him. He sits up then, his hands sliding down over my back as he leans over me. I moan around his cock as I feel his fingers slide over my ass, pushing down between my legs and finding my dripping wet slit.

      I pull off him with a wet slurp. “Uh-uh, I said it was my turn- oh!”

      The light smack on my ass makes me gasp, biting my lip as the toe-curling shiver of pleasure rolls through me.

      “Anyone tell you you’re bold?”

      I moan again as he pushes his finger deep inside, his cock throbbing in my hand. “Anyone ever tell you you’ve got the tightest, wettest, sweetest pussy in the damn world?”

      “No,” I whisper out, whimpering as he slowly teases my clit.

      “Well that’s a damn crime,” he growls out, pushing his finger deep inside of me.

      I moan as I drop my mouth back to his cock, sucking him eagerly as he fingers me. I bob my head faster and faster, swirling my tongue around him and jerking him with both hands. I can feel him throbbing hard, pulsing inside my mouth as his grooved ab muscles clench and roll under his skin.

      “Fuck, Hailey-”

      Dalton groans as he drops back against the pillows, his face tight. “Fuck, baby, I’m going to come.”

      “I want it,” I gasp quickly, before sliding him as deep as I can in my mouth and sucking hard.

      His cock throbs inside my mouth, and suddenly he bucks his hips as he starts to come. The thick sticky, salty-sweet cum fills my mouth, and I’m swallowing it down as fast as I can as he roars out his release.

      “Holy shit, Hails,” he says with a groan as I lick the last drop from his head. His chest is rising and falling as he sucks in air, grinning at me with a big grin on his face.

      “It was okay?”

      He laughs, pulling me into him and kissing me fiercely. “You’re sure you’ve never done that before? Because you are way too good at that.”

      I raise a brow, “Too good huh?”

      “I could see it being an addiction problem.”

      I laugh. “Not as good as football, though.”

      Dalton grins and kisses me again. “Way better than fucking football, darlin.”

      He pulls me tight against him, kissing me more forcefully as his hands slide up and down my bare back. I whimper in his kiss as his hands find my ass, stroking the skin there and then delving between my legs to slide across my slit.

      I can feel him thick and pulsing against my stomach, and I pull back to stare at him. “Jesus, are you seriously always this hard?”

      “Are you seriously always so fuckable?”

      I roll my eyes as I turn towards him. “Oh, very nice, Dalton. Very sweet.”

      He grins. “What, not romantic enough for you?”

      “We’re not doing romance,” I say quickly, my eyes darting across his.

      He shrugs, “Totally agree.”

      I laugh. “You agree because you agree or so you can say crude things?”

      “What, like how I can still taste your sweet little pussy on my lips?”

      I blush. “Um, yeah, things like that.”

      “Or how about that I want to spread your lips, bury my tongue inside you, and make you come on my mouth until you can’t walk straight.”

      My pulse jumps in my chest and I’m suddenly breathless. “Yeah, that- that too.”

      I gasp as I feel his hand slide between my legs, and I groan as he slides a finger through my lips to find me soaking wet.

      He grins wickedly. “Apparently I’m not the only one who can’t get enough.”

      I bite my lip. “I can- I mean, it’s not-”

      “Uh-huh, keep looking for that excuse, darlin.”

      He slides a second finger inside of me, curling them both forward as he presses his palm into my clit.

      “Oh fuck…” I gasp, involuntarily rocking my hips up to meet his fingers as he strokes that sweet spot just inside. He’s got me dripping wet all over again, and I let my eyes drop to see his big cock standing hard and proud out from his chiseled body. I moan as I let my own hands explore, my fingers tracing over the deep grooves of his hips before wrapping lightly around his shaft and stroking him.

      Suddenly, he pulls away and starts to slip out of the bed.

      “Hey,” I choke out, catching my breath. “Where are you going?”

      He turns and shoots me a smoldering look. “To turn on the hot water. I’m going to wash every single part of you, and then I’m going to eat your pussy like a damn Georgia peach until you come all over my tongue.”
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      Dalton steps across the loft space of his apartment to the frosted glass wall that separates the bathroom area, and I can hear the metallic crank of a faucet followed by the sound of water filling a tub.

      I prop myself up on my elbows, biting my lip as I arch my brow at him through the open doorway. “Do you seriously talk to girls like this?”

      He steps out of the bathroom, leaving the water running and he stalks back towards the bed. “Maybe.”

      I roll my eyes. “And it works?”

      He slides back into the bed, and I gasp as his fingers move right back between my legs, stroking against my slick entrance.

      “You tell me, darlin,” he growls into my ear, making me whimper as his thumb rubs across my clit. He suddenly withdraws his fingers and stands from the bed again, leaving me panting and wanting all over again.

      A one-time thing, huh?

      I drop back into the bed. What am I doing? This was supposed to be one time, to get us back to normal around each other so that we could just get this all out of our system. What I should be doing is getting up and getting out of here, and putting this little memory where it belongs.

      Dalton steps out from behind the glass, and my breath catches. God he’s gorgeous - his steely grey-blue eyes piercing right into me, that rugged and yet charming farm-boy grin on his chiseled, stupidly handsome face. That fucking body of his, like coiled steel and marble.

      And that dick.

      I blush as I realize I’m staring at it hungrily. And how wet I am, and how much I want him all over again. A one time thing?

      Yeah, right.

      I want him over and over again. I want to drink a gallon of him until I’m drunk off the feel of him.

      “You coming or what?”

      I look up, swallowing thickly as I meet his eyes. “Well not yet, but maybe you can help me with that.”

      Dalton grins broadly, his brow shooting up as he chuckles and shakes his head. “Dirty, dirty girl,” he mutters, his eyes trailing over my body. “Get over here.”

      “Bossy,” I toss back with a grin.

      “Don’t make me come over there and put you in here.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “That’s a promise, darlin,” he growls, his eyes flashing at me hungrily “Now get that sweet ass in here before I spank it all over again.”

      “So bossy,” I say with roll of my eyes as I slip out of bed and pad across the room towards him.

      “Oh you haven’t seen bossy yet,” he whispers in my ear as I brush past him, his hand sliding down to playfully swat my ass.

      I groan as I step into the steamy water of the tub before sinking into it, feeling him climb in behind me. He pulls my back against his body, and I grin as I feel mine react to the hardness I can feel starting to grow against my ass. Dalton’s hand slides between my legs, making me sigh as his fingers find my clit. I reach back and wrap my fingers around him, stroking him in time to his fingers on my slit.

      I turn and look up to meet his gaze, and I can feel the blush creep into my cheeks. God, what is this? I don’t blush like this. I don’t get flustered.

      “Now, weren’t there some big words just spoken about you-” I can feel my cheeks burning. “About you, um…”

      I trail off as the blush creeps into my face.

      “Say it,” he growls, a hungry grin teasing his lips.

      “About you licking my pussy?” I finish quietly, feeling my pulse thud through me.

      Dalton grins wickedly. “You’re developing quite a dirty mouth, you know,” he growls against my lips.

      “Whose fault is that?” I toss back, watching his eyes flash.

      He’s suddenly spinning me around in the deep tub, and I squeal as I feel his strong, powerful hands grip me by the waist and push me up onto the edge of the tub. I gasp, my hands reaching back to claw at the white tiles of the wall as his mouth moves to my thigh, kissing up my skin.

      His strong hands grip my legs and spread them wide, opening me up entirely for him as his eyes feast on me.

      “Fuck do you have a sexy pussy,” he growls.

      I blush, rolling my eyes. “Dalton-”

      “I’m not kidding, it’s Goddamn perfect.” He looks up at me and winks. “Actually, I better taste it to make sure.”

      I’m just about to roll my eyes again, when I jerk my hips up instead as his tongue suddenly slides up my seam.

      “Oh my God, Dalton-”

      He growls as he pushes my thighs wide apart and buries his tongue inside me. He pushes it deep and curls it around, licking the slick wetness from my entrance. His hands slide down to cup my ass, pulling my hips off the edge of the tub and against him as he starts to fuck me with his tongue.

      “Yeah, the opinion stays,” he growls, looking up at me. “Fucking perfect.”

      He slips a finger inside of me, making me gasp as he leans up to yank my face towards him with the other hand. And I can taste myself on him, which is new, but yet gut-wrenchingly hot at the same time. Because I’m not afraid to taste what he does to me, or what his mouth does to my body.

      He moves away from the kiss, trailing his lips back down my body as I lean back against the tile wall - warm and slick from the steam of the bath. Dalton’s tongue slides down through my lips, teasing over my clit and making me gasp before swirling over my entrance again. He moves up and presses his lips in a seal around the tight little bud of my clit, sucking gently, lightly dragging his tongue across it.

      And I’m going to pieces for him.

      I feel like some sort of goddess, perched on the edge of the porcelain tub with my legs over his shoulders, my head thrown back, and Dalton’s mouth and tongue worshiping my body. I cry out, dropping my hands to his hair and stroking his perfect locks as he swirls his tongue around my clit again and again. He pushes two fingers inside, curling them up and forward and stroking that perfect spot inside as he teases my clit with his tongue.

      “Oh, fuck, Dalton-”  I gasp out, my face scrunching up and my hands tightening in his hair as I feel his mouth and his fingers start to push me over the edge.

      “I’m- I think I’m going to-”

      “Come on my tongue, Hailey,” he growls into my pussy, the vibrations of his voice buzzing through me and making me shiver.

      “I want to drink every single drop when you come all over my mouth.”

      I gasp when he moves his other hand lower, a single finger slowly teasing around my ass. And I want to say it’s “dirty” or that it’s “wrong” for him to touch me there.

      But I don’t.

      Because I love his fingers on me, wherever he wants to put them. I love his crude, dirty mouth and the things he says to me with it, or the way he uses it on my body.

      I love that this is so wrong and I never want it to stop.

      And when I come, I’m crying out his name, gasping as his wicked tongue and fingers send me crashing over the edge of my orgasm.

      I pant as I stare hungrily into his eyes. “I need it.”

      He grins, “‘It’, huh?”

      “I need your cock,” I say boldly, unflinchingly. “Right now.”

      Dalton eases his rock hard body out of the water, his thick cock bobbing heavily between us as I sit perched on the edge of the tub.

      Jesus, he’s huge.

      “You know, I could watch you drooling over my cock all day.”

      I jerk my head up to see him grinning that cocky smirk at me. I roll my eyes. “I’m not drooling over it.”

      “Eye-fucking it.”

      “Oh my God, you’re delusional.”

      He chuckles, “Oh just admit it, you’re under its spell.”

      I roll my eyes, and I want to say something back - to toss back another quip or a line, except I don’t.

      Because he’s totally right.

      I am under some sort of spell with his cock right there in front of me like that, as ridiculous as it sounds. It’s like just looking at it has my body reacting, my nipples hardening and my clit aching to be touched.

      Stupid, magical cock.

      I lean forward, my fingertips running up his thighs as I slowly wrap my lips around him and suck him into my mouth.

      Dalton throws his head back and groans. “Holy fuck,” he hisses out, his reaction only spurring me on as I start to roll my tongue across his head and suck on him harder. His hand slides down into my hair - something I think I would normally hate, except in that moment it has me practically moaning around his cock. He’s not holding or pulling me or anything, but I love the feel of his hands there, guiding me as I form a tight seal around his shaft and start to bob my head.

      “Fucking hell, Hailey…” He groans, his hand sliding down to run across my jaw. I bring a hand up to his balls, running my fingertips over them and feeling his sharp intake of breath as I suck him in as deep as I can.

      He pulls me gently off of him, and he tilts my face up with his hands as he leans down to kiss me fiercely.

      He spins me around and moves behind me, and his hands slide over my ass and my back as he bends me over the edge of the tub. I moan as I feel his tongue on me again, dragging wetly through my folds as his thumb rubs slow circles around my clit. His tongue drags higher, and I gasp as I feel him swirl it across my asshole, making me squeal.

      God, he’s so dirty, and I fucking love it.

      His wicked tongue moves back to my pussy again, and he’s got me whimpering before he moves to kneel behind me. I can feel his cock, sliding across and teasing at my entrance as he reaches out for the vanity drawers next to the tub. There’s the tear of foil and then his hands sliding across my ass.

      I groan as I feel his thick head slide between my lips, seeking my entrance. When he drives in deep, my breath shudders. He stretches me completely, and when his hips come to rest against my ass and he’s buried to the hilt inside me, it’s like nothing I’ve ever felt.

      He starts to pull out before driving back in deeply, and then I’m moaning as I grip the edge of the tub and rock back to meet him. With every thrust, every grip of his fingers on my body, and every hot brush of his mouth across my skin, he’s consuming me until I can’t think thoughts anymore.

      I’m not thinking about the details anymore, or what this means, or what comes after.

      I’m only thinking of us, here and now in this moment.

      All I can focus on is the deep, even strokes of his cock making my body shudder and cry out for him like I’ve never felt before. All I can latch onto is the sound of his breath in my ear, his lips and his teeth across my neck, and his fingers rubbing across my clit.

      And when I come, it’s like letting everything else in the world shatter away. I arch my back and scream a silent release as I go crashing over the edge. Dalton fucks me right through my orgasm, his thrusting sending me spiraling right into another climax before he roars out his release. He buries himself to the hilt as he comes, throbbing deep inside of me.

      We’re panting as we sink back into the tub, his muscled arms sliding around to pull me back tight against him. He reaches over and turns the hot water on again, letting the steaming water pour over our toes.

      “Well, it’s a good thing we got all that out of the way, now isn’t it?”

      I roll my eyes as I turn my head to look at him, seeing that smirk on his face before he leans in and kisses me.

      Don’t think about what comes next, just be here now.

      Except, as life will tell you, “what comes next” has a way of turning into “what happened” before you even have a chance to notice.
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      God this is bullshit.

      The campus is in the middle of “Spirit Week”, which is really just another way of saying “the football team hypes everyone up into a frenzy.” Another way might be “the entire school is given free ride to go nuts as long as they’re going nuts about school pride and football.”

      Hey, I didn’t write the rules.

      And normally, I’d be in my damn element here. Flashy parades? Beer? Girls posing for pictures on my lap with their tits out? Yeah, normally that’s just me in a nutshell.

      Except I’m very much not “normal” me anymore.

      She’s changing that.

      And it’s nothing she’s doing, or pushing me into, it’s just the proximity to her that makes me good, somehow.

      Being around her makes me want to be a better version of myself, and I’m pretty damn okay with that.

      The crowd filling the basketball arena goes wild as the whole team comes running out onto the court. A student rock band on the far side of the courts launches into some aggressively loud number as the singer screams “go Hawks,” and the entire place goes nuts. The whole court is jammed with players, and students, and staff, and alumni, and even the media, all swirling through each other across the court, posing for pictures with players, shaking hands, and generally going crazy as the whole rally kicks off with a bang.

      And again, this should be my damn natural habitat. People lining up to shake my hand or high-five me, girls eyeing me hungrily, and reporters with microphones just salivating to get a single soundbite from me.

      The whole thing bores me. Moreover, it annoys me, because the only thought going through my head during the whole thing is that I’d rather be somewhere else.

      I’d rather be with someone else, actually.

      I don’t want to talk to reporters, or grin for stupid fucking selfies with vapid, obnoxious girls.

      I want to be alone with Hailey, tearing her damn clothes off and burying myself to the hilt inside of her.

      I want to bend her over and lick her pussy for the next, oh, four hours or so. I want to escape, away from this show with her and her alone, and let our fingers and our tongues and our bodies do the talking.

      I’m frowning into the faceless crowds, feeling my patience wane more and more, when there’s a small tap on my shoulder.

      “Okay, no more damn self-”

      I freeze as my eyes go wide and my jaw just hangs.

      Holy shit.

      Hailey’s standing before me, wearing a grin, an adorable blush, and a cheerleader outfit.

      An honest-to-God, real Hawks cheer outfit.

      And she looks fucking amazing.

      Her hair is up in this high ponytail that’s just begging to be tugged on as I take her from behind. The top of her blue and white uniform hugs her tits perfectly, and when my eyes drop to that skirt and those legs, my cock goes diamond-hard in my pants. It’s high, it’s short, it’s pleated, and it makes her legs look fucking incredible. Add in a pair of knee-high white socks with a Hawk’s-blue stripe around the top, and she looks like original sin standing right in front of me.

      The whole thing tugs something primal inside of me, and it’s taking everything I have not to throw her over my shoulder, head to the nearest office or closet, and bury every single inch of my cock inside of her.

      See, and here’s part of it.

      Since getting to school, even being the King that I am and with the reputation I’ve got, I haven’t actually fucked anyone.

      Anyone but Hailey, that is.

      Because I was done the second I saw her that first day in the backyard. Even if it took me longer than it should have to figure that out, and even if she wouldn’t even give me the time of day, or buy into my antics or bullshit, I was done on day one. After that, there wasn’t any other girl in the damn world for me. Hell, after that and even before I admitted it to myself, I was going out of my damn way to sabotage myself when it came to other women.

      Because there’s one untouchable, unattainable, and unflappable girl who’s managed to get inside my head and inside my heart.

      There just isn’t room for anyone else after her, and I am very okay with that.

      But of course, that means rising football star Dalton “Ten” Cole hasn’t fucked a single damn cheerleader since he got to college.

      Something tells me that’s about to change.

      I want to grab her up into my arms, or fucking kiss her right there hard enough to leave a mark.

      But we can’t do that. Not here, because - well, because we can’t.

      “You look good enough to eat,” I growl into her ear as I step close to her.

      Hailey’s face goes red as she bites her lip, her eyes darting across mine.

      “I fucking love making your cheeks go red like that, you know.”

      “Yeah, I think I picked up on that,” she says with a roll of her eyes.

      “So you on the squad now? Going to be doing any routines? Some high kicks?”

      Hailey arches a mischievous brow at me. “I’m not sure that would go over very well,” she says with a little grin on her face.

      “I have to disagree.”

      “I-” She shuts her mouth as people start to swarm around us, forcing us to step apart.

      “What?” I mouth over two frat guys who’re trying to hug me.

      Hailey just shakes her head and starts to move away.

      “Hey, hang on,” I growl, shoving them aside and catching up to her. The crowd surges around us, people pushing phones and pens in my face, but I manage to grab her arm and pull her around. “Hang on, what-”

      Someone shoves her from behind, and she suddenly falls into me as the crowd surges around us with the blaring of the rock band across the court. I make a move to help her up, but then her lips are right in my ear.

      “I don’t think the high kicks would go over very well,” she husks, her lips just brushing my ear.

      “Because I’m not wearing any panties.”

      Hands are grabbing me, pulling me away to pose for pictures as Hailey steps away. And there are suddenly thirty people between us, thirty microphones and cameras, and thirty roaring, demanding voices.

      But I don’t see a single one of them.

      Because my eyes are locked on Hailey as she grins once more, turns, and saunters away. My eyes are locked on that little skirt and the groan catches in my throat at the thought of perfect, innocent, good-girl Hailey waltzing across the gym in a miniskirt…

      …And not a single stitch of fabric covering her bare pussy.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Well hey there Ten.”

      I groan at the sound of Meredith’s voice before I turn and smile thinly at her. “Hi.”

      She’s wearing that same black trench coat and black heels combo that she was wearing when she came to my room that night. But something tells me the outfit is slightly more expanded here at the rally than it was before.

      She’s grinning this smoldering little smile at me, and I eye her suspiciously. “What can I do for you, Meredith?”

      “You can finish what you started.”

      Aww, shit.

      I start to shake my head when she laughs, her hand reaching out to rest on my arm. “The interview,” she says with a dramatic sigh and roll of her eyes, as if I’m crazy for thinking she might mean anything else.

      “Dirty boy,” she adds with a wink that makes me frown. “I really do need to finish our list of questions though, if I could borrow you for a second.”

      I sigh as I look up and scan the basketball court. We’re into the mingling phase, where the players are all just walking around saying hi to people and shaking hands with wealthy alumni - I’m pretty sure they can do that without me. Off across the room, I see Hailey, looking fucking incredible in that little outfit as she stands smiling next to her dad and talking with some official looking types in suits.

      “It’ll just be a few quick minutes, I promise,” Meredith says, jerking my attention away from Hailey and back to her.

      “Okay, yeah that’s fine,” I finally say. “Fire away.”

      She laughs. “Not here, silly, the background noise is going to kill my recorder. She nods towards the doors that lead down the hall to the athletic department offices. “Can we find a quiet space?”

      “Meredith-”

      “Oh my God, Dalton!” She giggles, twirling her hair around a nail. “I’m a professional, and I can keep my hands to myself.” She winks, “If you insist.”

      “I do.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Well, let’s go do this and then you can get back to your little party, okay?”

      I shoot one last look over the crowd towards Hailey, before I frown and turn back. “Alright, let’s make it quick.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “So, first question.” Meredith is leaning against the desk in the volleyball coach’s office, with me slumped on the couch against the wall. “Do you have a personal dream NFL team you’d like to play for someday?”

      I almost grin at how professional Meredith turns once we’re alone in the back office. “I…I don’t know, actually.” I shrug. “I guess playing for-”

      “Boorrring,” she says, rolling her eyes as I frown.

      Um, okay?

      “Next question. Who got you into football to start with?”

      I nod, this one’s easy. “My dad got me a ball for my seventh birthday, and after that-”

      “Okay, these questions are seriously boring me, how about you?”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “They’re your questions, Meredith.”

      “Yeah but they’re so boring.” She stands up from leaning against the desk. “Don’t you think?”

      I shrug. “I dunno, yeah, sure. They’re a little stock.”

      She takes a step towards me and grins. “Well what if I ask some better ones?”

      There’s a quiet little warning bell in my head, but I ignore it. “Yeah, sure, let’s just get-”

      She suddenly undoes the tie of her coat and shrugs it off.

      I was very wrong about her having added anything to the outfit since last time.

      “Through this,” I finish, trailing off as I raise a brow at the totally nude reporter standing three feet from me.

      “Here’s a better question,” she husks out as she steps forward until she’s right in front of where I’m sitting. Her eyes are hooded as she looks down at me. “How many times do you think you can make me come with that big cock of yours before we have to get back out there?”

      Fuck.

      “Meredith-”

      “Dalton, my dad is looking for-”

      Hailey stops dead in her tracks, one hand on the doorknob, one foot inside the door, and both eyes wide and locked on the scene in front of her.

      “Oh.”

      It’s a single word, but it says everything. It’s this sound like something breaking through the ice of a frozen lake, the sound of loss, and betrayal.

      And it fucking shatters me.

      “Hailey-”

      “I- I need to go.” And then she’s turning and running back down the hallway.

      Meredith is giggling, but I quickly shove her away as I stand.

      “Oh, what, she’ll be fine!” She says, trying to snake her hand up my arm.

      I shake her off and whirl on her. “Goddamnit, I said stop.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Oh my God, what’s the big deal? She’s just your stepsister, she’ll be-”

      Meredith’s red lips suddenly clamp shut as her eyes go wide. “Oh…my.”

      Oh, shit.

      Her face lights up as her mouth opens again. “Oh, oh, oh! You are a naughty boy, sugar, aren’t you?”

      “It’s not what you think,” I say icily, narrowing my eyes at her. “She’s just going through some stuff.”

      “Oh I bet she is.”

      “Meredith,” I say, my voice dark and my jaw tight. “What you’re thinking isn’t real.”

      She’s reaching for her coat and pulling it back on, tying the front as she collects her purse and her recorder. “Well, that’s your word versus mine, Dalton, and one of us is an investigative reporter.”

      “Leave it,” I growl as she steps to the open doorway.

      She turns and smiles this big fake smile my way. “Maybe if you would’ve just shut up and fucked me, Dalton. But now?” She tsks and shakes her head. “This is way too juicy now.”

      Fuck.
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      Goddamnit.

      I’m running out of the office the second after Meredith leaves. One way down the hallway leads to back to the fucking spirit rally, but if I know Hailey, that’s the last damn place she’d go right now.

      I head the other way, running down the back hallways of the athletics department until I spot her heading down a side-hall towards the parking lot exit.

      “Hailey!”

      She turns at the sound of her name, but she scowls and whirls away when she realizes it’s me.

      I run after her.

      “Goddamnit, stop a second.” I grab her arm, pulling her around towards me, but she shoves me back, shaking herself free.

      “Keep your hands off of me!”

      “That is not what you think it was,” I growl, taking another step towards her as she glares at me. “That was the furthest fucking thing from what you think it was.”

      Hailey rolls her furious eyes, a look of disgust crossing her face like a shadow. A look that hits me like a knife to the gut.

      “Oh and what could I possibly think it was, hmm? And how could I possibly think that about you, Dalton?” She spits the last part at my face, her lips going tight and her eyes blazing.

      “The hell is that supposed to mean?” I can feel the scowl form on my face, even as her words twist that knife in my side a little deeper.

      “Oh, you know what I mean, big Ten,” she says, her words dripping in sarcasm.

      I stare at her. “Jesus, do you actually think anything was going to happen back there?”

      “I know you, Dalt-”

      “Yeah,” I grab her and yank her close cutting her off as her breath catches. “Yeah, you do know me.” My voice is stronger, more edged than I want it to be, and her eyes go wide for a second.

      “Do I?”

      There’s a moment of crystal silence as we glare at each other like that - four whole seconds of iced-over frost before someone glances down the hallway on their way past.

      I tighten my hand on her arm. “C’mere.”

      “Dalton-”

      But I’m not listening as I kick open the door next to us and yank her inside what’s apparently the girls’ volleyball locker room.

      “What are you doing, Dalton-”

      I turn to the door, shoving it shut and locking it before I turn back to her. She’s against the row of lockers behind her, her eyes wide as I advance on her like she’s my damn prey.

      And in a way, she is. She’s what I’ve been hunting for since before I even knew I was hunting. She’s what I was after, even if I was fucking lost out there looking for it.

      She’s it for me.

      …And it’s time I show her that.

      Hailey’s eyes flash at me with this wild look, an inferno in those pretty blue eyes. I stalk towards her, her looking turning hungrier the closer I get. She gasps as I step right into her, pushing her back until she’s flat against the metal lockers behind her, her eyes dancing across my own.

      “You think you don’t mean more to me than that?” I growl. My hand slides down her arms until they find her fingers, and I lace them with my own before I push them up and back behind her.

      She swallows thickly, her lips trembling. “I-”

      “Because you do,” I growl out. “You mean fucking everything to me.”

      And then I kiss her, and when I do, I make sure it’s a kiss she’ll never forget in a million fucking years.

      I kiss her hard, and fiercer then I’ve ever kissed her before - harder and fiercer than I know for a damn fact she’s ever been kissed by anyone in her whole damn life. It’s a kiss to mark, to bruise, to remember in sweet agony later when she’s missing it.

      It’s a kiss to tell her that she’s mine, and damn if I’m going to let her walk away from that so easily.

      Hailey moans as I claim her mouth, her tongue finding mine, soft whimpers catching in her throat. Her body arches to meet mine, as if craving the contact, and I’m all too happy to oblige. I push her back, molding and covering her body with my own, and she shivers as I slide my mouth to her neck.

      “Oh, fuck, Dalton-”

      Her whispered moans are soft and yet desperate, tender but roaring in my ears.

      I keep her hands where they are, pinned above her head with one of mine. The other, I bring down, my fingers tracing the outline of her body as my mouth leaves a roadmap down her neck.

      “You’re everything. I need you to know that,” I husk into her ear, feeling her shiver as the moan teases from her lips. “And I need to know that you’re mine.”

      I nip her earlobe, and she sucks in her breath as the moan catches somewhere deep in her chest.

      “Yes,” she whimpers, arching her hips to meet mine. “I’m yours.”

      I was rock hard before, but my cock practically tears through my pants at the sound of her words. I groan into her ear as my hand slides further down, until it finds the edge of her cheer skirt. I pull it up, teasingly, haltingly, and she shivers at the feel of the air across her bare slit.

      “This is mine,” I growl into her ear, cupping the wet heat between her legs with my hand.

      “Dalton, please-” she gasps, panting her breath into my ear as I tease her neck with my mouth.

      Slowly, I let her hands go and drop to my knees in front of her. I push her skirt up to her waist, and I growl deeply at the sight of her perfect, bare slit open and ready for me.

      I move my lips to her thigh, kissing slowly up the inside of it and making her legs shake. My mouth brushes just to the side of her opening, and she cries out a choked moan as my tongue dances just shy of her.

      God, her pussy is gorgeous.

      I want to keep teasing her, but I’m done denying myself what I want, and what I want to give her. And when I drag my tongue deeply through her slit, she moans wildly above me.

      I push my tongue deep inside, lapping at her sweet nectar. I move higher, gently sucking her clit between my lips and teasing it with my tongue. Hailey’s going crazy, clawing at the metal lockers behind her, another hand sliding through my hair as I lick her sweet pussy. I grab one of her legs and throw it up over my shoulder, and she clutches me wildly with both hands. I push my tongue as deep as I can get it inside, loving the way she trembles in response.

      “I want to feel it!” She gasps out, her breath ragged and her legs quivering around my head. “I want to feel all of you.”

      I give her one more deep lick before I pull away, pulling her with me to the bench behind us. I grab a towel from the clean stack by the door and drape it over the bench before I move her to her knees in front of me.

      Hailey obliges me, kneeling there on the locker room bench with her ass in the air and her little cheer skirt bunched around her hips.

      Fucking. Perfect.

      She looks back as I tear my jersey off and slide the football pants I’m wearing down just enough to pull my cock out. She moans as I stroke it, her eyes wide and hungry before she brings them up to my face as I get behind her.

      “I want it all,” she says breathily. “Show me that I’m everything.”

      Happy to oblige.

      The foil wrapper of the condom I yank from my side pocket falls to the ground as I roll it over my cock. I ease the head against her, feeling her heat and her slickness as I slowly ease inside. Her breath catches as I slowly stretch her, and when I start to inch my way inside, she whimpers out this low, animal sound.

      “God yes,” she moans out, pushing back towards me as I slowly feed her every single inch of me.

      We both groan as I sheath myself entirely, my abs pressed against her ass and my hands firmly on her hips. I slowly pull back out before I glide easily back, driving deep inside of her. I do it again, and then again, and then I’m picking my pace up even more. I’m sliding out until just the head is inside, before grinding back deep, filling her up with every inch of me.

      She starts to push back into my thrusts, setting the pace and fucking me harder as I drive into her. And I’m all too happy to match her rhythm, pounding her deep and rocking against her as our bodies slap together.

      “Fuck me! Oh fuck, fuck me, Dalton!” She’s whimpering, her hands clawing at the towel under her as she rocks back faster and faster, bouncing herself up and down my cock.

      She’s like a fantasy come to life, wearing that damn cheer outfit with the skirt around her waist, the knee-socks, and the little white shoes. I look up and groan as I see that high ponytail on her head. I reach up, wrapping it around my hand, pulling just hard enough for her to gasp, feeling her pussy clench around me.

      “Oh, fuck yes!” She cries out, her gasping moans coming higher and higher and faster and faster.

      This is aggressive, and it’s raw.

      And it’s fucking amazing.

      It’s more than just fucking, but if we’re calling this making love, it’s some, dirty, wicked, hot as sin love, that’s for damn sure.

      “I’m gonna-” Hailey gasps out, her eyes squeezing shut. “Oh God, Dalton, I-”

      She moans deeply.

      “I want to feel you,” she cries out. Her body starting to shake around me. “Please come for me.”

      That does it.

      Sweet Hailey Garrison begging me to fuck her with every inch I’ve got.

      Sweet Hailey Garrison begging me to fuck her.

      Sweet Hailey Garrison begging me to come.

      That throws me right over the edge.

      I roar out as I come, driving deep inside of her and feeling the come practically explode out the tip of my cock buried to the hilt inside of her. She erupts around me, following me over the edge, her pussy clamping down on me, her moaning wail filling the locker room.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I take her again in the showers later, slower this time. This time, we’re eye-to-eye as I fuck her against the side of the wall - her legs wrapped around my waist and her arms around my neck.

      I take my time. I make it a slow build, stoking that fire hotter and hotter, my eyes never leaving hers.

      And this time, I watch every single tiny expression as she comes for me. I watch every staggered staccato breath catch on her lips. I watch every little crease around her eyes as they flutter shut. I watch every bloom and pulse of her skin as she comes right there in front of me. I explode over that edge with her again, and our lips crash together as one under the spray of the water.

      And I could stay just like this.

      Forever.

      If only.
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      This is comfortable.

      I’m in my dorm-room bed with Dalton, tangled in my sheets and curled up in his arms, and it’s perfect.

      It’s lazy, and it’s easy. Somehow, the rest of the world with its worries and classes and schedules and football games and all that other stuff just sort of melts away when it’s just me and him. And I could worry - and maybe should worry - about what that means, considering this whole “casual” arrangement we’ve got going.

      But for now, I don’t, because right now, it’s too good to let anything else creep into my mind or this room but us.

      It’s the phone that finally shakes me from half-sleep and from his arms, and I growl as I reach for it.

      My body freezes at the New York area code.

      “Hello?”

      Dalton’s up, and his usual grin turns into a serious look as he sits up and listens to my conversation.

      With the office of admissions at Columbia University.

      “Yes ma’am,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady, trying to keep the shriek climbing up my throat from spilling out. “I understand, and thank you!”

      I turn the phone off, and slowly raise my eyes to Dalton.

      “What?”

      “I got my admittance interview.”

      His eyes go wide. “You got it?”

      Slowly, I let the grin creep across my face as I start to nod. “I got it!”

      “Hell yeah!” I finally do let the shriek out as Dalton tackles me back into the bed, hugging me and tickling me, and kissing my neck.

      “You did it, darlin!” He eyes are wild and he grins at me, leaning in to press his lips to mine.

      “It’s tomorrow - first thing in the morning, actually,” I say, my voice shaking with excitement. “But it’s basically a formality! I’m basically in!”

      I shriek again as I tackle him this time, pushing him onto his back and sliding on top of him to pepper his face with kisses.

      “Damn, I knew you’d get this,” he murmurs, kissing me.

      And then suddenly, we’re both pulling back and going a little quiet. And neither of us actually says it out loud, but both of us know what me “getting it” means.

      It means I’m leaving.

      “Dalton-”

      “Hey,” he says, shaking his head with this small smile on his face. His eyes dart across mine. “Just a one time thing, right?”

      I bite my lip, shaking my head. “You know that’s not true,” I say quietly.

      He rolls his eyes as he kisses me again. “Yeah, I got that.” He winks at me, “Besides, if we were supposed to do that just the once, I’m going to need like….well shit I lost track on how many refunds.”

      I laugh as I punch him in the arm. “Dick.”

      I erupt into giggles as he flips me over onto my back, tickling me mercilessly while I squirm under him.

      “So what’s the deal with Columbia anyways?” He says suddenly, his hands coming to a stop.

      “Um, it’s one of the if not the best? I mean I want to go to med school, and their pre-med program is like, the program.”

      “State school doesn’t cut it, huh?”

      I shrug. “What would you want, a contract with the NFL, or….I don’t know, whatever isn’t that.”

      Dalton grins. “Yeah, I get ya.” His eyes dart away from me, “Just...”

      “What?” I frown, searching his face but finding nothing there.

      “Nothing.”

      “Dalton-”

      “Listen, what are you doing tonight?” he says abruptly, his eyes darting back to mine, a smile creeping across his jaw.

      “Well, I thought I’d prepare for that slightly important interview tomorrow.”

      He grins, “Well would you need food first to prepare?”

      I raise a brow. “And what are you suggesting?”

      “That…we go get food somewhere first?” He flashes me that farm-boy grin. “Go do something like normal people?”

      “Like a date?”

      He rolls his eyes, “Nah.”

      “Cause, we aren’t normal?” I smirk at him.

      “We’re whatever we say we are, darlin,” he arches a brow, looking at me curiously. “And you know what? Fuck it. Yeah, like a date.” He grins as he leans over me.

      “A date, huh?” I grin, trying to push down the ridiculous fluttery feeling inside at the idea of Dalton Cole asking me on date.

      “People are going to know us. Well, you, at least.”

      He shrugs “We’ll go a few towns over or something.”

      “Dalton-” I arch my brow at him. “Your face is literally on a billboard, I don’t think a commute is going to change that.”

      He grins, “Look, just trust me, okay?” He kisses me once more before he slides from the bed. “I gotta get to practice, but how about seven?” He chuckles, “Eyes up here, darlin.”

      I blush furiously, pulling my eyes from where they’ve been very hungrily devouring his nude body. “Seven, right,” I frown. “This is a bad idea, you know.”

      “Nah, it’s not,” he grins, buttoning his jeans over that famous bulge and yanking his t-shirt back down over his chiseled torso.

      “Seven, red. Don’t be late.”
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* * *

      I barely have the door to my dorm room open before I burst into peels of laughter.

      “Are you serious right now?”

      Dalton - wearing the world’s goofiest, biggest, bushiest, fake beard in the world - pushes the door open and sweeps his arm down in a bow. “Now that all depends.” He grins at me, “Are you seriously ready for the hottest date of your life with Grizzly Adams?”

      I crack up again, giggling as I shake my head at him. “Only if we’re going out for moose or something.”

      “Oh, best damn moose in all of Georgia, I promise.”

      “Oh is that so? Good, I’m starving.”

      Dalton shrugs, “Well, I mean, I’ve gotta hunt the damn thing first, of course.”

      I snort. “Oh, of course. I’m actually not even going on this date if you’re going to low-ball me with pre-hunted moose.”

      Dalton laughs and sticks his arm out. “C’mon little house on the prairie, let’s go tear it up.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Grizzly Adams or not, and despite the fact that we thankfully grab sushi instead of hunted big-game, Dalton’s right.

      It is the best date of my life.

      And it’s not even that my pool of experiences is small in that department, it’s that I’m honestly having the time of my life. We crack jokes, we push maki rolls in each other’s faces, we talk about my mom and his dad.

      We let ourselves drop out of the roles we’re supposed to be - the nerd and the jock, the quiet girl and the famous ladykiller - and just let ourselves be who we are with each other.

      Perfect.

      I’m watching his face as we drive home, grinning to myself as I let my eyes drift over the sharp line of his chin, the curve of his cheek, the slight smirk on his perfect lips as he realizes I’m staring at him. And without even really thinking about it - without thinking more than I should or need to about it - I reach over to the center console and slide my hand into his.

      He turns, a startled look on his face before it slowly creeps into a grin.

      I’ve held his hand in this car before, on another night. But that was just for comfort, and that was before - before Dalton and I became….well, whatever this is.

      And it’s a lot more than just a comfort now.

      His thumb runs along the top of my hand, his fingers warm against mine. There’s a tingle where our skin meets, a shiver that teases up my arm leaving goosebumps in its wake as I slide my fingers against his.

      We drive for another five minutes like that - just the silence of the road, the smell of the dogwood trees drifting in through the open windows, and our fingers interlocked. And we’re almost back home, driving past the campus, when I turn to him again.

      “Let’s not go back yet.”

      He glances at me, that little ever-present smirk on his face. “I thought we had a deadline tonight before you turned into a pumpkin.”

      “I know, but-” I feel the heat creep into my face as I bite my lip. “I’m having too much fun.”

      Dalton grins, “Hey, I mean, that’s a date with me, darlin. Coulda told you that a long time ago and saved us all this trouble.” He shoots me a look, “So where to?”

      I glance out the window just as we drive past the dark shell of the stadium, past the darkened scoreboard with the field stretching out behind it, and I grin. “Right here.”

      He pulls into the parking lot without a word, driving us around the bleachers to the far, open end of the football stadium. Dalton turns off the car, and we sit there in silence, looking out over the moonlit field.

      “Man, one date with me and you’re suddenly a sports fan.”

      “Hey, I just wanted to see it, without all the craziness and all the screaming people.”  I stick my tongue out at him, poking him in the arm as he laughs and slings an arm over my shoulders.

      I shake my head. “I actually can’t even imagine what it’s like to stand out there in the middle of all that.”

      “Well, I could tell you,” Dalton turns to me, grinning. “Or I could show you.”
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      “Wait, what are we going to do, break in?”

      I’m pulling Hailey by the hand around to the back side of the stadium. “Hang on, I got this.”

      I stop us in front of the big Hawks-blue-and-white painted side door to the locker rooms.

      Hailey gives me a look. “Dalton, I’m pretty sure it’s locked,” she says, nodding her head at the key-code door.

      “I’m pretty sure you’re right,” I grin at her before I turn and punch in the code.

      The door clicks open.

      I turn back to her, wagging my eyebrows. “I’m also pretty sure your dad shouldn’t write the passcode down on the front of play-books.”

      Hailey laughs as I tug her inside the dark of the locker room.

      “Listen, mister, before you get to thinking this is just another chance to get me alone in the locker room, I did actually want to see the field,” she giggles as I pull her into the defensive coach’s office.

      “Oh, did you not want me to bend you over this desk, pull your shorts down and bury my tongue in your pussy?”

      Hailey’s eyes flash as she sucks her bottom lip between her teeth, and I grin. “Tempted, aren’t you?”

      “Um, yes please,” she says moving towards me with a wicked grin on her face.

      “Lord have mercy, I've created a monster,” I murmur as I pull her against me and sear my lips to hers. She whimpers, her hands sliding up my back as I slide my tongue into her mouth.

      She pouts as I reluctantly pull away from her. “Where are you going?”

      I smirk as I walk around the junior offensive coach’s desk. “Hey, I told you I’d show you the field, didn’t I?” I bend down to the mini fridge hidden under his desk and pull out two beers.

      Hailey raises a brow and I shrug. “Coach Atkins has a hard time making it past three in the afternoon without a few,” I say with a wink as I pull her back through the dark locker room.

      “Alright, close your eyes,” I murmur into her ear, pulling her hands up and placing them over her eyes.

      “Dalton-”

      “Trust me.”

      I lead her, eyes covered, down the long, dark hallway that leads out onto the field.

      Some colleges keep their stadium lights on all the damn time, and while it looks cool sometimes, it never made much sense to me. Luckily, the University voted last season to kill the lights when the stadium isn’t in use in an effort to make the school more energy efficient, and I am totally okay with that - especially tonight.

      “Open up,” I whisper in her ear.

      Hailey gasps as she opens her eyes. “Oh wow.”

      We’re standing at the fifty-yard line in the very center of the dark, moonlit field. Lights from the campus buildings glow faintly over the western bleachers, but not enough that you can’t still see a whole swath of stars across the sky.

      Hailey’s entire face lights up in a smile as she looks up at them, her eyes sparkling, her mouth slightly open, and her hair blowing gently in the soft breeze.

      The hell with the stars, I could gaze at her all night.

      We sink to the ground, and I crack the beers as she leans against my chest, still looking up.

      “Pretty awesome, huh?”

      “God, it’s beautiful out here. It’s so peaceful.”

      I grin. “Slightly different when the lights are all on and there’s forty-thousand people screaming at you.”

      Hailey snorts, “Yeah, pass. I like this version of the field better I think.”

      “You know,” I run my lips over the back of her neck. “I might too.”

      “Okay, something I’ve been dying to ask you.”

      I arch my brow. “Shoot.”

      “Why Ten?”

      I grin, “Do I really need to explain the nickname to you, darlin?” I start to go for my fly but she rolls her eyes and slaps my arm.

      “Your middle name, horn-dog, not the nickname. Tennessee. I know you’re not from there, so I was just curious.”

      I laugh as I quickly kiss her. “Williams.”

      “As in Tennessee Williams?”

      “The very same. He was my dad’s favorite writer, I guess.”

      She nods, “Huh.”

      “Not quite as dramatic as the nickname, is it?”

      She laughs as I pull her into me, but then I furrow my brow. “Wait, hang on. I don’t even know your middle name.”

      Hailey’s face goes red and she shakes her head. “Nah, next question.”

      Okay, now I’m curious.

      “C’mon, spill it,” I grin, tickling her and loving the way she giggles and squirms against me.

      “Stop!” She shrieks, laughing and burrowing into me as I run my fingertips up her ribs. “It’s just stupid, okay!”

      “You’re talking to the guy whose nickname is literally a cock-reference,” I smirk at her. “C’mon, let’s hear it.”

      Hailey rolls her eyes and groans, “Mary.”

      I frown. “Wait, what’s so bad about-”

      It suddenly clicks, and my mouth opens as she shakes her head. “Yeah.”

      “Wait, wait,” I’m grinning at her. “Hang on, your name is Hailey Mary? As in-”

      “As in a last-second long-shot of a football pass?” She rolls her eyes again. “Yep.”

      “That is amazing.”

      “I mean, you’ve met my dad, right?” She grins through the red blush of her cheeks. “My parents had been trying for a while I guess, and they were about to give up when I came along.”

      I wrap my arms around her, pulling her close. “The last-second long-shot, huh?”

      “That’s me.”

      Hailey laughs quietly as she sips her beer and looks down around us. “You know, I always thought it was fake,” she frowns, running her hand across the grass.

      “Yeah, in the NFL it mostly is. Still the real stuff here,” I murmur into her ear. I set my beer down and bring my hand to her jaw, cupping it gently and turning her head as I lean in to kiss her. Her hand snakes back and into my hair, pulling me into her as her mouth opens for me, her tongue eagerly finding mine.

      “Is this real?” She whispers, pulling back just enough for her eyes to dart hesitantly over mine.

      I’m no saint. I’ve lied to plenty of girls who’ve asked me questions like this before. I’ve side-stepped answers, I’ve told half-truths, I’ve broken hearts, and I’m not proud of any of that. But I was playing a game - not football, but the game that comes with being famous, and wanted and desired by everyone around you.

      It’s the game you play to keep yourself sane, and keep yourself you, when everyone wants a piece of you. You wall them off, you shut them out, and you take, giving nothing in return.

      I’m not playing that game anymore.

      I’m through.

      I’m done hiding behind this bullshit version of myself. I’m done going through the motions, and done running every damn second of every damn day just to keep my head above the tide of people who want to drag me down into what they want me to be.

      And all it takes is one question from one particular girl for me to know that, without a second thought.

      I’m done, and there isn’t even a single particle of me that thinks of a line to say, or what words might get me into her pants, or what the media wants to hear.

      I only have to tell the truth.

      And the truth? With her?

      Well shit, that’s easy.

      “Yeah, this right here?” I grin as I lean in, my lips brushing across hers. And it’s not fevered, or demanding, it’s just a pure, true kiss.

      “This is real, darlin.”

      Hailey falls into me, her mouth melting against mine as we fall backwards onto the grass. Her pillowed lips press against mine as her tongue eagerly searches for mine, her hair tumbling down around us as she lays across me.

      My hands slide down to her ass, making her squeal as I grab it and pull her up to straddle my waist. She sits up, her eyes flashing at me as she slowly reaches down and hooks her fingers into her t-shirt. She doesn’t hesitate - this new, bold version of Hailey - as she pulls it from her body, slipping it over her head and dropping it to the side.

      I’m leaning up, my hang going to the back of her hair and taking a fistful of it as I kiss her again - hungrier, harder this time. Her fingers find the edge of my shirt, and she’s pulling it from my body, her mouth dropping to rain kisses on my chest as she pulls it off.

      My mouth goes to her neck, sucking hard at the tender skin there and loving the way she gasps. My fingers slip to the clasp of her bra before I pull it away from her, and my lips find her rosy pink nipples hard and wanting.

      Hailey’s hands are at my belt, tearing at it feverishly and moaning as I tongue her nipples. Her fingers get my fly down, and then she’s reaching inside and running her fingers over the bulge in my jockeys.

      “Take these off,” she husks, pulling my head up to her lips and kissing me fiercely.

      I grin against her mouth. “Oh and why’s that?”

      “Because I want to ride you, that’s why.”

      There’s no blush, no lip-biting bashfulness this time. Her look is fierce and hungry, her eyes blazing as she meets my gaze.

      “Please,” she whispers. “I want to feel you inside of me.”

      She stands from my lap, and I’m growling as I reach between us, pushing my jeans and my shorts down in one motion.

      Hailey stands and turns away, swaying her hips and bending slightly at the waist as she starts to peel her shorts and her panties down over her ass. She makes it to about mid-thigh before I grab her, my muscles holding her tight in that standing position as I push my face between her thighs and drag my tongue across her slit.

      She’s moaning, reaching back to run a hand through my hair as I slide my tongue deep. And she’s so wet - so wet that it drips down my chin. I feel drunk on her taste and her scent, groaning loudly as I push my tongue deeper inside, pulling her tighter against my face.

      But she pulls away, dropping her clothes and whirling to pounce on me. And then she’s in my lap, her legs around my waist, her mouth hungrily tasting herself on my lips, and my cock throbbing between us.

      Suddenly, I pull away and groan.

      “What is it?”

      “My wallet,” I swear under my breath. “It’s in the car.”

      She bites her lip. “Do you…”

      “No,” I groan, shaking my head. “Hang on, I’ll be right-”

      “No,” she says quietly. “No, it’s okay.”

      I shake my head. “I can be back in just a few. There’s no way we’re not doing this right now.”

      But she’s quiet, her eyes still smoldering and her mouth still red from my lips. “No, I mean, it’s okay.”

      “Hailey, I-”

      Oh.

      The look on her face says it all, and I can feel my cock lurch as I move back against her. “Are you sure?”

      She nods quickly. “I- I want to feel you,” she says, her voice dark and thick, her eyes burning into mine. “I- uh, don’t want to ask, but-”

      “I’ve never,” I say quietly, my lips brushing against hers. “Never not used one, that is. Not ever, and I know I’m clean.”

      She nods quickly. “I’m on the pill.”

      She’s reaching between us even as she says it, her fingers curling around my thick shaft. And when I nod, for once in my life, I’m fucking lost for words as she slowly rises up in my lap.

      Hailey moans as she lowers herself, rubbing her slit against my cock. She gasps slightly as she starts to lower further, easing the head just inside.

      “God you’re big,” she moans, her face pulled tight in pleasure, biting her bottom lip as she stares into my eyes. My hands slide up her legs to cup her ass, and as she slowly starts to ease her way down my cock, I let the groan escape my mouth.

      Fuck yes.

      Hailey’s moans get louder and breathier as she slides all the way down, until I’m sheathed to the hilt inside of her.

      “So good…” she whimpers out, her mouth hanging open as she lets her head drop back. I grip her firm little ass in my hands and slowly start to grind up into her, rubbing her deep inside with my cock as she moans and starts to rock her hips on me.

      She slowly eases up, her tight pussy gripping every inch of me as she slides up, before she rocks back down, making both of us groan as I slide balls deep inside.

      Hailey leans forward and kisses me fiercely. “Lie back,” she whispers. “It’s my turn.”

      Her hands on my chest push me back to the grass, and as I lie down, she starts to roll her hips on top of me. Her hands drop to my abs, fingertips scratching at my skin as she starts to ride up and down my big cock. I groan as I ease back, my hands on her ass and her thighs as I just watch her ride me. God she’s fucking beautiful. She’s like this utter fucking angel, her skin glowing in the moonlight, her hair tossed back and wild, and her eyes locked on mine as she moves up and down on me.

      It’s perfect, and for the first time in my entire life - for the first time in all the women that came before - I’m actually in the moment. I’m right here, right now, and it’s just her and I, without another thought or intrusion in the world.

      All the meaningless, empty sex in the world doesn’t hold a candle to that singular feeling of being connected right there with Hailey. We’re moving as one, breathing as one, our pulses hammering as one, both of us moving towards the same place.

      Together.

      This is making love.

      And with all the shit that came before - through all the women whose faces I can’t even remember - this is a first.

      She moves like liquid moonlight above me, her body rocking faster and faster, moving with the tempo of our hearts until it becomes a frantic, frenzied dash. And there are no words, because there doesn’t have to be - we both know when it’s coming just by watching the other.

      And when she comes, I lean up and wrap my arms around her, holding her tight and letting her drown her cry into my lips. Her body shatters around me, clenching me, milking me, shaking on top of me, and it’s the last piece to push me over the edge.

      I roar into her kiss as I come, pumping again and again inside of her as I fill her with my cum. She holds me fiercely, hands clawing at my skin, lips bruising mine, breath panting into my mouth as we crash together.

      Perfect.
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      Sunlight.

      Sunlight is the first thing I’m aware of, even before my eyes are open. White, bright light, filtering in before I’m even really aware of what’s going on.

      The second thing is the feel of grass under my outstretched hands.

      ‘They use fake stuff in the NFL, but it’s real here.’

      Here.

      Here being, the fifty-yard line of the Hawks football stadium.

      Oh holy shit.

      The interview.

      I sit bolt upright, pulling myself out of Dalton’s arms as the full weight of the world and of reality comes crashing into me.

      We fell asleep.

      “Oh my God! Oh my God! Oh my God!”

      I’m in hysterics, searching through the pile of my clothes for my phone as Dalton jolts awakes.

      “Oh, shit.”

      “Yeah, ‘oh shit’ is right!” I snap. I’m acutely aware that we are both completely stark naked in the middle of the damn football stadium, but it’s also the farthest thing from my mind as I grab for my phone.

      The interview. Columbia. My entire future hanging in the balance and I went and fell asleep in the middle of a fucking football stadium.

      With Dalton.

      I finally yank the phone out of my pocket, and when the screen lights up, I actually scream.

      My interview started two fucking hours ago.

      Not ‘I’m about to be late’, not fifteen minutes, not even a wildly unforgivable one hour late.

      I am two fucking hours late to the most important meeting of my life.

      Dalton’s yanking his jeans up as I do the same, and I’m slipping my t-shirt back over my head when he grabs me by the arm and starts running. “I’ll drive you.”

      “Wait, my shoes!”

      “Leave ‘em!” He barks, dragging me across the field.

      And then it’s just a blur. A maddening, horrifying, nauseating blur of anxiety, and panic, and just gut-wrenching dread. I’m sort of aware of staring out the window of Dalton’s SUV as he roars across campus and into town, to the restaurant I’m supposed to meet the interviewer at. And I’m aware of the pain inside - the complete and utter self-loathing that I let this happen.

      Because I did let this happen.

      I was an idiot, and I let myself get swept up and carried away by my stupid emotions and my damn shortsightedness. I had a plan. I had a freaking roadmap of how to get from point A to point Columbia and then on to my future, and I did not follow that plan.

      Because he got in the way.

      I’m staring haggardly out the car window, disheveled, barefoot, and confused, as the tears threaten to roll down my cheeks. I’m angry at myself, but I’m also angry at the distraction sitting at the wheel next to me.

      The perfectly messed up, perfectly wrong, perfectly beautiful distraction that sent me spinning off my path.

      The car is barely to a stop before I’m jumping out and running headlong to the trendy, brunch-friendly restaurant where I’m two hours late for my meeting.

      “Hailey Garrison!” I gasp out, pushing frazzled hair out of my slightly sweaty, sleep-bleary face and panting at the host. “I’m here for a-”

      “Party of two?” The host says sharply in an affected tone.

      “Yes!” I practically shout, my heart jumping into my throat.

      Oh my God, I haven’t blown it. They’re still here, they still want to-

      “Oh, yeah, your party left about an hour and a half ago.”

      The host gives me a look that vaguely looks like thin sympathy, but I hardly notice.

      I’m too busy feeling my heart drop through the floor.

      I’m opening and closing my mouth as if to say something, but the words aren’t coming. I turn, not seeing clearly as I start for the door before turning and stepping blindly into the dining room of the restaurant.

      “Oh, hon?” The host quickly steps in front of me, looking like he’s not sure what I might do next. “Um, yeah, we have a shoes requirement here.” He wrinkles his nose as he looks down at my bare, dirty feet, at my slept-in look, at my wild hair that probably still has grass stuck to it.

      “Uh, honey?” He shakes his head patronizingly as he leans close to me. “Are you drunk?”

      “She’s fine.”

      Dalton’s voice cuts sharply in from behind me. He grabs my arm, pulling me back even as I struggle to focus on anything in front of me.

      “I- I-” I’m mumbling, shaking my head and blinking as the reality of it all starts to pull me under. Dalton’s got me by the arm, escorting me out of the dining room and away from the host and tables full of guests staring at the crazy girl with grass in her hair.

      “It’s going to be fine, Hailey,” he says quickly as he pulls me away.

      No, it’s not.

      And suddenly, without even really being aware of it, I’m screaming it out loud.

      “No it’s not!”

      The whole room goes quiet, silverware clattering to tabletops and heads turning to see what’s going on. The host is hopping from foot to foot, holding his hands up as if willing us to leave.

      Dalton’s eyes burn into mine as he pulls me close. “Hailey-”

      “No!” I shout again, not even caring who’s looking, or who’s listening, or who’s judging.

      “Do not tell me it’s all going to be fine, or it’s all going to work out, Dalton!” I’m yelling as I push him away from me, shoving a finger into his chest. “Because that isn’t fucking true, is it?”

      His eyes blaze into mine, his jaw tensing, though he says nothing.

      “Is it?” I shriek.

      “Um, hon,” the host steps forward, putting a hand on my arm. “I’m afraid I really do need to insist that you leave.”

      “I’m leaving, okay!” I yell, yanking my arm out of his hand, pushing past Dalton, and storming out of the restaurant.

      Dalton is right on my heels.

      “Fuck, Hailey!” He yells, running to catch up to me. “I’m sorry, Hailey. I’m so fucking sorry.”

      I whirl on him, my face livid, the tears already coming down my cheeks. “Why did you let us fall asleep?”

      His jaw is tight, his eyes pained as he reaches out to hold me. I shake his hand away.

      “I- fuck, I- Hailey, we just fell asleep!”

      “Yeah, no shit, Dalton!” I know I’m angrier at myself more than anything else, and that Dalton doesn’t deserve my wrath. But he’s right here, right in front of me, and right now, he’s the object I can project this on, as horrible as I know that is.

      “Hailey-” His face tightens as he narrows his eyes at me, shaking his head. “Hailey I wasn’t thinking-”

      “Neither was I, and that’s the problem!”

      The words cut through both of us like a slap, I can see it just from looking at his face.

      I slowly shake my head, dropping my face into my hands. “Neither was I, Dalton,” I say softly. “About any of it.”

      I turn and start to walk away, in the vague direction of campus.

      “Hailey-” his hand catches my arm, pulling me around to face him.

      “Let me fix this,” he growls, his face tight and his eyes searching mine. “How do I fucking fix this?”

      And I want to give in. I want to bury my face and my tears and my pain in his chest and let him take it all away.

      But that’s exactly why I’m here, right now.

      My perfectly beautiful distraction.

      And so I pull away instead, shaking my head. “You don’t, Dalton,” I say quietly, shaking my head as I take one more step away from the man I care about more than anything.

      “You don’t fix this.”

      He’s reaching for me, calling my name, but I’m heedless of it as I turn and walk way.
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      Losing sucks.

      Hailey walking away, ignoring my calls, staying away from my mom’s house, and not answering knocks on her dorm room door for the next week is a loss.

      But even worse is knowing I failed her.

      I’m not used to losing, I’m used to winning, no matter what it takes. Except there’s no game plan here with Hailey. There’s no fake hand-off, there’s no crowd-stunning seventy-yard touchdown pass at the buzzer.

      And I hate to say she’s right, but after a week of it, I think she might be.

      Because I have no idea how to fix this.

      I fucked up, and I lost the girl - the girl; the one girl who meant it all.

      And after that, it’s all sort of a blur. Practices become this bleed of pass-drills and flatline conversation with teammates. I’m vaguely aware of popping into a few classes here and there, I’ve got some memories of eating some food, and maybe even a few hours of sleep stolen at odd hours.

      I’m aware of putting on my pads and my uniform for the game that next Saturday. I’m aware of the long walk up the gangway from the locker room to the field. I’m even dimly aware of the cheering, the band, the bright lights, and Coach with all my teammates huddling-up and hashing out plays.

      I’m aware of briefly scanning the crowd, as if I’d somehow even see her in a crowd of forty-thousand people. I’m half-aware of stepping onto the field and up to the line. A voice I recognize as my own calls the play.

      There’s the snap of the ball back to my hands, but then there’s nothing.

      Nothing at all.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The visiting team locker room at Tallahassee U is almost totally silent after the game. But the whispered murmured conversations between players - as if we’re in some sort of memorial service or a funeral - go utterly silent as Coach steps through the door.

      He’s not happy.

      I mean shit, none of us are happy. The whole place is like some sort funeral - like we’re gathered on benches and bended knee to mourn a death or something. And the fucked up thing is, we sort of are.

      We’re mourning the death of being untouchable, invincible, and unbeatable.

      Because we just lost. Hard.

      Well, no, I should amend that.

      I lost.

      I lost in front of the fans, and the cable sports networks. I failed spectacularly in front of the cameras and talent scouts.

      Me.

      This was no team fuck-up, this was me not being on my game. This was me, lost, scrambling, and everywhere but that football game. This was me with my mind squarely on her.

      Like I said, losing sucks.

      Coach is roaring at us, tearing us all down as if they all deserve it the same as me. But even when I’m only half-hearing him, I know that’s not true at all.

      This is on me.

      “Dalton.”

      The rest of the guys are finishing getting changed when Coach beckons me over.

      “Coach?” I stare at my feet as I step into the coaching office, wishing I could meet his eyes like a man in that moment but failing to do so. Shit, there’s a lot I wish I could do or say in that moment.

      Sorry I let you down.

      Sorry I let the team down.

      And of course, the most important one. The one I want to tell him the most if I could just sack up and be the man Hailey seems to think I am. Or thought I was.

      I’m sorry for hurting your daughter.

      Except I don’t say any of those things. I just stare grimly at the floor.

      “You wanna tell me what happened out there?”

      I shake my head, my jaw tight.

      Coach swears. “We talked about this, son. What is it? You drinking too hard again?” He peers at me as he leans close. “Were you drinking tonight?”

      I shake my head again. “No, Coach, that’s not it.”

      Because I am drunk, and fucked up, and loaded.

      Except it’s not from anything out of a bottle.

      “Then what? Grades? The team?” Jim pushes a hand through his silvered hair and shakes his head. “C’mon, Dalton, work with me here, son.”

      He tosses his clipboard on the desk and leans back against it, crossing his arms over his chest and leveling his eyes at me. “A girl?”

      My jaw tightens, and for a second, I want to tell him. For a brief half second, I want to tell him everything - tell him exactly how I feel about Hailey, tell him how she makes me want to be a better man, how she makes me feel things I’ve never even considered feeling before. I want to tell him all those things and then take whatever fallout comes my way like the type of man I know he’d want me to be.

      But I don’t.

      “Well whoever she is?”

      He sighs.

      “Whoever she is, it’s not worth it. Get your head in this game, son. Step up, and fix what needs fixing.”

      And right then, I do look up. Right then, we lock eyes for just a second, and right then, it hits me.

      She makes me want to be a better man.

      We’ve been hiding it all behind the banter, and the silly jokes, and the “oh it’s only a one-time thing” crap, even when the whole thing got bigger than I’m betting either of us ever imagined it would. Or could.

      Yeah, damn right she makes me want to be a better man. She makes me want to be a better everything, because what I feel for her…well, shit. What I feel for her I’ve never felt before about damn near anything - not even football. She makes me want to move the fucking Earth off its damn axis, for her.

      Except I’ve never told her that.

      And right there, the painfully obvious hits me right in the damn face like a pass I never saw coming even if it was headed right at me.

      Goddamn, I love that girl.

      Not “like”, not “want to get a piece of”.

      Love.

      Jim shakes his head. “Well anyways, you coming back to campus on the team bus or are you catching a ride with Hailey and her friend?”

      My body freezes.

      “Hailey’s here?”

      He shrugs, “Hey, I’ve been trying to get that girl to football games for eighteen damn years, I’m not even gonna ask what got her to this one.”

      Fix what needs fixing.

      I look up, and I’m meeting his eyes. And when I open my mouth to say the most serious thing I’ve ever said in my life, I’m facing him like a man.

      Like the man she knows I can be.
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      “Uh, I’m gonna go…pee, or something.”

      “What?”

      Roxie nods towards me from the driver’s side of her car with a raise of her eyebrows. “Call me if you need anything, dude.”

      Hailey turns, but by the look on her face, I think she knows it’s me before she moves.

      “Hi.”

      She takes a deep breath, leaning back against the passenger side of Roxie’s beat-up Subaru before blowing it back out. “Hi.”

      Any other time, any other girl in the world, any other circumstances, and I’d be rolling my eyes at the thin response.

      But I grin.

      Hailey’s mouth goes small, and she looks away when I smile at her. “What are you doing here, Dalton?”

      “Oh, I felt like driving to Florida to get my ass handed to me in front of forty-thousand people by a third-rate team. You?”

      She grins, and she quickly looks away again to hide it, but it’s not fast enough.

      And right then, it’s those first few times we met. Right here, it’s the blushing, nerdy science chick and the crude, foul-mouthed jock butting heads all over again. Except we’re so much more than that now, and we both know it. We’re so much more than the stupid, played-out stereotypes of ourselves that we’re “supposed” to be.

      “The question, darlin, is what are you doing here?”

      Before, if I took a step towards her like I do right there, it was to get under her skin.

      Before, when I caught her gaze with my own and didn’t let it go, it was because I was trying to annoy her.

      And before, when I didn’t stop moving toward her until I was practically touching her, with her back against the car, her breath catching in her throat, and her lip drawn between her teeth, it was because I wanted to wind her up.

      I don’t want to do any of those things anymore.

      Now? Now I just want her.

      Her cheeks glow a dusky pink and her eyes dart across mine as she swallows thickly. “Dalton-”

      “Why are you here tonight, Hailey?”

      She blinks quickly. “To support my dad.”

      “Bullshit.”

      She frowns. “Excuse me?”

      “I said bullshit.” My pulse roars in my ears, the rush of everything I’ve said and everything I still need to say pulsing through me like the rush of a win, or of a jaw-dropping pass. Only ten-thousand times more than that.

      “Dalton, I don’t know why else you’d think I’d be here-”

      “You know why I think you’d be here,” I growl. My hand moves up to her face, and her breath catches as I run my fingers across her jawline. “Tell me why you’re here, Hails,” I say quietly, my eyes blazing into hers.

      “I told you-”

      “Tell me you’re not here for me. Tell me you’re not here because you missed me even just a little bit.” I shake my head, my jaw tight. “Tell me you don’t feel even one tenth of what I feel for you, darlin, and I’ll walk away right now. Because if you don’t,” I take a deep breath. “If you don’t tell me any of those things, well, then I’m gonna go ahead and kiss you right here, right now.”

      I can see her pulse beating in the soft shallow crevice of her collarbone, see the red heat that creeps into her cheeks, and the way her eyes go wide as they search my face. I see those perfect, pouty lips of hers tremble just a tiny bit, and I want to mash my own against them.

      I want to taste her mouth, swallow her moans, take her breath away and tell her I am capable of being exactly the man she thinks I can be.

      “Dalton, I-” She slowly shakes her head, her eyes seeking mine. “We can’t, Dalton.”

      “Yes, we can, Hails.”

      I can see the tremble in her lips, the rapid dart of her eyes as she blinks away the water brimming at the corners. “Dalton, you’re you, and I’m me, and in a few months after the wedding, we’re going to be even more.”

      “I don’t care about all that.”

      “Well you should!” She blinks again, looking past me and slowly shaking her head.

      “Hailey-”

      “No, Dalton.” She looks back at me then, and right there, I read every single thing in that look that words could never say.

      Oh, fuck.

      Because right there, I see it.

      The timer’s run out, the fans are already leaving the stands, and the concession booth is turning off its lights.

      Right there, I see that I’m still playing a game that I’ve already lost.

      “Dalton, it’s just…”

      She trails off, but I’ve already heard everything she’s about to say. No, screw that, I’ve said everything she’s about to say before. ‘It’s not you it’s me’. ‘It’s not the right time’, ‘you’ll only hate me’.

      Yeah, been there, and I’ve said them all. And by some horrible twist of karma, it’s coming back to bite me now.

      “Dalton, it’s just that-”

      “Save it, darlin,” I say quietly. I move back, my hand dropping from her cheek as I nod. “Heard loud and clear.” I shake my head as I start to turn. “Heard loud and clear.”

      And then I’m walking away.

      I’m putting one foot in front of the other and feeling something in my chest tear in fucking two with each step.

      But that’s the way it is, that’s the way it’s gotta be.

      Hell, sometimes, you win, and sometimes-

      I stop in my tracks.

      No.

      Hell no.

      Sometimes you win, and sometimes you just have to work harder to make it happen. Sometimes you’re against the ropes, and sometimes life kicks you while you’re down. Sometimes your dad dies in a fucking senseless car crash when you’re nine years old. Sometimes, you get the shit kicked out of you after practice by third-rate players when you make varsity during your sophomore year of high school.

      Sometimes you fall for the last girl on Earth you should fall for, and your whole world shatters.

      I’ve already lost? No way. Fuck that.

      I turn, and when my eyes meet hers, I know the play and see the move like it’s clear as day, because it was there all along.

      “I love you.”

      Hailey freezes, and her eyes snap to mine. “What?”

      I shake my head. I reject the idea of losing. And hey, after all…

      I’m Dalton Cole.

      I don’t lose. At least, not without putting it all on the damn line.

      I storm back towards her, and she gasps as I cup her face in my hands. “I said-”

      “No.” She’s shaking her head, “Please don’t say that.”

      “I’ve never said that.”

      She’s blinking back the moisture in her eyes as she stares up into my face. “So why say it now?”

      “Because it’s true.”

      It’s the simplest answer in the world, and it was sitting right in from of me. Hell, it was standing right in front of me that first day, in the backyard when I looked up from that pool and saw her walk out.

      “I fucking love you, Hailey,” I murmur, my eyes burning into hers and my lips millimeters away from hers. “And you know what? There’s not a damn thing you can say right now that’s going to stop me from fucking kissing yo-”

      She cuts me off with her lips, and then she’s melting against me. I groan as I wrap my arms around her, pulling her tight against me as our mouths bruise together, our breaths catching in time. She moans into me, clutching at me with her fingers and pulling me against her as I burn every single thing I’m feeling for her across those perfectly sweet lips.

      “Well! This looks cozy!”

      Hailey jerks away at the sound of Meredith’s bubblegum voice, and we both whirl around to see her standing there, grinning.

      Oh, fuck.

      She rolls her eyes, shaking her head. “Okay, now this is going to make an amazing story.”

      “Story?” Hailey’s voice is tight, and I turn back to see the look on her face like a deer in headlights.

      Meredith chuckles. “Oh, sugar, this story. I mean, you and your star of a stepbrother?” She laughs, the sound like a fork grating against a plate. “That is too good not to write.”

      Hailey’s shaking her head side to side, her eyes going wide. “No, you can’t write this.”

      “Oh, sweetie,” Meredith grins, and I see it even before she says it. “I already did.”

      Oh, shit.

      “I had my suspicions weeks ago, so I already did write it.” Meredith smirks at us, like she’s won something and she’s gloating about it. She holds up the little recorder in her hand and clicks a button, turning the little red light off. “And it looks like I was right, so yes, it’s going to print. At midnight, actually.”

      No.

      “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God…” Hailey’s sucking in breaths, turning to push her fingers through her hair as she shakes her head side to side, like she can’t actually believe what’s happening.

      “My dad, he’s-”

      “Oh, honey, I can’t imagine he’ll be thrilled to hear about his little princess with his golden boy quarterback.”

      I can feel my jaw tense as I narrow my eyes at the harpy reporter. I instinctively move in front of Hailey, as if I need to somehow shield her from this bitch. “Get the fuck out of here, Meredith.”

      “Oh, honey, you couldn’t pay me to spend any more time following around you and your little band of sweaty football players.” She laughs, “You know, they weren’t as much fun to interview as you, Ten,” she snickers at me and I can feel Hailey’s hand tighten furiously in mine.

      “But,” she smiles at us like some sort of wicked fairytale witch. “Some of them were a lot more willing to, um, play ball with the press than some people.” She winks at me, and every muscle in my body tenses.

      “And you know what? Some of them were willing to share a lot more about what goes on behind the scenes with this team than you were, Dalton.”

      She levels her eyes right at me.

      “Like all the little friendly bets y’all like to make.”

      It’s like there’s ice-water in my veins as I feel the ground start to shatter beneath my feet. I want to roar at her, or rage or do something. But it’s like I’m frozen, or watching this whole horrible crash happen in slow motion through a lens.

      “You may have lost the game tonight, but it looks like you’re still a winner. Isn’t that right, Ten?”

      No. Not now, not here, not like this.

      “What’s she talking about?”

      I turn towards Hailey, and Meredith laughs wickedly behind me. “Oh, God, does she still not know?” She clucks her teeth. “The bet, honey,” she says curtly, directed right at Hailey.

      I whirl at Meredith, my face a frozen snarl. “You shut your mouth,” I growl.

      “Oh, I think I should tell her.”

      “Tell me what?”

      I turn back to Hailey, my mouth opening but nothing at all coming out of it.

      Because there’s nothing to say to this.

      Nothing.

      She furrows her brow, peering into my eyes. “What bet, Dalton?”

      “Hailey, it-”

      “To get in your pants.” Meredith’s words come like a slap.

      “Big Ten here managed to win himself a thousand dollars for sleeping with the Coach’s daughter.”

      And right there, the light goes out in her eyes. Right there, I literally watch that little flame I’ve seen in her eyes since the second I met her just snuff out. Her face falls, the color draining from it as that look I love turns to ice in front of me.

      “Hailey-”

      “Get away from me.”

      “Damnit, Hailey, that is not what this-”

      “Get away!”

      “Hailey-”

      “Get away from me. Dalton!”

      She’s screaming then, the tears starting to roll big and wet down her cheeks as she shoves me back.

      “What the fuck is happening over here?”

      We both turn to see Roxie storming back over to this scene, her fists balled up.

      “Just- can we just go?” Hailey’s yanking open the Subaru door before her friend even answers. “Now? Please?”

      Roxie narrows her eyes at me over the roof of the car. “Yeah, get in.” She glares one last dagger look at me before she slides into the car and slams the door as it roars to life.

      And then it’s just taillights illuminating the spot where we just stood like some sort of crime scene. The spot where my lips were just on hers, the spot where she was in my arms, and the spot where I left it all on the line.

      The place where I said it all.

      And then even the red glow fades as the car takes the corner and speeds away into the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          44

        

        Hailey

      

    
    
      “You sure you don’t want me to come in with you?”

      I shake my head quietly in the dark of the car. “No, I-” I take a breath. “I’ve got this.”

      Roxie nods as I open the car door.

      Three minutes later, I suck in a big breath of air before I raise my hand and knock on the door to Dad’s office.

      “Come on in.”

      He stands from the chair behind his desk when I step in, and I can feel every nerve ending in my body buzzing with the same dread I can feel tugging at my face.

      “Dad, I-”

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      I shake my head. “What? Yeah, Dad I’m fine, but there’s something I need to tell you.”

      Slowly, he shakes his head. “You don’t, honey.”

      “No, Dad-”

      “Because Dalton already did.”

      I freeze, feeling the ache in my chest ready to drop through the floor.

      “What? No, Dad-” I blink. “Wait, he what?”

      It’s a whirl of emotion and confusion, and I stagger a step, feeling like I might fall.

      “He told me, Hailey - how he felt about you, I mean. After the game tonight.” He shakes his head. “That kid’s got iron guts, I’ll say that.”

      Dalton told my dad he loved me?

      “That magazine called, by the way,” Dad says slowly. “Wanted a reaction quote for some tabloid junk story they’re running tomorrow.”

      Oh, God.

      “Dad, it’s not- I mean-” The room is spinning, and I feel like claws are dragging up my chest to clutch at my throat. I take another staggered step, feeling my legs start to go weak before my dad is suddenly there, wrapping his arms around me.

      “Hey, I’ve gotcha, kiddo” he says gently, stroking my back as I squeeze my eyes shut and try to keep the tears from falling onto his shoulder.

      He pulls back and smiles at me, that sort of parental smile that soothes like a well-worn blanket on a stormy night. “C’mon,” he jerks his head towards the office door. “Let’s take a walk, honey.”

      The field is lit this time. The lights bright and searing past the shadows and the secrets I’ve been carrying, as if proving they can be laid bare.

      “Damn boosters can’t make up their fool minds about whether or not to light this place at night,” Dad says with a shrug.

      We walk in silence down the sideline of the football field.

      “I’d like to consider myself a molder of men, Hails,” Dad says after a minute. He nods slowly, as if considering his words, “I knew who Dalton was when I took this job, or when I got involved with Heather for that matter.”

      Dad takes a deep breath. “Look, Dalton Cole is-”

      “Dad, I know,” I cringe, feeling that sinking feeling in my chest. “I know what he is.”

      He shakes his head. “No, kiddo, that’s not what I was going to say. He’s more than that, I know. Hell, we’re all more than what shit-kicking tabloid papers say we are. This whole team is more than just a win or a loss on a scoreboard or a page, not that the papers want to admit it. I’m more than an “opportunistic high school coach” who proposed to the Dean of this school for a job, believe it or not,” he says with a roll of his eyes.

      “And Dalton Cole is more than the caricature they want you to think he is.”

      We walk in silence another few yards down the field before Dad stops and blows air out through his lips. “But at the same time, I don’t know how I feel about my daughter with him.” He turns to me, “I never wanted you with a football guy, kiddo.”

      I snort. “Me neither.”

      He shakes his head. “I guess you’ve been around it for so long, how could you not? I just never thought you’d go for a guy like that.”

      “I mean, Mom did.”

      Dad grins, “Yeah, she did.”

      “Anyways, it’s- there’s nothing there, Dad. Not anymore.”

      He smiles at me, reaching out to stroke my hair like I’m a little kid again. “You sure about that?”

      No, and that’s the worst part.

      “Some things were said-”

      “I heard.” Dad’s voice is suddenly edged. “That reporter gal told me everything, honey.”

      I cringe a little as I look away.

      “He ever hurt you?”

      I shake my head. “No, Dad.”

      He sighs again, looking up at the bright stadium lights and running his fingers through his salt and pepper hair.

      “Look, boys say some stupid shit in locker rooms, Hails. Hell, look at all the time we spend pretending this game we’re playing is anything more than that, just like little kids.” He looks at me wryly, “I don’t know if this sounds sexist or anything, and maybe I’m just old fashioned, but sometimes it takes a woman to show us how to stop being little boys and be the men we’re capable of being.”

      I raise a brow at him. “Like Mom?”

      “Just like Mom, kiddo,” he says quietly with a smile. “He’s not a bad guy, Hails; Dalton, I mean. It takes a man to tell me what he told me earlier tonight, you know. It takes a real man to stand up to a girl’s father and tell it straight, I’ll say that much.”

      We stop at the far end of the field, and Dad kicks his foot against the base of the goal post. “So you still sure there’s nothing there?”

      I shake my head. “There can’t be, Dad.”

      “Because you think there can’t be or because people tell you there can’t?”

      I roll my eyes. “Dad, it’s scandalous.”

      He shrugs. “You know how scandalized Harper, Texas was when the daughter of the richest guy in town fell for the wide receiver from the wrong side of the tracks?” Dad grins and shakes his head. “People get over scandals, honey. Because most of the time, they ain’t nearly as interesting as people think they are.”

      “Dad, you and Heather are getting married. I think that makes it more than slightly scandalous.”

      “Yeah, that’s true.” He shrugs, “Well, we could call off the wedding.”

      “Dad!”

      “Kidding,” he says with a wink. “I guess I could legally relinquish parenting rights if that’d help. You’re almost nineteen anyways.”

      I make a pout. “You want to not be my dad?”

      He laughs and throws an arm over my shoulders. “Honey I’m always gonna be your Dad.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “What you do when people tell you you’re going to lose or that you can’t win or that the other team is bigger and faster, or that it’s impossible.” He grins as he gives me a look. “You prove them wrong, kiddo.”

      I frown and look down, kicking at the turf under my feet.

      This is real.

      “How?”

      “You win.” Dad looks me in the eye, his hand on my shoulder. “I’d like to think I raised you to be a fine young woman, Hails. And if I didn’t trust your intuition, or have faith that you could make good decisions, I’m not sure what kinda father that’d make me.”

      He pulls me in for a hug, and I wrap my arms around him.

      “Dalton- he’s a project, for sure. But if it’s worth it, it’s worth it.”

      “People will talk,” I mumble into his chest.

      “Let ‘em,” he shrugs. “People will always talk.” He pulls back to look me in the eye, “Look you’re an adult, kiddo, you don’t need my blessing.” He laughs, “He sure as hell does, but you don’t.”

      I laugh as I hug my dad again fiercely.

      “But you’ve got it anyways. Both of you do.”
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      “Don’t even think about walking out that door until we talk about this, mister.”

      Fuck.

      I pause, bagel in my mouth and one foot out the patio door off the kitchen. So much for sneaking into the house for a quick breakfast and a getaway.

      I turn to the sounds of my mom’s voice, a Hall and Oates record drifting in  from the living room.

      She’s leaning against the doorway to the kitchen with Coach’s goofy ass cat in her arms. And when she arches a brow at me, it’s almost like furry little Beasley does it at the same damn time.

      “I thought that cat didn’t like anyone but Jim.”

      Mom shrugs, “Seem’s Mr. Beasley has good taste.”

      I grin, “So does Coach, mama.”

      She nods and gives a quick smile. “Good one, but it’s not going to get you out of this conversation.”

      I drop the grin. “Guess you saw the news, huh? Look, mama, I-”

      “Dalton.” Mom stops me with a raised brow and a shake of her head, “I’m your mother, Dalton - I didn’t have to read about that in a silly magazine.”

      “You haven’t read it?”

      She laughs, “Sweetheart, there are seven-hundred emails in my inbox about it right now. Of course I’ve read it.”

      I groan, hanging my head and wishing with everything to be literally anywhere else having literally any other conversation in the world. Because twenty-four hours after losing the girl and having the collective shit hit the fan, talking about it is basically the last thing I want to do.

      “But Dalton, I could see that coming a mile away.”

      I jerk my head up. “What?” I frown, shaking my head. “Jesus, how?”

      “Because you’re your father’s son, that’s how. He was a wild man for a while there himself you know.”

      I grin. “Oh, is that what I am? A wild man?”

      “Dalton, what on Earth should I call you with all the shenanigans you’ve pulled over the last year?”

      “Fair point,” I mumble. Beasley yowls at me, and I glare back at him.

      “Growing up is hard, sweetie, I get that,” Mom says quietly, stroking the Maine Coon in her arms.

      “So that’s my similarity with Dad? Being a wild man?”

      Mom shakes her head and smiles, “Oh no, honey.”

      “Well why else am I like him then?”

      “Because it took a girl with a backbone to show him how to be a person of substance.”

      I raise a brow. “I’m guessing that’s you in this story?”

      “Lucky guess.” Mom sighs, “Hailey’s a strong girl, Dalton. Strong enough to stand up to you and that chip you carry around on your shoulder. You’d do well to hang onto that.”

      “Her or the chip?”

      Mom gives me a look and I shrug.

      “Yeah, well, too late,” I say darkly, scowling at a blank spot on the floor between us.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Exactly what I said. It’s too late.” I tighten my jaw as I look up at her. “I screwed up, Mom, I lost her.”

      “Well that doesn’t sound like the Dalton I know.” She steps towards me and puts her hand on my cheek. “The Dalton Cole who’s my son and who I am fiercely proud of, doesn’t lose. He might get knocked down, but he learns. And if there’s one thing I know about him…” She looks me in the eye and smiles.

      “He sure as hell doesn’t quit.”

      The Hall and Oates record goes quiet, and the kitchen falls silent except for Beasley, who yowls again and paws at my chest.

      Mom smiles as she looks down at the fat cat in her arms. “You know I think Beasley here is becoming a bit of a family man.”

      “Coach got a good one, Mom.”

      She shrugs. “Oh, I know.”

      I crack up as I give her a hug, pecking her on the cheek. “Gotta get to class.”

      She nods, and I grab my bag and head for the door before I pause with my hand on the doorknob.

      “Hey, Mom?”

      “Yeah, hon?”

      “Thanks.”

      She nods. “No matter what happens, you’re my son Dalton, and I believe in you. Don’t ever forget that.”
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      “So…we gonna talk about that whole thing?”

      I drop the book to my lap and raise a brow at Roxie, lounging across my dorm room couch by the window.

      “About what?”

      Roxie rolls her eyes. “Oh, I don’t know, I was thinking maybe about you swapping between dead silence or hysterical crying for the entire three hour drive back to school the other night?”

      I stare down into my textbook, avoiding her look.

      “He’s not going to disappear if you keep reading that thing you know,” Roxie says, nodding at the science book in my hand. “Oh, and spoiler alert, the ending is boring.”

      I raise a brow at her. “Since when do art history majors read books about photo-plankton cell structures?”

      “Oh, we definitely don’t but it’s a fucking book about photo-whatever cell structures, dude. I guarantee the ending is boring.”

      I grin and roll my eyes at her.

      “And anyways, you’re avoiding the subject at hand here.”

      “I am not,” I pout into my book.

      Roxie snorts. “Oh yeah? Talked to him since that night?”

      I’ve barely showed my face since that night. I’ve been to class exactly once since that night, and I could hardly get across campus without being assaulted by half the student body and about twenty different media outlets. Heather ended up granting me a sick leave to do homework from my room for the week while my professors emailed class notes.

      Heather - by the way - who didn’t judge, or give me any looks, or even get angry when I walked into her house with my dad that night after our talk on the field. Heather who instead just threw her arms around me and held me tight and only said “I’m so sorry, honey.”

      “No, I haven’t talked to him.”

      “You should.”

      I groan. “No, I shouldn’t.”

      “God you’re stubborn.”

      She grins as I make a face at her.

      “Well what about you, lady-killer? How about you and Miss sorority-girl cheerleader?”

      Roxie frowns and looks down at her own classwork. “Still in the closet.”

      “Have you talked to her?” I say in an obnoxiously sing-song voice. “You know, you should talk to h-”

      “Oh shut up.” Roxie grins and flips me off. “And I don’t sound like that.”

      “Sorry, dude, I meant to say you should talk to her. Dude.”

      She nods at my little display. “Oh, much better.”

      The room sinks back into silence for a minute before she drops her notes again and breaks it.

      “Well we’re a sorry duo, huh?”

      I nod glumly.

      “So do I need to have him murdered or what?”

      I snort. “Are you telling me you ‘know’ people?”

      She grins. “Do I know people? No, but I may or may not have grown up bow-hunting.”

      I raise a brow at her. “Seriously?”

      “Dead serious. Dude, I was all-state at the high school competition level. Coming out as a lesbian to your dad in rural Virginia means you’re basically officially a boy, by the way.” She shrugs, “So Dad started teaching me how to hunt.”

      “That’s…”

      “Weird?”

      I grin. “A little.”

      “Yeah, no, that’s a lot weird, but I’m saying the option is there.”

      “I have a hard time picturing you bow-hunting.”

      She shrugs. “Well, say the word and I’ll put one in QB so fast it’ll make your head spin.”

      I laugh. “Let me think about it, okay?”

      She winks at me and starts to turn back to her notes, before she stops. “So…”

      I drop my book again and look up at my friend. “Yes?”

      “So it was more than sex, wasn’t it?”

      I can feel my face burning red as I look down. “I thought we weren’t talking about it.”

      “No, you weren’t talking about it. I’m still very intrigued by the chaotic nature of your social life.”

      I groan. “Well the answer is ‘I don’t know’, okay?”

      “But the sex was at least good, right?”

      My cheeks burn even hotter as I pointedly stare into the book in my lap, not reading a word. I mean, what do I even say to that? The sex was phenomenal? Mind blowing? So good I can’t fathom a single thing or feeling on Earth being as good as that?

      Roxie grins. “Yeah, that’s a yes if I ever heard one. Well, at least the real thing stood up to rumor.” She raises a brow at me.

      “What?”

      “I mean, how is the real thing compared to rumor?”

      The red blooms from my face across my neck and down to my chest, and I groan as I throw a pillow at her. “Nosy much? Besides, I thought you weren’t into that.”

      Roxie laughs as she dodges the pillow. “What, dick? Good lord, no, I’m not.” She winks at me. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not curious. You know, for science or whatever.”

      I roll my eyes at her. “For science, huh?”

      She grins, “Hey, you’re the biology nerd here, I bet you even took field notes.”

      I groan. “Oh my God, stop. And anyways, my lips are sealed on that particular matter.”

      “Yup, that’s another yes.”

      She laughs again as I turn away, blushing furiously.

      “Okay, okay, I’m done. No more jokes.”

      She’s still looking at me when I glance back up, only it’s not jokey this time.

      “It was more than that wasn’t it? Sex, I mean.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know… no?” I shrug. “Yeah, no, it was just sex.”

      Bullshit.

      But it’s like this block I can’t get past. If I can say it was just this “thing” - if it was just me “experimenting” and “living the college life” then it won’t hurt.

      I’ve been saying this to myself for a week. It’s still not working.

      Roxie sighs. “Hails, what did I tell you when we first met?”

      “Probably something hugely personal about your own sex life?”

      “Besides that.”

      I shake my head.

      “I told you, you were going to have to get better at that.”

      “At what?” I frown.

      “Lying.”

      I roll my eyes “Rox-”

      “Yeah, you are. Hails, I haven’t known you that long, but I know you enough to know you’re not that girl, even if you were trying to be.”

      I scowl. “What girl?”

      “The girl that hooks up with a guy like Dalton ‘just because’ or ‘just to get a piece’. It’s not you.”

      I chew at my bottom lip, saying nothing.

      “So it was more.”

      “I don’t know.”

      She gives me a look. “You don’t know or you don’t want to admit to yourself that it was?”

      “He told me he loved me.”

      I say it quietly, and I don’t know how or why it comes coming tumbling out, but suddenly it’s just there.

      Roxie raises a brow. “Really?"

      “Yep.”

      “The Dalton Cole told you he loved you?”

      I nod. “Yeah, that night. Right before the reporter came over and ruined it all before I could say anything back.”

      Roxie whistles. “Holy shit, Hails.”

      “Yeah.”

      ‘I’ve never said it before.”

      ‘So why say it now?’

      ‘Because it’s true.’

      I squeeze my eyes shut on the memory that’s been replaying in my head all week. But it’s still there, behind my eyes, like it’s been every night when I try to fall asleep. And I hate that I’m dwelling on it like that, because it’s not like I can love Dalton Cole back, right?

      Why not?

      Because…

      My mind draws a blank. I’m waging a war of ideals inside my head before I realize I don’t even have an argument. I have nothing to say as to why I shouldn’t, at least nothing that sticks

      “Oh my God, you love him back, don’t you?”

      “What?” I jerk my head up and blink quickly. “No! No, of course not.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because of….reasons.”

      Roxie crosses her arms over her chest and gives me a look. “Elaborate.”

      “Roxie, come on.”

      “No, I’m not letting you off the hook here because you’re acting ridiculous. Now look, either you actually don’t love him back - which I don’t believe for a single second - or you do love him back and you won’t let yourself admit that.”

      I hang my head. “I don’t know, Rox.”

      “So what other reasons? That he’s been with other girls? Who the fuck cares? Has he been with anyone since you?”

      I shake my head.

      “Well, dude, that says something.”

      “What, that I’m a ball and chain for the great legendary Dalton Cole?”

      She rolls her eyes. “No, that he wants you, dummy.” She gives me a look. “What other shit reasons you got?”

      I groan and drop my head. Nothing, I’ve got nothing.

      Because thinking of reasons why I wouldn’t or couldn’t love Dalton Cole is a fruitless exercise. Thinking of all the ways to say I don’t love him is a waste of time and a waste of breath.

      Because I do, and that’s what hurts the most.

      “People will talk,” I mumble weekly.

      “Fuck them.”

      I grin. “My dad said the same thing, actually.”

      “Well your dad’s a smart fucking guy.”

      Roxie comes over and sits on the bed next to me. “Look, I’m sorta bad at the whole Sex and City ‘hugs and advice’ shit, but…” she trails off as she shrugs and awkwardly puts her arms out.

      The tears come as I hug her fiercely.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing, Roxie,” I mumble into her shoulder.

      “None of us do, dude,” she chuckles as she strokes my hair. “None of us do.”

      “Hey Rox?”

      “Yeah?”

      I sniffle against her shirt and squeeze her harder. “You’re way better at the ‘hug and advice shit’ than you think you are.”

      She laughs, “Don’t you go telling a soul, okay?”

      “Deal.”
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      I’m lacing my pads up before the game against Alabama when there’s a slap on my back.

      “Hey, bro.”

      I grit my teeth; Evan.

      I’ve been avoiding any interaction with basically anyone since that night a week ago. I’ve done the bare minimum of communication during practice. I’ve yelled plays, I’ve called passes, and that’s fucking it.

      And I’ve been a Goddamn ghost on campus ever since that first night after the bomb went off. That first night was hell, too; that first night of knowing - really knowing - that I’d lost her.

      I didn’t go home that night after the Florida game. I grabbed a ride with the team bus, but didn’t say shit the whole way back. And once on campus, I just couldn’t do people. I couldn’t be around these guys and whatever sad “loss party” we were going to throw. And I sure as shit couldn’t go home to face whatever music was waiting for me there.

      But apparently, I have a dorm room on campus, and for the first time since getting to college, that’s where I slept.

      Alone, fucking pissed, and with a bottle of shit whiskey I begged off some half-drunk frat-boy on my walk across campus. A bare mattress, a heavy damn heart, and a mountain of regret weighing me down with every beat of my heart.

      Fucking dorm rooms.

      Back in the locker-room, I whirl at Evan, my hands clenching at my sides, my hackles raised. The article is out, obviously, and I’ve been getting looks from the team all week. No one’s gotten the balls together to actually say anything to me yet - not about Hailey, and not about that stupid fucking bet - even if I knew it was just a matter of time.

      Ten minutes before a game is not the fucking time.

      I narrow my eyes at Evan as I whirl on him.

      “Look, man-”

      “Whoa, whoa!” He frowns and puts his hands up. “Chill, dude.” He shakes his head. “I’m not looking to bust your balls, man, not about this. I just wanted to make sure you’re doing okay, bud.”

      I relax my hand and slump my shoulders a little. “Yeah…yeah, thanks.”

      “Look, what happened with that article is fucking bullshit, man.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      I suck my teeth and glare at the ground. I know I should be thinking about the game, and the fact that the stakes are even higher coming off the loss last week. But my head’s anywhere but football right now, and I’m pretty sure that’s clear as fucking day on my face.

      Evan swears. “Damn, dude,” he says with a shake of his.

      “What?”

      He whistles lowly. “She really got to you, didn’t she?”

      I shrug and look away. “It’s nothing, man.”

      “Hey, if you say so.”

      I say nothing, my thoughts still brooding behind my face.

      “She did though, didn’t she?”

      I shrug. “It doesn’t matter, man.”

      “The fuck it doesn’t.” Evan chuckles and puts his hand on my shoulder-pads. “Look, man, between you and me?” He shrugs, “All the pageantry and shit with football? All the groupies and the shallow fans and the celebrity shit?” He looks around before he leans close. “It’s all bullshit, man. None of it means anything past the immediate, and none of it lasts. You got something good? Fuckin’ hold onto that, bro.”

      I sigh, shaking my head. “Well, hindsight, man.”

      He grins, “Nah, man. Life’s not a fucking pass-conversion or a play from the book. There are do-overs if you want them.”

      I laugh, for maybe the first time in a damn week. “Thanks, dude.”

      “Look, and for what it’s worth and speaking for probably most of the guys on this team?” He grins at me. “Dude, I’m into it. The Hailey thing, I mean. And hell, Coach didn’t fucking shoot your dick off or anything, which is a bonus.”

      I snort. “Very true. But look, it doesn’t matter anyways, it’s over.”

      He nods, “Sorry, man.”

      I shrug, “Well, that’s the way it goes.”

      “Listen, you’ve got a whole team of guys who would follow you into fucking war behind you here. You know that, right?”

      I grin and nod.

      “Look, we good for tonight?”

      “Yeah, man. We’re good.”

      “Well alright then.”

      I guess we’re good, I mumble to myself as he walks away to finish suiting up. Good as can be.

      “Let’s talk a minute.”

      I turn at the sound of Coach’s voice. We haven’t really spoken much besides football since that night - pointedly so. But then, he also hasn’t “shot my fucking dick off”, as Evan so eloquently put. Not yet, at least.

      He nods towards his office and I follow him in.

      “Last game before playoffs, you ready?”

      I nod. “Yes, sir. I’m ready for it.”

      He holds my eyes with a firm look, shaking his head as if mulling something over before he sighs.

      “Look, there’s gonna be a lot of distractions out there tonight, Dalton. There’s going to be a lot of cameras, and a lot of questions, and a lot of shitty people trying to get inside your head.” He shakes his head, “Don’t let it get to you.”

      “Yeah, working on it,” I say flatly.

      “I’m serious, son. The articles and the cameras and all the hype?” He shrugs, “That crap is going to come and go, I promise you. Let it happen.” He levels his gaze at me. “Be the man I know you are. Be the man your mother raised.”

      Can you do that?”

      Well, shit, there’s a reason Coach is good at what he does. I nod. “Yes, sir. Yeah, I can do that.”

      He takes a deep breath. “Look, I’ve got a lot of respect for the way you manned up and told me about what was going on with you and Hailey, but let me be perfectly clear.”

      His face darkens a little as his jaw tightens. “That is my daughter, Dalton. You understand me?”

      I nod. “I do, sir.”

      “I don’t know what the hell is going on with the two of you, but make no mistake. Whatever happens…”

      His mouth thins as his eyes narrow right at me.

      “You hurt my little girl in any way, and I will put you in a hole.” He arches a brow at me. “We understand each other?”

      I nod. “Crystal, Coach.”

      “Be the man my daughter sees in you.”

      He grins and slaps me on the back. “Let’s get out there and play some football, huh?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      And then it’s time to head out - out to the people and the cameras and the fucking media and all the shit I need to push out of my head.

      I’ve got my helmet in hand as we jog up the tunnel, trying to make Coach’s words stick. This used to send me into space. This used to be the biggest rush of life - heading out onto the field of glory like this.

      It’s a bit duller now.

      But the cheering is getting louder, the lights lancing through the opening at the top of the tunnel ahead, and it’s time to get it together.

      And then we’re out, and the roar of the crowd and the blare of the lights becomes deafening.

      Well, here we go.

      I jog out, my face grim and ready for war. And I’m about to put my helmet on, when the hand stops me.

      I know this hand just by the feel of it on my arm.

      “Dalton.”

      And when I turn, time stops.

      She’s standing there, her hair blowing in the madness of it all, the lights glittering over her skin like firelight, and her eyes looking at me like no girl has ever looked at me.

      “I need to tell you something.”

      Fuck, it’s the first time I’ve heard her voice in a damn week, and it’s like surfacing from the water and finally sucking in a breath of air.

      “Hailey, fuck, I need to tell you-”

      “Dalton, stop.”  She’s shaking her head, and when she steps forward and puts a hand on my face, it’s like the whole world slows way down to a crawl. It’s like the Earth stops moving, and the din of the crowd drops to a murmur in the background. The lights go out, save for one bright one right on her as she steps into me.

      “The other night,” she says softly. “The other night you said something that I’ve never heard, not like that.” Her eyes burn into mine - all the fear and the innocence and the hidden hint of fire that made me fall for her in the first place.

      “And it scared me.”

      “Hailey-”

      “Hang on, let me finish. It scared me, because I don’t know how to say it back, or, I didn’t know how to say it back.”

      And then she looks me right in the eye, and if the world was slowed before, it absolutely freezes for that moment in time, until it’s just the two of us in that one, perfectly still moment.

      “I know how to now, and Dalton?” She bites her lip and steps right into me as she looks up into my face. “I love you, too.”

      She kisses me, and it’s all over. The world roars to life again with a bang, the axis spinning right back up, the lights blooming to life, and the explosive cheers of the crowd like a wave crashing over the whole thing.

      And it’s right then that the cameras seem to pick up on it all, and then we’re fucking everywhere.

      Cameras clicking, lights flashing, microphones and screaming reporters hurling questions and jockeying for a comment. The crowd is screaming our names, and I look up for one second, and we’re on the damn jumbo-tron screen, on that stupid kiss-cam thing.

      But you know what?

      Fuck it.

      “I need to tell you something,” I whisper into her lips.

      “Yeah?”

      “I think people might be watching us right now.”

      She laughs, her whole face lighting up. But then I’m kissing her again, picking her up and spinning her around in my arms as the whole goddamn stadium stands and cheers.

      And it’s damn perfect.

      Hailey grins as she pulls away and steps out of my arms. “Now go win a football game for me, okay?”

      I laugh. “For you?”

      “Oh, don’t think I’m going to be seen with a losing star quarterback, Mr. Cole. Go big or go home, isn’t that the saying?”

      I pull her close again. “You want to go big, just say the word darlin and I’ll drag you back to that locker room right now.”

      Her face flushes and her fingers slide up my arms to tighten at the front of my jersey as she kisses me again, slipping her tongue across my lips before pulling away. “Go win, Big Ten.”

      I grin, “Yes ma’am.”

      And then I turn and jog onto the field.

      To win.

      For her.

      Because I’m Dalton fucking Cole.

      And I don’t know any other way but winning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          48

        

        Hailey

      

    
    
      
        
        Four years later…

        

      

      “I’m pretty sure we could get in serious trouble for being in here.”

      Dalton chuckles into my lips, his hands sliding up my body and his fingers brushing against the sides of my breasts through my shirt. “Well, you could get in trouble for being in here. I’m supposed to be here.”

      I roll my eyes. “Getting ready to play football, not trying to unhook my bra.”

      Here, by the way, being the locker room for the New York Giants.

      “You’re right, you’re right,” he murmurs, kissing me again before he pulls abruptly away. “I’ve got a tryout to get to, darlin. Can’t be fooling around with one of my fans.”

      I grin hugely at him as I punch him in the arm. “One of?”

      He grabs me and kisses me fiercely, silencing me and making my knees week.

      “The only one that counts,” he murmurs again.

      I pout. “So you really gonna go out there and leave your fiancé all hot and bothered?”

      “Depends,” he says darkly into my ear. “Did you dress how I asked you to?”

      I blush fiercely, feeling the shiver run up my back. “Do you mean your brutish demands that I not wear panties?”

      His hands tease down over my ass. “Exactly.”

      I shake my head. “Then, yes, Mr. Cole, I think I meet your dress code. Or maybe lack thereof.”

      I squeal as he spins me around, and I moan when he bends me over, my hands flat against the metal of the lockers. He’s pulling my skirt up over my thighs, and then over my bare, panty-less ass. I whimper as I hear him growl hungrily behind me, his hand sliding over my skin, giving me a light smack that makes me groan and claw at the metal under my fingers.

      I can hear him shuffle behind me, and then I cry out as I feel his lips and his tongue against my thigh. I bite my lip as his tongue drags higher up my skin, and for a second, my eyes dart to the ring on my hand, and I grin.

      It’s been six months since he asked, and six months since I said the easiest “yes” of my life. The wedding itself we’re putting off for a little bit, because, well, we’ve got things to do first.

      Things like him being the hottest prospect the NFL has ever seen.

      The tryout today is completely for show, because we all know this team wants him as bad as any of the others who’ve flown us out to “try out”. Of course, New York might know they’ve got some extra leverage on him those other teams don’t.

      Me.

      Because I’m starting a Columbia Medical School in a month, and that very well may seal the deal.

      Part of the reason Dalton’s so sought after - aside from his crazy talent, of course - is because he waited. He didn’t go the NFL route his junior year like everyone does, he finished school first. And it worked out pretty well for just about everyone. Heather couldn’t have been prouder, and I think my dad was psyched to win a record-setting fourth college football championship in a row.

      Columbia as an undergraduate program never happened after the interview debacle. But I’m okay with that, because I’m a firm believer these days that things work out how they should. I didn’t stay at Georgia, because honestly, I couldn’t. Not after what happened, and not after the media zoo that our relationship caused.

      Thankfully, it turns out that an in-person interview set up by a Dean of a prominent school who happens to be an alumni goes a long way with the board of admissions at Duke - where I ended up going.

      Hey, it was only four hours from Dalton, and honestly, I don’t think either of us would have graduated if we’d been closer than that to each other.

      Roxie was a little pissed about losing me to Chapel Hill, but she ended up visiting almost as much as Dalton did.

      I think the cute purple-haired girl who lived down the hall from me had a lot to do with that.

      Roxie’s getting her masters at NYU now, and dating one of her professors - a recently divorced, recently straight woman.

      Some things never change. But in any case, she’s psyched I’m going to be in New York.

      “You keep staring at that ring like that and my cock might start to get jealous, darlin.”

      I grin at Dalton’s words murmured into the back of my leg. “I sincerely doubt tha- oooh.”

      I groan as he drags his tongue across my bare slit, lapping hungrily and making my legs shake.

      God he’s good at that.

      Dalton growls as his hands grab my ass, pulling me back against him and spreading me wide as he pushes his tongue deep. I’m moaning, feeling the blood pound in my ears as I claw at the lockers in front of me. I push back against him, whimpering as his tongue moves to circle my clit.

      He’s relentless, sucking gently at me as he bats his tongue across my clit. His hand pulls back from my hip, only to come down in a small smack across my ass that has me gasping. He eases a finger against my opening and pushes inside as his tongue circles my clit again and again. And I’m so close, when he suddenly pulls back, leaving me panting.

      I can hear him standing behind me, and I know what he’s after, but I want my taste first.

      I can never get enough of tasting him.

      I turn and push him back, dropping to my knees and yanking at his football pants.

      “Hey, we’re on a time limit, you know,” he groans as I reach inside and wrap my fingers around him.

      “Let them wait,” I groan. “This is mine.”

      I pull him out, and I moan.

      Yeah, four years later, and Ten still makes my jaw drop.

      And stretch.

      I moan hungrily as I slide my lips over his crown, swirling my tongue around the tip. Four years later and the damn taste of him still makes my head spin and my body burn.

      Dalton groans, his hand sliding down to curl his fingers in my hair.

      I’m sucking at him, stroking him, reaching down to cup his balls as I try to inhale as much of his thick cock as I can.

      “Fuck,” he growls, pulling me off of him. “Hang on.”

      “What?” I say innocently, looking up and batting my eyes at as I lean forward and lick the underside of him.

      “I don’t want to come in your mouth,” he groans, pulling me up and kissing me hard. “I want to come inside of you.”

      I moan as he pulls me back with him, sitting on the edge of the locker room bench and pulling me into his lap. My legs go astride him, a natural, practiced maneuver.

      And trust me, it’s practiced.

      I moan into his lips as he pushes against my opening, the thick head of him easing into me as I slowly lower myself down his length.

      God he’s so big.

      Four years later, he still fills me up like the first time.

      Four years later, he still looks at me like I’m the last meal on Earth.

      Four years later I still get butterflies when he does, and I still go to pieces when he kisses me like he’s kissing me right there.

      I cry out as he sheathes himself to the hilt inside of me, his hands tight on my hips and his cock throbbing so hot and so deep inside. I rise up, moaning at the sensation of my clit dragging over his shaft before I drop back down, feeling him go deep.

      We start to move like that, his hands on my hips and my ass, his mouth on my neck, my breasts, my lips. My fingers claw at his muscled biceps, moving to the back of his head to slide into his hair and hold him against my neck like that as I slowly grind up and down his perfect cock.

      “You’re…” I gasp. “Ugh, you’re going to be late, you know.”

      “Whose fault is that,” he growls, pumping his hips up off the bench to meet my own.

      He starts to grind up into me harder and harder, his fingers digging into my skin as he holds me tight, bouncing me up and down on his big tool. His lips fasten to that tender spot in the hollow of my neck, and as he starts to fuck me harder and suck at the skin there, I can feel myself start to fall.

      “Fuck, Hailey, I’m gonna come.”

      “Fill me up!” I gasp into his ear, raking my nails down the back of his neck. “I want to feel you inside of me on the sidelines when I watch you ace this tryout.”

      Dalton roars, and as I feel his thickness swell up even harder inside of me, my eyes squeeze shut as I go crashing over the edge with him. I scream into his neck and feel his cum pump deep inside of me, his cock pulsing as my orgasm rumbles through me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m hand-in-hand with him as we step out onto the field, a grin on my face that probably gives the whole thing away.

      I don’t care if it does.

      Evan, now his new agent, taps his watch and gives him a glare. Dalton just grins. “Relax, man.”

      He turns back to me, squeezing my hand. “You going to stay for this?”

      “Of course, dummy,” I grin.

      Dalton smiles as he pulls me against him and kisses me.

      “I love you,” he murmurs into my lips.

      “And I love you too.”

      “You know this tryout is bullshit, right?”

      I roll my eyes. “You are so cocky-”

      “No,” he shakes his head. “I mean it’s bullshit because of course I’m going to play for them. I’m going to go wherever you are, darlin.”

      He kisses me quickly before he turns to head onto the field.

      “Good luck!” I call to him. But he turns, grinning that same damn cocky farm boy grin that I fell in love with.

      “Don’t need it!” He calls back with a wink as he jogs out to the field.

      And he doesn’t.

      He’s Dalton fucking Cole.

      And I love him.

      

      
        The End
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        Chloe

      

    
    
      “Are you shitting me?!”

      “Language, Chloe!” My mother frowns at me, and part of my brain is trying to process what she’s just said,  but I’m still staring at the tablet she’s plopped down on kitchen table between us.

      The tablet with the news webpage on it, and right there on the cover, a picture of him.

      The boy from the exchange program five years ago when we were seniors in high school.

      “Boy”: yeah, right. Because the man smirking at the photographer in the picture on the website is anything but a boy. He’s bigger than he was then, even as cut and muscled as he was back then. Bigger shoulders and a broader chest stretching the tight v-neck t-shirt he’s wearing in the picture. That cocky, arrogant, and lopsided grin, and what I know are heart-stoppingly gorgeous dark brown eyes behind those sunglasses. He’s got more tattoos now too, more than he even had back then, when they were all part of his bad-boy image.

      The bad boy; the hot, dangerous, and gritty British hooligan covered with tattoos and the mouthwatering accent that drew me in like a moth to flame.

      And there he is, on the front page of some British news article.

      “Chloe-”

      I jerk my eyes back up to my mom, and suddenly my thoughts jump tracks entirely, back to the bomb she’s just dropped on me. I squeeze my eyes shut and shake my head before I open them back up and stare at her; “Wait, you’re not serious are you?”

      “Chloe,” She rolls her eyes; “Of course I’m serious.”

      “Mom, you’re getting married? How the hell have I never known about this?!”

      “Oh, lower your voice, Chloe!”

      Mom shakes her head as she walks over to the refrigerator and pulls out a bottle of sauvignon blanc.

      “Jesus, mom,” I make a face, glancing at the clock on the wall. It’s noon.

      “Oh, relax, we’re celebrating.”

      My brain is still shocked by the news, but my eyes also keep darting down to the picture on the webpage. The article headline is something about a new restaurant. That’s right, he cooked or something. I glance back at my mom sharply; “Mom, how am I just hearing about this?”

      My mother takes a big gulp of her wine before she glares at me; “Well it’s not my fault that you managed to get kicked out of law school after two weeks.”

      I roll my eyes; “Mom, I dropped out; there’s a slight difference.”

      “And does that distinction put you any closer to being a lawyer?”

      I groan, pinching the arch of my nose between my fingers; “No, mother. Which is exactly the reason I left.”

      Seriously, we’ve been through his three hundred times.

      “Well maybe if you’d spent as much time in undergraduate thinking about your career as you did working in those restaurants, you’d have been more prepared.”

      I groan loudly and my mom shrugs and takes another sip of her wine.

      “But hey, what do I know?”

      “Mom!” I snap; “Can we back it up here? Who is this guy?”

      “I’m not sure I like being interrogated like this, honey,” she says frostily, taking another quick sip from her glass. “And you’re ‘just hearing about it now’ because I just got off the phone with him ten minutes ago when he asked me.”

      I scrunch up my brow. “He asked you over the phone? Who the hell is this guy?”

      She sips her wine, and then drops her eyes to the tablet sitting in front of us.

      “Well, you remember that nice boy Oliver Beckett don’t you? The one we had stay at the house for that exchange program during your senior year?”

      Yes, mom, the boy who nearly took my virginity in the back seat of your mid-sized sedan.

      “Yes,” I snap.

      My mom tsks and shakes her head; “You two don’t talk, do you? Oh he was such a nice boy, Chloe.”

      No, he wasn’t.

      “No, mom, we haven’t talked since back then.”

      “Oh, that’s a shame.”

      Mom’s being cagey. After ten years alone together, even having been away most of the last four I can tell she’s avoiding the subject at hand, “Mom?”

      “You know, his father is quite nice, too.”

      I frown.

      “Quite nice, actually. And maybe you two haven’t kept up, but Barney and I have stayed in touch since Oliver left.”

      “Um, Okay?”

      “A lot, honey,” She says quietly.

      I can start to feel a horrible sensation creeping up inside of me. Oh c’mon, there’s no way-

      “Mom where is this goi-”

      “You might say we’ve been doing the long distance thing,” Mom bites her lip and looks at me, “You know, dating.”

      The horrible sensation starts to turn into a roar inside of me, and suddenly, my eyes are darting back to the table, and the cocky, smirking, arrogant, panty-melting grin of Oliver fucking Beckett.

      “Mom-”

      “It’s Barney, honey!” My mom squeals excitedly; “He’s asked me to marry him, and he wants me - he wants us to move to London!”

      The bottom drops out then. And I’m just in free-fall as I stare at the boy from those nights five years ago. The boy whose kisses I can still remember, the boy whose hands I can still feel. And I’m putting the horrible little pieces together as the floor starts to sway beneath my feet.

      The boy who nearly took my v-card, and then told everyone at school that he did.

      The boy who’s about to be my new stepbrother.

      Oh. My. God.
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        Oliver

      

    
    
      It’s grey, it’s fuckin’ raining, and it’s miserable outside as I scowl and trail my dad through the arrivals terminal at Heathrow. Fuckin, of course it’s raining; it’s England, land of eternal non-sunshine.

      Dad looks at his watch and frowns before glaring up at the arrivals screens, as if it’s obviously someone’s fault that their plane is all of ten minutes late.

      Not that I’m much better; that’s ten more minutes of me being here as a participant in this whole fucking train wreck instead of elsewhere. Elsewhere like the restaurant.

      “Pop, I need to get back.”

      “They’ll be here in a minute, Ollie.”

      “Dad, I’ve got stocks to prep, mis to set up-”

      Shit to cut, cook, sear, broil, sous vis; you name it. If it’s food and it requires some sort of preparation, it’s probably on my to-do list.

      “Cool it, boy.”

      “Shit doesn’t cook itself, dad.”

      He shoots me a look; “This is important, Oliver.”

      Yeah, to you.

      I’m still trying to process this shit, even now when “this shit” is about to land in England and walk right into our lives. The “shit” I’m somehow just learning about within the last week, I might add.

      “You were busy with taking over at the restaurant, Oliver, I didn’t want to distract you with that.”

      Give me a fuckin’ break. There’s what, like twenty million eligible women his age in Great Britain, and dad goes for one from America. And not just any woman, of course.

      Nope, he goes for Chloe fucking Caulfield’s mom.

      Surprise, your old pop is getting married again, and guess who your new stepsister is? I mean it was a long time ago, but it’s still too fucking weird.

      Okay, so it’s also a teeny bit interesting, if I’m being honest.

      Chloe Caulfield. I haven't seen her since that senior year exchange trip. Rigid, bookish, uptight, and one might even say bitch if one were being crude. And yet, things sure got interesting back then. Interesting like three days of sleepless nights, three days of sneaking around to make out late into the night. Three days of pressing myself against her, seeing how far she’d let my hands go before pushing them away. Three days and nights of wanting so much more that an uptight virgin like her was going to give, even if I knew it wasn’t going to happen.

      Well, until it almost did.

      “Ever been properly kissed?”

      She darts her eyes to the floor, her cheeks going this flushed red color. “Of course I have.”

      “Naw, sweetheart, I mean real proper kissed.”

      She wrinkles her nose, “What, like frenching?”

      I have to grin. “If it’s 1985, sure.”

      But whatever, she’s here, even if it’s apparently only for a few months until she goes back to school. “Taking a break” I think is how my dad phrased it. Yeah, right; heard that one before.

      She was a pain in the ass back then, and I can’t imagine that’s done more than grow in the five years since.

      She was also temptation on a fuckin’ stick.

      I’m suddenly wondering if that’s grown too. Four months might not be long, but it’s going to be an eternity if we’re anything like we were back then. I barely survived four days of that girl before.

      Four months? Yikes.

      But whatever, I wouldn't have time for this shit even if she wasn’t going to be my stepsister. I’m way too busy with the restaurant. Fuckin’ ‘ell, I’ve been “chef” for three weeks and it already feels like forever. Three fuckin’ weeks since dad fired Martin and stuck me in his place. Martin of the two stars, and now me with zero of them.

      Hey, no pressure.

      Every day a fucking battle to make sure they respect that in there. A kitchen is a war zone; it’s a military regiment that needs the discipline of a damn army to run efficiently. I’m not talking a burger joint kitchen here either. Jolie is the fucking big leagues. This is 200 quid a head dinners, and that price demands the type of discipline from a kitchen that you rarely find outside of the Queen’s guard. And if you’re the type of utter idiot like me who wants to be at the top of that? Congratulations, you’re the general. Now, act like the toughest motherfucker in a room full of guys who willingly spend the majority of their waking hours in an insanely stressful environment involving sharp knives, open flame, and close quarters for a living.

      And I have to run that with an iron fist.

      So like I said, I’m a tad busy, and a touch high-strung at the moment, and hanging around Heathrow waiting for the girl I don’t want here anyways is pushing all my buttons.

      But whatever, at least I’ll be so busy with Jolie the next few months that I’ll probably never see her anyways.

      “Dad,” I glance at my watch, “I’m seriously pushing it on time. I’ve gotta get back. Look I’ll just take my own taxi or the Piccadilly train or something.”

      “Oy, cool it boy-o, they’ll be fine at the kitchen. We’re closed Mondays anyways.”

      “No, they won’t be, and I’ve still got shit to do, you know.”

      “Ah!” He says cheerily, completely ignoring me. He points to the gate flashing their plane’s call numbers. “Looks like they’re here!”

      Wonderful.

      He turns to me, “Besides, you ought to wait for Chloe anyways before you go back.”

      I groan, checking my watch and wondering how fast I can bribe a taxi driver to go on the M4 today; “Why?”

      The gate opens, and suddenly, there they are. I can see Mrs. Caulfield - Laura - beaming as she sees my dad. And he’s grinning too as he starts to move towards her.

      God, ‘Mrs. Caulfield’? Fuck, do I have to call her step-mum now?

      The throng of travelers and loved ones milling around the exit ramp begins to part, and then there she is.

      And she’s staring right at me.

      Our eyes meet across the crowd of people reuniting. All around people are hugging and kissing and shaking hands and generally glad to see each other. Which puts us distinctly out of place, because one look at each other and it’s clear neither of us is glad to see the other.

      But fuckin’ hell, any hope I had of her losing her hair or putting on eight-hundred pounds or something since the last time I saw goes fluttering away the second my eyes land on her.

      Shit.

      She’s wearing jeans, a long-sleeve t-shirt, and rain-boots, but she might as well be in a fuckin’ red-carpet gown. Or fuck, lingerie or something.

      Because, fuck me sideways, she’s even hotter than I remember. Those searing blue eyes like cold rain, that dark brown hair like a wave of silk down over her shoulder, that defiant way she’s holding her head up high and her shoulders back.

      That perfect rack and an ass that gets my cock hard right there standing in the middle of Heathrow Airport.

      This is going to be bloody problem.

      Whatever, I tell myself. You’ll barely see her. She can deal with this whole situation however she wants to.

      But suddenly, the last thing my dad said to me pings and resonates inside my head.

      “Dad,” I grab his coat before he takes another step through the crowd; “What do you mean I should ‘wait for her’.”

      I narrow my eyes at him as he turns back and throws me a quick questioning look. “Oh, bugger, didn’t I tell you?” He’s smiling away, as if none of this is at all blowing apart my whole world.

      “Tell me what?”

      They’re getting closer now as they push their way through the crowd; the smiling bride-to-be and her scowling, sexy as fuckin’ sin daughter. My dad shakes his head, “Must’ve slipped my mind with all this happening so fast. She’s a baker you know.”

      “So?”

      Oh, fuck.

      And instantly, I’m seeing where this is going, and I’m slowly shaking my head even before my dad can open his mouth.

      “I hired her. She’s your new pastry cook.”

      And then they’re right in front of us, and my dad and Mrs. Caulfield are laughing and hugging, and I’m just standing there, staring at Chloe with our eyes locked.

      Yeah, this is going to be a right bloody fuckin’ problem.
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        Chloe

      

    
    
      I moan, feeling the shudder of new feelings - dangerous new feelings - roar through my inexperienced body as the boy kisses me. He presses me against the back wall of the garage in my backyard, his hands sliding up to my waist and slipping beneath the hem of my t-shirt.

      It’s then that I freeze, stopping his hands and pulling back from his perfect, wonderful lips to look worriedly up into his eyes. “I- I’m not sure that we should be doing this.”

      He grins at me, those dark eyes sparkling with the promise of passion and wickedness all mixed together; the promise of sweet, deliciously bad decisions.

      “Are you scared?” I nod, and he kisses my cheek; “You don’t have to be, I’ll go slow.”

      I blush and bite my bottom lip and he grins.

      “Oy, you keep doing that you’re gonna make a habit of it.”

      I giggle but then my eyes flash seriously at him. “I’m just- I’m not sure we should.”

      He nods. “I mean, we’re both eighteen, luv.” He grins at me, “You’re going away to college in a few months; you really want to show up with that V-card?”

      I blush bright red, almost regretting that I’ve told him that. I mean, of course I HAD to, the night before when things got- well, when things went further than I’VE at least ever been.

      Much further.

      Far enough that even now I can remember the night previous, where we slipped into the very garage I’m pressed against right now and found ourselves in the backseat of my mother’s Toyota. I can remember feeling both scared and hotter than I’ve ever felt before, the feelings of apprehension and excitement as I took my shirt off in front of him, blushing at the way his eyes drank me in.

      “You’re gorgeous, you know,” He says quietly; reverently.

      I can remember whispering his name again and again into his lips as his fingers find me wet and ready for him, stroking in and out of me with my pants on the floor of the car and my panties tangled at my knees.

      And then here we are, back at the garage; the whispered promises of “tomorrow” in the aftermath of the previous night’s release, weighing heavily on me.

      Oliver sees the hesitation in my eyes, or reads it in my voice, because suddenly, he’s stepping back. “Okay, no.” He shakes his head, his hand coming up to stroke my cheek. “You’re right, we shouldn’t do this.”

      Well, shit.

      And it’s a line like that that has me grabbing him and kissing him fiercely. It’s those words that have me dragging him through the backdoor of the garage again, and climbing into the backseat of the Toyota all over again. We’re grinning, and giggling, and once we’ve stripped each other’s clothes off and I’m kissing him again, I know this is everything I want it to be.

      Except just when I think I’m ready to throw all the caution in the world to the wind and go for it, that feeling of boundless bravado comes screeching to a halt. We’re naked, and he’s RIGHT there, and I know he wants it, but-

      “We’re not doing this, luv,” he says quietly.

      I bite my lip, dropping my eyes to the side so he doesn’t see them wavering, “I’m sorry, I really thought-”

      “Hey,” He puts his hand on my cheek and turns my face so that his eyes meet mine, “Don’t you ever apologize to anyone for sticking to what feels right, yeah?”

      I wrinkle my brow; “You’re not mad?”

      “I’d be a serious fucking prick if I was, Chloe.”

      He slides onto the backseat next to me, and I ease my head down onto his chest; “So…” I drag a finger over his chest, feeling my pulse race. “So maybe we can’t do THAT, but that doesn’t mean…” I trail off as he turns his head and grins at me, “That doesn’t mean you can’t show me some other stuff?”

      I almost jump out of my skin at the first touch of his mouth to me there, and then I’m biting my hand to keep from screaming as he licks me there, filling me with feelings I’ve never had. There’s a wild pressure building hotter and higher inside of me, until it bursts with a white light as I buck and moan under his tongue and his fingers. And later, he shows me what feels good for him. I’m nervous that I’m going to be awful at it, but he’s sweet with his encouragement, and then gasping for air as I move my mouth faster and faster up and down on his size that I’m honestly not sure I could have actually taken inside of me anyways. He warns me, but I don’t want to stop, and I want the full experience. And when he fills my shocked and sputtering mouth, he’s moaning my name as I swallow as much as I can.

      The backseat is cramped, and I’m jumping at every creak of the wind, thinking it’s my mother, but it’s absolutely and without question PERFECTION.

      And afterwards, we lie there in the dim glow of the dashboard light listening to Led Zeppelin coming through the tinny speakers of the backseat while Oliver tells me about the new job he just got at a kitchen, and how excited he is to learn how to cook “everything”, as he puts it.

      And the whole time, I’m holding him close, and desperately trying not to think about what happens in two days, when this boy with the charming English accent who’s permanently implanted himself upon the pages of my life goes back home forever.

      It’s the next day when it all goes bad.

      It’s the next day, the day I’m wearing the world’s biggest smile, that I walk around the corner of the gymnasium to see him smoking cigarettes with some of the other guys from school.

      I didn’t even know he smoked.

      But it’s not the cigarette that stops me in my tracks and sends that cold, horrible feeling sinking to the pit of my stomach, it’s what he’s saying.

      He’s bragging; he’s telling them that he slept with me.

      It’s then that one of them looks up and sees me, and grins as he nods in my direction. They’re all turning then, all of them grinning and smirking at me in way that has the color draining from my face. And then he looks up, and when my eyes meet his stunned, shocked ones, I can almost feel my heart breaking as I turn to go run and hide myself away forever.

      It’s after half the cheer squad walks in on me bawling in the locker room already having heard Oliver’s little story that I spread my own little tale. I’m drying my eyes and laughing as I spin wildly untrue stories about how small he is, and how he couldn’t even get it up. And I’m telling them he cried during it, and they’re laughing and hugging me and telling me it’s going to be okay, even though I know the lies are only a temporary balm.

      My story travels even faster than his, but really, it’s not like it really even matters much for him, seeing as he leaves a day later, forever. Me though? I have to stay.

      I have to stay and keep telling the same lie. I have to stay and keep tarnishing the memory of one perfect night over and over again, just to make myself smile on the outside.

      It certainly makes the last few weeks of high school more interesting, at least.
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* * *

      Outer London streaks by the windows of the taxi like drab, grey paint. Okay, I guess I was expecting that to an extent, but not this. It’s like being in a charcoal drawing; everything running black and sooty and crummy looking.

      I make a face as I think of all my friends back home who were just so excited that I was moving to London for four months. Yeah, thrilling. I certainly don’t see any of them going to live with their surprise new stepfather and the boy they used to make out with; also now known as “new stepbrother”.

      Mom and Barney are grinning and talking animatedly together in the bench seat of the taxi, with Oliver and I sitting apart in the two backwards facing seats across from them, pointedly trying to avoid both talking to each other and looking at them.

      Barney’s got an accent straight out of central casting for a period piece movie; that thick, east-end bristle and dropped consonants. My mother’s filled me in on the plane ride over about the Beckett’s change in fortunes since Oliver visited us; about the inheritance from some great aunt or something that’s gotten Barney out of the butcher business and into the luxury hotel and restaurant business, with his wonder-chef son apparently right there with him.

      Oliver might be dressed in just jeans and black v-neck t-shirt, but his dad sure dresses like new money; all swagger and flashy rings and jewelry. Fancy, expensive clothes worn almost in distain as more of a statement than any sort of appreciation for finer style.

      Honestly, I could never picture mom with a guy like this, but I guess that just shows what I know.

      “So, you like, bake stuff now.” I turn from the window at the sound of Oliver’s voice. His dark eyes flash at me, and he’s smirking, as if the question is meant as some sort of barb.

      I frown. “Yes, I bake stuff now.”

      “So, what, like cupcakes and the such?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. He’s speaking pleasantly in that thick cockney accent, but I can tell there’s something there below the surface, like he’s trying to bait me They aren’t even paying attention to anything but each other right now, but it’s like he’s putting on a facade for our parents. Like it’s all fake and he’s secretly just as pissed to have me here as I am to be here.

      Jesus he’s gorgeous. I freeze, frowning at the sudden intrusion of my traitorous inner thoughts while I’m trying to scowl at this boy who’s still just smirking at me. Smirking with those absolutely perfect lips, and those dangerously alluring eyes glinting at me.

      The same lips, the same eyes, and the same, well, everything that hooked me before.

      Yeah, I’ve fallen for this whole look of his before, and it is certainly not happening a second time.

      “How are you with chocolate chip cookies? Cakes with cartoon characters drawn on top? I’ll have to double check to see if I know any five year olds with birthdays coming soon.”

      He such a prick.

      “Slightly more involved than that, actually, but I guess I’ll have to show you later, sometime in the kitchen.” I roll my eyes as I turn back to stare out at the grey London rain.

      I can hear him chuckle behind me. “You haven’t looked me up, have you?”

      I turn back, “Excuse me?”

      “Looked me up; googled me or the restaurant or whatever.”

      “Of course I have,” I say, “‘Jolie, home to London’s hottest young sous-chef’,” I say with air-quotes, rolling my eyes. “Yes, Oliver, I’ve looked you up.” I hate telling him that, as if this little shit could possibly need his ego stroked anymore.

      Oliver grins; leaning back in his seat with a smug look on his face as he laces his hands behind his head. “Oh, no-no-no, darling, that’s yesterday’s news.”

      I frown, “What are you talking about? Are you not at Jolie anymore?”

      He chuckles, just slowly shaking his head as he turns towards his father, “Oy, dad, you didn’t tell her?”

      Barney looks up from his whispered little conversation with my beaming mother and frowns.

      “What's that boy-o? Oh right, the switch.” He glances my way and shrugs apologetically; “Sorry my dear, guess I didn’t get the chance yet.” He jerks his head at my mom, “Far too occupied with this lovely bird here, you know!” My mother whoops and laughs as he turns to tickle her.

      I ignore the nauseating display and narrow my eyes as I turn back to Oliver, “Tell me what?”

      He lets out a contented sigh, cracking his knuckles loudly before slipping them back behind his head. He slouches down in his seat and kicks one foot up onto his knee, looking at me with this absolutely shit-eating grin. “Well, ‘the kitchen’ you were just referring to?”

      Oh God, now what?

      He grins widely, “It’s not home to London’s hottest young sous-chef anymore, luv.” He winks at me. “It is now officially home to London’s hottest young chef.” He winks at me again.  “No ‘sous’, in case you missed that.”

      Please be kidding.

      A lump forms in my throat as what he’s saying starts to sink in. He leans forward, raising his eyebrows at me, “So, ‘the kitchen’ you were just referring to is actually my kitchen now.”

      He grins as leans back and throws me the world’s cockiest, smuggest smirk. “Looks like I’m your new boss, sweetheart.”
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      If I thought London was grey before, I suddenly have a whole new appreciation for that particular color as we enter Shoreditch, the old industrial-turned-hipster neighborhood in East London.

      Of course, it’s still not distraction enough to take my mind off Oliver’s little news, or that smirking grin he’s managed to flash me anytime I happen to turn that way the entire car ride here. By the time the taxi pulls up in front of Barney’s massive townhouse, I’ve been in England for all of one hour and eighteen minutes, and I have no idea how I’m possibly going to survive being around this little shit-bag at both work and home for four solid months.

      The house is honestly ridiculous, too. A huge four-story townhouse right on Hoxton Square Park. The place looks like the house from Mary Poppins, or the Darling’s house from Peter Pan, complete with wide stone steps and the huge wooden double door crossed with iron, like some sort of urban fairy-tale castle.

      Except this is quite the opposite of a fairytale, and the only thing “princely” about Oliver is that arrogance he seems to carry around with him in his back pocket.

      Welcome home.

      Inside, though, is anything but old-looking like the exterior. The whole place looks like one giant bachelor pad, which makes sense I guess, considering the father and son who live here. The decor matches Barney’s gaudy clothes in terms of price over style; all flash and glamor instead of anything with actual taste. Giant pop-art paintings of martini glasses, black and white photographs of lingerie models and a damn swing in the living room.

      I mean, honestly.

      Your new husband has a swing in his living room, mom. I mean, alarm bells much?

      Barney seems to follow my confused look and chuckles, “Oh, that!” He snorts out a laugh, “Well, you know we didn’t ‘ave much when Ollie was comin’ up; no money for a swing-set or nothin’ like that.” He shrugs at my mom, “First thing the little shit does when I buy the place is have that damn swing screwed right into the ceiling.” He glares at Oliver and shakes his head.

      Well, shit. Of course I feel like a completely callous bitch thinking it was some sort of weird sex swing after hearing that.

      “Never even uses the bloody thing, at least not while I’m around.”

      “Oh, but I use it all the time when you’re not, dad.” Oliver is nodding his head and grinning, but he suddenly looks my way when our parents look away and makes an exaggerated thrusting motion with his hips while grinning lewdly at me. He mouths the words “sex swing” at me as I wrinkle my nose and look away.

      Gross.

      “Well then, let’s get you to your rooms so you can relax, eh, girls?” Barney claps his hands together before he grabs my suitcase and heads for the stairs. “Your mum and I are downstairs, where the master suite is, but I’ve got you,” he grunts as he hefts my suitcase up the stairs, “I’ve got you up here.”

      There are three doors at the top of the second staircase; one a bathroom, and the other two closed. Barney opens one to a plain, if not nice and well-lit, room painted all white with large windows. “This is you, my dear.”

      Well, this isn’t so ba-

      “And if you need anything, Ollie’s right next door.”

      What.

      Barney chuckles, oblivious to the look of horror on my face as he turns to my mother, “Keep the young folks together and away from us, eh, darling?”

      Oliver is leaning against the doorframe to my room, smirking at me and rubbing his jaw with his strong-looking hands. “Oy, you need anything, sis, you just knock, yeah?” His eyebrows arch. “Thin walls, you know,” he says with a knowing wink that only I seem to pick up on.

      Barney clears his throat and checks the ridiculous looking watch on his wrist, “Well, shall we decide on dinner? I’m starved.”

      “Oh that sounds lovely honey,” My mother says, smiling and taking Barney’s arm.

      Honey? I find myself glaring at their backs as they walk way. I mean, jeez, how has this whole relationship of theirs gotten to this point without me even knowing? Was I seriously that wrapped up in school and my own life not to see this? And lovely? When the heck did my mom start using decidedly British words like lovely?

      They’re halfway down the staircase when I turn back to a smug looking Oliver, “What?”

      “Oh, nothing, it’s just your face right now.”

      I frown. “What about it?”

      “It’s so...angry,” he says with a chuckle.

      “I’m fine, just jet-lag,” I mutter, stepping into my room.

      He follows, of course, and I turn to give him a look. “Okay, so you live here?”

      “In my house? Yes, Chloe; strange I know. It must be a European thing to live in your own home.”

      I roll my eyes, “No, I mean, it’s your dad’s house, and aren’t you like this big hot-shot chef now?”

      He grins, “Hot shot, huh?”

      “You know what I mean,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest. “Why don’t you have a place of your own?”

      Oliver makes a face, “You know what rent is like in this fuckin’ city? Forget it, sweetheart. Here, I got a whole floor to myse-” He smiles thinly at me. “Had a whole floor to myself, with two stories between dad and me.” He grins as I give him a quizzical look before he leans into me, “Plenty of space to keep the screamers from waking him, catch me?”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Screamers?”

      “Oh yes chef!” He starts to moan loudly in a high-pitched female falsetto voice, “Oh chef, you’re so naughty!”

      I blush bright crimson and shake my head “Okay, okay! Enough, I get it. Jesus Christ.”

      “Oh, they say that a lot too,” he says with a grin.

      Cocky little shit.

      “Don’t worry though, luv, I’ll try and pick you up some earplugs or something.”

      “Oy!” Barney calls from the first floor, “You kids mind eating in or did you want to eat out?”

      Oliver sticks his tongue out at me and curls it lewdly up and down as I make a face and look away.

      “Either one dad!” he yells, “I’m a really big fan of either.”
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* * *

      Thirty minutes later, I’m still scowling, but now I’m at least scowling with delicious Chinese food sitting in front of me.

      I’m also realizing I need to wrap my head around this situation and deal with it. I mean, I’m here; this is happening. Whatever happens after this fall with grad school back home is something to think about, but for now, this is where I am.

      And hey, the bright side is that I’ve got a job that other up-and-coming cooks and bakers would literally kill for. I mean, I’m working in one of the hottest kitchens in London right now; that’s hardly bad luck.

      So what if the chef - my boss - also happens to be my new stepbrother?

      ...So what if I can’t get the feel of his hungry mouth on my lips or his powerful hands on my body out of my head? Totally normal, right? I can definitely get over this and just do it; no problem at all.

      I look up to see Oliver just staring at me, grinning as if he’s inside my head reading my very thoughts. The idea of him reading my mind bring an uncomfortable flush to my cheeks as I look down into my dumplings.

      “So, you bake now.”

      It’s really more of a statement than a question, and I swallow the bite of food in my mouth as I look up at him, fully ready to throw that dickish attitude right back in his face, when my mother answers for me.

      “Well, Chloe’s not a real baker, she just-”

      “Mom,” I say sharply, frowning at large glass of wine in her hand. It’s like we haven’t had this same conversation forty times before. “Mom, I bake, and it’s my job. I’m pretty sure that makes me a baker.”

      “Well, it isn’t your career or anything,” She says, shaking her head at Barney as she takes a big sip from her glass, as if I’m some silly little girl pretending to be a princess or something.

      “Um, yeah, mom. It might be.”

      I’m trying, at least.

      “A career working in kitchens?” My mother says disdainfully, as if looking at roadkill or something.

      Oliver snorts and makes a coughing sound, and she looks up at him with a whole new expression. “Oh, no offense meant Oliver, but you’re a professional. This is just a hobby for her.”

      “Mom! What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “I mean you do what you love, right?” Oliver says loudly, suddenly, interrupting the exchange. “And you happen to love cupcakes and biscuits and all that, yeah?”

      I frown, not sure I like his opinion of what I do any more than my mother’s based on that tone, but I nod my head anyway.

      Oliver shrugs, “Well, it’s not like you’re working at Jolie for free, right?” He looks at his dad, “Wait, you are paying her, right?”

      Barney nods. “Oh, of course.”

      “Well good!” Oliver reaches down and snags one of my dumplings off my plate with his chopsticks, “So, you’re doing what you love, and being paid for it.” He shrugs. “Seems like that might make you a professional.”

      He shoots me a quick wink before turning back to my mother.

      The conversation changes to movies after that.
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* * *

      Mercifully, Oliver ducks out right after dinner to go do something at the restaurant even though it’s closed on Mondays.

      “He’s such a hard worker, that one!” My mother says, smiling at Barney as we clean the takeout boxes from the dining room table.

      “Yeah, well, he better be,” Barney says wryly. “The Army whipped a little sense into him.”

      I frown. Oliver was in the army?

      Barney continues with a shake of his head. “Still though, that boy needs to get more into work and less into trouble if you ask me.”

      I excuse myself to go upstairs, and with every step, the only thought running through my head is that if Oliver

      Trouble? I can feel the flush in my cheeks as I quickly exit the dining room. With every step, all I can think is that the only “trouble” I can see is Oliver himself.

      He’s trouble with a cocky, troublingly-attractive smile. Trouble with inked tattoos running down his muscled arms. Arms that I’m intimately familiar with; especially how they feel wrapped around my body.

      He’s trouble with a dirty, devious, and panty-dropping mouth; one that I happen to know firsthand what it feels like to kiss.

      Oliver? In trouble? I bite my lip as I close the door to my new room behind me and lean against it and shake my head. It’s when I look up that I see that there’s a note on my pillow:

      “8 am sharp. DO NOT BE LATE.”

      Great. I haven’t even started yet and I’m already getting yelled at by my boss.

      My very bossy, very distractingly attractive boss.

      My new stepbrother.

      Yeah, no, Oliver’s not in trouble.

      I am, and with that man sleeping right next door all night and being my boss all day at work?

      Yeah, I’m in big, big trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          5

        

        Oliver

      

    
    
      I’m leaning against the outside wall back behind the kitchen, frowning at the cobblestone streets of London’s south bank and sipping espresso. I close my eyes as I take a sip, breathing it all in and just loving it.

      I love the smell, the sounds and the taste of restaurants opening in the morning. This life is not for everyone, that’s for damn sure. Late nights, super early mornings, and all manner of drink, drugs, and sex in between. Honestly, those who cook your food might be the final great rock stars in the world, like the Stones back in the ‘70s or something.

      We might be the world’s last pirates, and I fuckin’ love it.

      I love the chaos, the threat of danger, the pressure, the burns, the cuts, the screaming maelstrom of fuckin’ chaos that somehow births something beautiful. I love that, somehow, through the utter chaos of a commercial kitchen during service, the madness can still give birth to something pure and something perfect: a meal that transcends food and becomes a fucking experience.

      And that’s what I want. I want people to walk away from a meal I’ve cooked them changed on a visceral, fundamental level. I want to rock their world; I want that first bite of food to be a fuckin orgasm for them. That’s what I love about all this. I love ending the night and looking out over my field of battle in that kitchen, and knowing that I bled for the cause and won. The cause of a perfect meal.

      I take another sip of the espresso and frown. What I don’t love is lateness. Lateness like how Chloe is already ten fucking minutes late to her first day on the job. The job I’d never have given her, truth be told. I run a fucking machine back there on that line, and I do not have time to babysit fucking hobbyists trying to “rough it” with the big boys in the kitchen. Fuck that. And her being late is just pissing me off even more.

      I can’t have it; not in any kitchen but certainly not here at this one. People here need to fear me like they do their father, or a Goddamn brigadier general.

      And if she thinks I’m going to go easy on her because of our parents, or because of our...well, history, she’s sorely mistaken.

      Oh, fuckin’ finally. She’s coming around the corner, on her fucking cellphone of course, with a coffee. She looks up quickly, as if feeling my eyes boring into her. I sip the last of my espresso, my arms crossed over my kitchen whites as I narrow my gaze at her.

      “Sorry!” She says, looking up from twitter or whatever bullshit has her late to my kitchen. She throws me her best “cute” wincing face.

      It sort of works, even if I hate to admit it.

      “The trains-” She shakes her head; “Sorry, I’m not used to-”

      “So leave earlier.”

      She shoots me a sharp look. “Look, I just got here last night, you know. It’s not like I’ve ever been to London bef-”

      “So look at a map.”

      She drops her jaw, her mouth going into this adorable and shocked looking “o” face. I have to suppress the urge to grin, because truth be told, I’m more interested in seeing how far I can push this girl than I am actually mad at her. Yes, lateness is something I abhor, but I’m not a fuckin’ dictator. Honestly, I’m partially amazed she’s only ten minutes late after trying to figure out London’s tube system on day one.

      Not, of course, that I’m going to tell her that.

      She shoots me another glaring look full of daggers, “You want to give me some fucking slack?”

      “No, actually,” I say, smiling widely at her and loving the way it gets her all flustered looking, her mouth opening and closing like she can’t even find the words to express her anger at me. Her cheeks get all flushed and pink looking, and I can’t help but remember the last time I saw them like that.

      Of course, that time I had her shirt half undone, my cock pressed against her thigh through our clothes, and her moans melting through my ears as she kissed me like our lives depended on it.

      Suffice to say, I would be extremely curious to see that particular blush on her face again.

      But I quickly shake that thought from my head. I have to be the hard-ass here. If not for her, at least for the rest of the kitchen.

      “Be on time,” I say again, forcing the grin from my face and mustering my hard-ass chef glare.

      And she rolls her eyes.

      “You know what, screw this,” she spits out, her eyes narrowing at me. “I don’t need this shit, not from you.”

      I shrug. “Hey, you don’t want to work for me? Wicked, I don’t want you in my fuckin’ kitchen either.”

      She whirls back and drops her jaw and opens her mouth, but I push a finger against her lips; her soft, pouty, totally fuckable lips.

      Oy, you need to shake your head right clear of that RIGHT now.

      “Look, just walk away, sweetheart. Maybe the kitchen just ain’t the place for you.”

      To call the look I get from her after that “fierce” doesn’t quite do it justice.

      It’s a look that says this girl doesn’t take shit from people. It’s a look that says she doesn’t back down from challenges, she chases them. It’s roaring, and full of all the piss and vinegar in the world. It’s defiant.

      And I like it.

      Of course, a kitchen’s only got the room for one defiant hot-head, and that would be me. She wants to work in this kitchen, with me?

      Well then, she better ask nicely, because I don’t recall her asking at all.

      “Look, luv,” I say, leaning closer to her. So close that I catch the slightly imperceptible intake of breath across her lips, see the way her eyes dart around mine, smell the faintest scent of some sort of lotion on her skin. “Our parents might be together, and you might live in the room next to me. And at home, we might chat all chummy like and have dinner and go do whatever it is stepsiblings do. But here?” I smile widely at her, spreading my arms, “This is my domain.”

      “Yeah, got it,” she says, frowning at me.

      “I’m not gonna be easy on you in there, sweetheart, understand?”

      She scowls.

      Jesus, I’ve got tattooed, 20-stone tough guys working for me who would’ve already been on their knees begging for a second chance and forgiveness by now. And here we’ve got little miss sassy baker-girl - Ms. Prude, the spitfire - still just giving me lip right back.

      I watch the defiant fire blaze in her eyes; that challenging, obstinate way she squares her shoulders at me and purses those plump lips together as she matches my narrowed gaze right back at me, not backing down one bit.

      This kind of defiance, and generally not getting my way, is not something I’m too familiar with. When I say “jump” in my kitchen, they say “how high, chef?” And women? Forget it. Even before dad’s inheritance, and even before I ever worked in kitchens, I’d pretty much never heard the word “no” from a girl. I’ve been leveraging my looks and that asshole bad-boy charm girls seem to go ga-ga over to drop panties since I was old enough to figure out how much fun it was.

      And yet, here we’ve got Chloe fucking Caulfield: the girl that said no. She said it five years ago, and I’ve been carrying that chip on my shoulder ever since. But now, here she is trying to throw sass in my face at the door to my kitchen domain?

      I let my eyes dart for just a second to the way her blouse strains across the soft swell of those perfect tits, arched high as she squares off against me. And I want to strip that shirt from her body, I want to cover those mounds with my lips, and I want to slip my fingers down the front of those pants and tease her until she’s begging me for release.

      The wicked little thought of Chloe begging me for anything is enough to get my cock rock-fucking-hard in my loose-fitting chef’s pants. Hard enough that if she looked down, she might get quite an eyeful.

      I think it’s really a combination of things that puts the idea into my head, but once it’s in there, it burns like a hot coal.

      Stepsister or not, I’m going to fuck Chloe Caulfield, and I’m going to tame that wildness.

      The girl that said no? Yeah, I’m going to make her mine. I’m going to have her begging for it; begging me to make her come.

      But first things being first, I will have her obedience in my Goddamn kitchen.

      She starts to push past me towards the backdoor of the restaurant when I stick my arm out, stopping her as I just lean down a little into her ear. “Listen, I will not be easy on you in there. Do we understand each other, sweetheart?”

      She mutters something.

      “Chloe.”

      “Fine,” she grumbles.

      “Yes, chef.”

      She turns to me, her brow wrinkled, “Excuse me?”

      I grin; okay, this is going to be way too much fun. I look her dead in the eye, “You’ll respond with ‘yes, chef’.”

      She narrows her eyes at me, “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “Do I look like it?”

      Everything around us goes still and quiet, as if we’ve hit pause on the whole world as we just stare at each other; a cold war of wills right there at the backdoor of Jolie. It’s tough keeping that gaze, knowing from my position so close to her, I could probably look down and into some delightful cleavage, but I stand firm.

      And then, the miracle happens: she nods.

      It’s barely perceptible, but it’s there, and that little gesture is my small victory

      “Fine, chef.” Her voice is dripping in sarcasm and disdain, and it’s not quite what I’m looking for. But, it’s still sweet, sweet victory to my ears.

      “Lovely. Well, we’ll work on that.” I move my arm aside, nodding towards the door. “Go get changed and start prepping, we’ve got a shitload of work to do today.”

      She walks away without another word, but I’m too busy eyeing that tight ass of hers in those jeans to bother saying anything this time.
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        Chloe

      

    
    
      Mercifully, my station in the kitchen is on the other side of the room from where Oliver stands by the service window, barking orders like freaking drill sergeant. So for my entire first shift at Jolie, I’m mostly left alone.

      Thank God.

      Because after that little run-in this morning, I walked away a raging little ball of fury, ready to lash out at the first person to look at me funny. And the worst part? The worst part was that I couldn’t tell if Oliver being that bossy and commanding had me more angry or more turned on.

      Please be the first.

      It has to be the first, and anything else attached to that is just...oh, I don’t know, withdrawal? A lack of anything resembling a sex life for the last few months since I made the decision that I wasn’t going back to school in the fall? That must be what it is, because anything else is just wrong. He is my stepbrother, after all, no matter how aggressively attractive he might be.

      I briefly wonder if “inappropriate sexual longings” are a lesser known side effect of jet-lag.

      And what am I saying; ‘bossy’? Bossy does not even begin to describe Oliver when he’s in his little fiefdom of a kitchen. By the end of the shift, as we’re starting to wind down, I’ve seen him yell, threaten, break things, throw a fit, and hurl a cut of meat he deemed “ruined beyond any shred of redemption” straight from the poor grill-guy’s hands against the wall.

      He mostly ignores me, mercifully, but he’s like a demon in that kitchen when the rush hits. It’s like he’s got five arms and three heads, cooking, expediting food from the service window to the servers; perfecting every plate like some little piece of modern art that someone’s about to just stick a fork into.

      He might act like a dictator, but this is his domain, and he owns it. It’s certainly not abuse either, it’s...I don’t know, motivating? He’s really no different than a football coach, hurling obscenities and physically pushing his team to their breaking point because he knows they can take it.

      And they do.

      And they respect him for it too. Huge guys with tattoos and beards and facial scars bow their heads and say ‘yes, chef’ when he roars at them about making sure the hake is perfect, or that the béchamel is thick enough. It’s impressive, honestly, and, well, captivating I guess; the power he wields. He knows how to use that power, too.

      I suddenly flash back to that first time, when we knew each other briefly before. That time he demanded my lips and kissed me hard and hot like I’d never been kissed before.

      Oliver Beckett; cocky, demanding, and captivating. Looks like nothing much has changed since that time he had me moaning into his mouth.

      I snap out of my daydreaming with a start, wrinkling my nose and shaking my head at the thought of fantasizing about my stepbrother.

      My commanding, demanding, bossy stepbrother.

      I suddenly look down and realize I’m burning the brûlée I’m about to put out for a desert ticket; badly.

      “What the fuck is this?”

      Of course, he’s right there the second anything in his little kingdom goes off-course. I bristle as I feel his voice in my ear, feeling his body and his commanding presence right behind me.

      “Sorry,” I mumble, shaking my head. “I zoned out.”

      “You zoned out?” His voice is louder now, loud enough that the bustle of the kitchen around us slows a little bit, people furtively looking in our direction as if pausing to check out a car crash on the side of the highway.

      “Yes, Oliver, I zoned out.” It’s my first fucking mistake all night. My first night here, I might add, not to mention the fact I’m still jet-lagged. And after a night like tonight under those conditions, I am fresh out of giving a shit about playing any of Oliver’s little power trip games.

      I turn to him, meeting his glare with my own, “Look, it was an accident, okay?”

      Oliver is utterly silent, and other people start glancing up in the kitchen; the sound of a few hushed whispers and smirks the only noise in the now dramatically quieter kitchen.

      “WHAT did you just say?” His voice is edged, like he’s really about to yell at me. I know from the little smirk in his eyes that he can’t quite hide, that he’s trying to get under my skin here. He’s trying to get me to cow to him and “obey his authority” or whatever ridiculousness.

      And I’m not going to give him that. I think of his crude little pantomime of the girls he brings home, the ones saying “yes, chef” to him. Well, this is one girl that cocky, arrogant prick is not going to have wrapped around his little finger. Under no circumstances am I going to be “yes, chef”-ing him.

      “I said I made a mistake, Oliver,” I say his name loudly, pointedly not referring to him as chef.

      He crosses his arms over his chest, the ink of his forearm tattoos rippling across his muscles as he flexes, “You made a mistake?”

      “Yes, Jesus.” This is freaking ridiculous. I am not going to play into his stupid little power play. I mean I share a wall and a bathroom with this man at home, I’m just not saying it.

      “Yes?” He arches an eyebrow, and I know exactly what he wants, but I’m not saying it. Not this time.

      “Whatever,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Yes,” I say, pointedly dropping the second word he wants to hear. Screw you, prick.

      “Get the fuck out of my kitchen.”

      My eyes dart up to his, “Excuse me?”

      His eyes are smirking at me, but when he says it again, his voice is booming across the silent kitchen. “I said get the FUCK out of my FUCKING KITCHEN.”

      I can feel the heat flushing my cheeks, the embarrassment that he’s actually following up on his threat with this. “Are you fucking kid-”

      “OUT!”

      The kitchen is pin-drop silent, and I feel every eye on me as I tear off my apron and toss it at Oliver’s feet. “

      Whatever,” I hiss, pushing past him and out the door.

      [image: ]
* * *

      In the locker room, I finally let the breath I’ve been holding inside out in a rush. The emotional charge of having a man with that sort of power - asshole stepbrother or not - yelling in my face catches up with me as the door slams shut behind me, and I’m blinking back tears and fanning my heated face with my hands as I pace the length of the room back and forth.

      My thoughts are a tangled jumble inside my head as I suck in breaths of air, trying to center myself. On the one hand, yes, whether I like it or not, Oliver is my boss, and defying him like that in the way that I did was never going to end well.

      But on the other hand, what an asshole! He made an example of me instead of just telling me to fuck off like he could’ve. He decided to cut me down to size as some sort of power-game in full view of the entire kitchen staff, just to make a point.

      I’m bent over at the sink, splashing cold water on my face when I hear the voice behind me, “It can get a little hot in there.”

      I jerk my head up and then narrow my eyes as I see Oliver grinning at me in the mirror behind me. “Oh fuck off.”

      “Hey,” he shrugs, “I told you I wasn’t going to go easy on you.”

      “Yeah, well, thanks for the heads up, ass.”

      I turn and move to push past him, but he grabs my wrist, pulling me back. I bite my lip and I stop short in my tracks, turning to look up into his eyes; his icy, dark brown eyes. I can feel a buzz run through me from the point where his hand touches my wrists, the power in those hands searing my skin.

      “You know,” he says, his lips parting in a smug grin, “All you had to do was say ‘yes, chef’.”

      We’re talking about it like he means work, but I can tell just by that look in his eyes that we’re really talking about the subtext here. We’re talking about him being frustrated by the girl that won’t say yes to the man who never hears no. I shake my arm loose of his grasp.

      “Well maybe I’m not that easy.”

      “It wouldn’t be fun if you were, luv,” he says, winking at me.

      I blush and bite my lip, swallowing the dirty daydreams of what could be and sizzling memories of what was as I meet his stare eye-to-eye, our faces inches apart.

      “I’m not going to play this game with you, you know,” I say quietly, willing myself to not blink; willing myself not to yield an inch in this little tit-for-tat we’re doing here alone in the locker room.

      “Oh and what game is that, sweetheart?” he murmurs, that thick accent caressing over my skin and teasing my ears.

      “You know what I’m talking about, Oliver.”

      “Enlighten me.”

      “You playing this little power-trip of yours because I wouldn’t do certain things before,” I say quietly. “You know, before before.”

      He smirks, “Things?”

      “Things like sleep with you.”

      He drops his jaw in overly-dramatic shock and shakes his head, grinning at me, “Wow!”

      I roll my eyes with a huff and whirl to walk away from him. He stops me with a firm hand on the locker room door, “Look, let’s go get a pint and I can make it up to you.”

      My brow wrinkles, “Just like that.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “You’re a raging dick to me and then you want to ‘grab a pint’?”

      “Chloe.” He rolls his eyes at me, making my blood boil a little, “It’s the kitchen, it’s not fucking personal.”

      I tighten my lips, saying nothing in return, and he arches a brow at me.

      “Look, you want this life? This is it. This is the game.”

      I’m silent, just pursing my lips and glaring at him as he holds my gaze. Finally, he rolls his eyes, “Alright, you know what, fuck it. Forget about it.” He turns and starts to open the locker room door.

      Just before he steps out, I finally crack. “Okay, okay,” I sigh loudly, “So how far away is this pint?”

      He turns, grinning broadly at me as he brings a hand up to rub his chin, “So that’s a yes?”

      “To the drink? Obviously, it’s what I just-”

      “No, sweetheart, I mean is that a yes to you sticking around and learning to thicken that skin when it comes to this craziness we call professional kitchens?”

      I roll my eyes, “Does it get me a drink? Fine, yes.”

      Oliver grins as he slings an arm over my shoulder and walks me out the door, “Then hold on tight, luv, the ride’s just getting started.”
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        Oliver

      

    
    
      There’s just the smallest hint of a wrinkle in Chloe’s brow as we step into the pub. I grin to myself, watching as she quickly and nonchalantly hides it when she turns to me and shrugs casually, as if this is exactly the type of place she was expecting to come have a drink at.

      The Rusty Knot is the farthest thing from an expected type of drinking establishment for a girl like Chloe; any girl, actually, and I know it. But of course, that is precisely why I’ve brought her here. The place reeks of stale beer and chips, and cheap cigarettes. Pipe smoke hangs like a mourning shroud over the mangy assortment of drunks, thieves, villains, footy hooligans, and of course, cooks.

      The floor sticks to your shoes, the clientele is most likely waiting for you to pass out to nick your wallet, the bartender is a right bruiser of a geezer, and the beer is flat and warm even by British standards.

      This is the last fucking place in the world a girl like Chloe would ever drink anything.

      That all said, I fuckin love this shithole. And anyways, we’re not exactly here for me to impress Chloe, we’re here because I felt like testing her.

      And I gotta hand it to her, she’s passing with that Paul-Newman-cool look she’s trying to sell me.

      “So what’s good here?”

      I smirk at her honest question “Nothing,” I say with a grin.

      She’s out of her element in a place like this. Fuck, I’m not quite at sorts in a hovel like this, but she’s playing it cool and she’s playing it with grace.

      Which is sort of sexy as fuck.

      She’s grown up a bit since that time before; she’s grown up a lot actually. She looks worldly and more confident.

      And hot.

      I mean, she looked good before, but it was in this sort of “cute-sexy” inexperienced way. Now? Now she’s like woman hot; she’s just plain fucking sexy. Here’s a girl that’s just come off working a damn commercial kitchen line during service. She’s been standing in pools of her own sweat for six hours, in full fight-or-flight mode listening to the machine print tickets and me yell shit all night.

      And she looks fuckin’ great. She’s in jeans and a t-shirt, she’s got her dark hair pulled back in this basic ponytail, and I feel like there’s no way she’s even wearing makeup right now. And yet, somehow, she’s possibly the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever seen. Fuck me, she even smells good. I’ve always wondered how that was even possible when it came to girls. Like, a guy is going to smell like a fuckin’ jock-strap after a shift like the one we had. Her? She splashes some water on her face and puts on a t-shirt and she smells like Goddamn lavender and sunshine. Like how is that even possible?

      “Oliver.”

      “Huh?” I blink, realizing I’ve been staring at her.

      “Were you just trying to impress me by how gross your regular drinking spot was or are we actually going to drink something?”

      Damn. And see, there’s that, too. She’s got a bit of sass to her that’s stirring things in me a girl like this really ought not to be stirring.

      Okay, I get it; it’s weird. Our parents are getting married soon, which sort of casts a bit of a pallor on any sort of wayward thoughts I might otherwise have for a girl who looks like this. But whatever, I’m a guy, she’s a hot girl, and it’s not like we’re actually related or anything.

      Right then, keep rationalizing the fact that you’re fantasizing about fucking your stepsister, perv.

      I grin, rather forcing myself back into the moment and back into my role as captain knob-head, “Oh, definitely the first. Chicks get all sorts of wet when I show them how rebel my pub is.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “Oliver, if you honestly believe a single girl has ever been turned on in a place like this, you might want to start worrying about what else they’ve probably told you that you’ve believed,” she says with a sly arch of her brow.

      My grin widens as I chuckle and hold up two fingers to the surly looking barkeep; there’s no point naming anything, it’s not like this place gives you the luxury of choice when it comes to a shitty pint.

      He turns to grab two foggy glasses from the back shelf, and I lean down towards Chloe, “Luv, they don’t have to tell me anything,” I husk into her ear, loving the way she stiffens even as she tries to put up this smooth criminal look she’s trying to work with.

      “It’s usually the gasping moans, the fingernails on my back, and the screaming of my name that does the tipping off.”

      I can see her cheeks glowing bright pink and the slightest beat of her pulse right below the skin in the curve of her neck. For a second, I think I may have just outplayed my hand and pushed it too far, until she seems to catch herself with a roll of her eyes just as the bartender comes back with the beers.

      “Dude, does this work for you?”

      “Hmm?” I say, grabbing the shit beers from the sour bartender.

      “This whole misogynistic crude douchebag thing,” she shrugs, “I’m just curious if that ever works for you.”

      “Like a charm, luv,” I say, sighing dramatically, “Like a fuckin’ charm.”

      She laughs and takes the beer from my hand as we move to a corner somehow even darker than the rest of the windowless, poorly lit cave we’re in.

      “Well, luckily I’m immune to your dark powers then.”

      “Oh, you think so, huh?”

      “Oh I know so,” she says, grinning at me. “Besides,” she says quickly, “I think it just comes standard with being your stepsister and all.”

      I arch a brow as she quickly looks away and sips her beer. That last bit, about being my stepsister, came out way too fast, and with way too much force; like she was throwing up a last-ditch effort defense.

      “Not yet, you’re not.”

      “Hmm?” She turns back, throwing a quick sour look at the beer she’s just sipped.

      “I said ‘not yet’ you’re not. My stepsister, that is.”

      Her eyes meet mine for a quarter second; a lingering quarter second where her gaze narrows as if trying to peer into me a little more before the moment breaks and we both look down into our beers.

      “Listen,” I say, switching gears, “About tonight.”

      She’s instantly changing speeds too, her eye’s darting back up to mine and narrowing a little, “What?”

      “You need to leave what happens in the kitchen in the kitchen, darlin.” I take a slug of the awful beer in my pint, my eyes not leaving hers. “Grow a pair, you know?”

      She rolls her eyes, and I can tell she’s about to say something back so I cut her off, “Look, you wanted to work in that environment, so I’m telling you, you better toughen up.”

      She shoots me a look, “I’m plenty tough, you’re just being a dick cause I wouldn’t fuck you five years ago.”

      I’m not sure which of us is more surprised that she actually says it, but her eyes suddenly go wide with surprise, her hand coming up to her mouth as if she wasn’t supposed to let it out.

      I just laugh, meanwhile. “Oh is that what you think, sis?”

      She wrinkles her nose, “Ew, don’t call me that, like, ever. Way too close to home.”

      “Well I suppose it’s a good thing we didn’t fuck then, huh?” I grin as she rolls her eyes, that adorable flush coming back to her cheeks, “I mean, even though you totally wanted it.”

      She barks out a laugh, “Please!”

      “Hey, a little courtesy and some manners like that might’ve gone a long way back then, luv.”

      She shoots me a look. “Oh my God, you wish. I believe it was me that told you to keep your hands off of me.”

      I shrug, “Seemed to me you were begging for it.”

      “Unlikely.”

      “Mouth open, panties soaked, gaga for me.”

      Chloe slams her beer down, and it’s only then that I realize I’ve probably just crossed a line.

      “You’re disgusting, I’m going home.”

      “Was that an invitation?”

      I’ve certainly been slapped before, but for some reason, the one I get from Chloe is especially unexpected. And then I’m sitting there alone with a crap beer in my hand, a lack of witty comeback on my lips, and an old geezer in the corner laughing at me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          8

        

        Chloe

      

    
    
      I’m shrugging my pajamas off while I wait for the shower to heat up when the pounding on the bathroom door has me whirling and frowning at the sound, “What?”

      “Oy! Let’s hurry it up in there, sweetheart!”

      Oliver. Jesus he’s infuriating. And disgusting. And I’m exhausted at this hour in the morning.

      Why am I exhausted? Well, because that dickhead spent half the previous night watching porn in his room once he got home. With the sound on.

      Loud.

      I mean honestly, I thought the British were supposed to be classy. That’s the word that I kept hearing when people heard I was moving to London, at least.

      “Think of all the classy guys you’ll meet!” Sarah had said when we were getting drinks a week before I left, “Oh my God, like, guys with actual culture and sophistication!”

      Yeah, right. I can say first hand that there isn’t anything remotely classy about any of the things I tried to muffle out with my pillow last night.

      I frown at my bleary eyes and the bags beneath them in the mirror. Seriously, a repeat performance like that again tonight and I’m on the next flight back home.

      His fist pounds on the bathroom door again, “C’mon! You need some help in there or what?”

      “Fuck off!” I yell, testing the water with my hand real quick before I sit on the toilet to pee.

      “Clock’s ticking, princess, and I know you don’t want to be late.”

      I grit my teeth as I tear off a piece of toilet paper. “I’m showering, Oliver! Fuck o-”

      I screech, jerking my knees up to my chest and flinching as the door bursts in and Oliver himself just comes waltzing through. He takes one look at me and just starts to laugh.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?!” I scream, jumping up from the toilet and yanking a towel from the rack around myself. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      Oliver’s just grinning at me with that cheeky, smug smile of his, his eyes openly sliding up and down my towel-clad body. “You were taking too long, and some of us take punctuality seriously,” he shrugs, his eyes lingering on the short edge of the towel across my bare thighs; “That’s what I’m doing.”

      I hastily turn towards the bathroom window, away from him as I hug the towel tighter around myself and I can hear him sigh dramatically behind me, “Jesus, have you even used the shower yet?”

      “Well I was about to,” I huff, gritting my teeth with my back to him. “But I’m sure not going to use it right now.”

      “Oh, good, so you won’t mind if I cut the line.”

      “What? No! You-!” I whirl around, but then I’m suddenly tripping right over my tongue and my words at the sight of a very perfect, very muscular, and very naked butt.

      Oliver’s butt.

      I quickly look away, but not before the image of his muscled and tattooed back and that hint of something I know I saw between his legs is forever etched onto my brain.

      And I’m not altogether upset by that.

      I hear the sound of the glass shower door opening and then shutting.

      “You did not just steal my shower. Are you serious right now?”

      “Serious as a heart attack, luv,” he calls out.

      I turn back to glare at him, but then very quickly realize that there isn’t anything remotely frosted or fogged about the stall door, and I’m now looking quite directly at a completely naked Oliver in the shower stall.

      It’s a solid three seconds before I realize I’m staring at the shape of his body behind the glass. I blush as I catch my eyes dipping lower, trying to catch a glimpse of what I most certainly should not be trying to “catch a glimpse of.”

      It’s just hitting me that I’m just standing there naked except for a towel in the bathroom like a creep while my stepbrother showers, when the shower door suddenly bangs open.

      “Oliver!” I whirl back around as he steps naked and dripping wet out from under the water, but of course, again not before I catch a peek of something I really shouldn’t.

      I can hear him laughing behind me, “What?

      “You’re fucking ridiculous, you know that?”

      He chuckles. “Hey, it’s close quarters in the kitchen, better get used to it, sis.”

      “Stop calling me that,” I hiss out of gritted teeth. “And you aren’t-” I shake my head as images of Oliver’s impressive package that I just got an eyeful of go racing through my mind; “You aren’t naked in the kitchen.”

      He snorts. “Well, not that you’ve seen.” His arm reaches past me, making me bite my lip knowing he’s naked and standing right behind me as he grabs a towel from the rack on the wall in front of me, “Yet.”

      I whirl back at the feel of his voice right in my ear to shoot him a look as he wraps the towel around himself. “What?” He’s grinning at me, “Luv, there are sausages in kitchens all over Britain, you know.”

      He winks, “English breakfast, and all that.”

      “Are you done acting like a fucking caveman?” I spit at him.

      He makes a show of stepping back and bowing with a wave of his hand towards the still-running shower, “M’lady’s bath awaits her.”

      I glare at him. “Out, Oliver.”

      He grins as he steps out of the bathroom, towel tight around the grooved muscles of his hips. “Don’t be late, cupcake girl.”

      I’m seething as I slam the door shut behind him and let out a breath before I sling my towel up over the hook and step into the spray of the shower. I’ve barely allowed myself to close my eyes when the bathroom door bangs open again and I let out a yell as I turn away from the glass, “Oliver! You can not be serious!”

      “Oh, relax,” I hear him chuckle, “Just hanging up my towel.”

      I’m trying not to think about the fact that I’m sure he can and is looking at my very naked ass with my back to him like this when I finally hear the door click shut.

      Finally.

      I’m reaching for the shampoo when I about jump out of my skin at the sound of a tap on the glass. And it’s when I whirl around out of pure instinct at the sound that I come face-to-face with a very naked Oliver with his cock pressed right up against the glass between us.

      “GET OUT!” I shriek at him, but he’s already cracking up and turning away

      “See you at work!” He calls back over his shoulder as he slips out the door.

      I am not going to survive London.
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      I’m sipping espresso, leaning over one of the prep tables and going over tonight’s menu when she comes in.

      Finally.

      I think about chewing her out for being late, but - eh - I’ve gotta pace myself. I mean I can’t go all in at once with toppling little miss perfect now can I? After all, I’ve got four Goddamn months of this little walking distraction in my kitchen; no point in blowing my load on week one, right?

      Wrong turn of phrase, dick.

      Of course, she also blows through the backdoor like some sort of hurricane, shooting me a quick and withering look as she storms over to her station.

      Oh, right, the whole terrorizing her in the bathroom bit. I’m slightly embarrassed of myself that I’d actually almost forgot about that.

      I take another slow sip of my espresso as I watch her yank her knife set out of her bag and start to prep her station for the afternoon. Briefly, I wonder why I feel the need to act like such a fucking child around her; why I feel the need to poke and prod her like we’re children in a schoolyard. I mean objectively speaking, Chloe is a fucking knockout, and in that way where she really doesn’t quite know it, which is always just a deal-sealer when it comes to girls like her.

      “You’re just being a dick cause I wouldn’t fuck you five years ago.”

      I frown, letting my eyes freely roam over her tight little ass in those jeans. Is that it? Am I really that much of a fuckin’ hard-on that I can’t let that go from five damn years ago? I mean Christ, I’ve fucked like half the waitresses, bartenders, and hostesses between East End and Notting Hill since then. So how in the world does this girl with her attitude and her jeans and t-shirt and no makeup and her refusal to give me my way get me all turned around and acting like a stupid little kid?

      I think again about barging into that bathroom this morning and catching the eye-full of Chloe I actually wasn’t expecting, and I can feel my dick getting hard inside my chef’s whites. Just picturing those tits and the curve of her ass as she shrieked and jumped for a towel had my pants tenting. Truth be told, I was expecting her to be in the shower, not just sitting there without a stitch of clothing or glass between us.

      And what an ass. I can literally still picture running my hands over that ass as she moaned into my lips, albeit five years ago, and over pants of course.

      Not, of course, that those details in any way diminish the throbbing of my erection in my pants.

      She turns then, as if feeling my gaze on her, and for a second, our eyes meet and hold. And then she just sneers at me - fuckin’ sneers! - before she actually flips me off and starts to walk out of the kitchen, presumably to go change for the day.

      Yeah, I could - and should - totally chew her out for that little act of rebellion in my domain, but the only other cooks in the kitchen are looking the other way anyways, and part of me decides she’s at least half justified in being pissy at me considering my morning antics.

      Besides, letting it slide just means I can continue this slow burn of our little power dynamic, which is just too much fun to blow all at once.

      “Oy.”

      I turn to see Marco, my grill guy dropping his knife bag on the counter behind me and nodding his chin at me. Marco and me go way back to when we were kids. We go back to even before our first restaurant job, when we were both kitchen-prep bitches getting our asses collectively chewed out by everyone from the Head Chef down to the fuckin’ dishwasher. He’s my age; another hungry young buck looking to make a name for himself in kitchens.

      Too bad his dad doesn’t own the place.

      Okay, I mean I kind of hate that mine does, but I know Marco hates it. We’re the same age, had the same comings-up, worked in virtually the same kitchens, and I know the fact that I’m 23 and running a kitchen, and getting shit like “hottest young bad-boy chef in Britain” blog posts being written about me while he’s still my grill-guy irks him something wicked.

      But hey, that’s the way the cookie crumbled, and truth be told, I’d be lost with literally anyone else besides Marco manning the hot-line come dinner rush.

      In any case, he might still be sore about having to work for me, but that doesn’t mean we aren’t cool. Because we both get it, unlike Chloe, apparently. Kitchen shit is just that, kitchen shit. I can call someone a fuck-face and promise to sodomize their mother during the heat of battle of a dinner rush, but we’re both gonna be cool after a pint and maybe some darts after. Hell, if we can pick up some girls, even better.

      “How we doin’ chef?” Marco claps me on the shoulder. See? We’re buddies, but even he gets it; he gets the code. In here, there’s order, and buddies aside, I’m the commander in chief.

      “Big night,” I say, nodding and turning the menu notes I’ve written down towards him. Being Godfather in here doesn’t mean you don’t check in with your consigliere here and there; “Checked with Ian out front, too and we’ve got a full book for the night.”

      “Yeah? Wicked.” Marco turns towards the espresso machine that I demanded we get for the kitchen staff right there on the line. Pricey little number, but you gotta figure, a bunch of cooks slugging down expensive coffee to get through a night is still probably a lot better - and cheaper - than having them blow lines of coke all night.

      Just then, the side door to the kitchen opens, and Chloe walks in wearing her kitchen whites, her hair pulled back in a ponytail. She shoots me a quick, and what I’m sure she thinks is a withering look, before stomping over to start prepping at her station.

      Marco nudges me, and I glance back to see him nodding slowly as he grins and gestures with his chin towards Chloe; “Who’s the new bird?”

      I arch a brow at him, “Forget it, and forget her. She’s a charity case for my dad, she’ll be out of here soon.”

      “Even better,” Marco says, grinning like a shark at me.

      I roll my eyes, tempering the curiously sudden rise of red anger inside, “Nah, brother, she’s a no-go.”

      Marco shrugs. “Says you. Now, a man not so keen on defeat might just-”

      “She’s my old man’s new fiancé’s daughter, knobhead.”

      He barks out a laugh that has a few heads turning our way, “Your sister?! Oh shit, mate.”

      “Naw, stepsister,” I say, shooting a quick look back at Chloe who’s very conveniently stuck earbuds into her ears at this point.

      “Well, shit, either way, you’re not chasing that then I take it?”

      I make a face at Marco. “No, mate; fuckin’ of course not. I’m not a bloody pervert or something.”

      Yes, I am.

      “The fuck you’re not, mate,” Marco says with a raise of his eyebrows. “But still, slipping it to your sister might be a little low-brow even for you.”

      “She’s not my sister, ass.”

      Marco cranes his head over my shoulder and raises his eyebrows, and I can feel that temper start to flare inside again as I watch his eyes dart all over Chloe’s back. “Well then, I guess you don’t mind if I take a swing, yeah?”

      I can’t say shit. Okay, there’s a lot I want to say, but I’m mostly concerned right then about why the thought of Marco hitting on Chloe, or doing anything in the slightest fucking bit with her gets me fucking heated. I turn to look at her, watching as she separates eggs over a mixing bowl, her head moving with just the faintest movements to the beat of whatever she’s listening to, and just one stray lock of brown hair slipping over her cheek.

      Easy, pal.

      I swallow that heat though and put on my most nonchalant face as I turn back to Marco, “Nah, fuck off mate; we’ve got shit to do.”

      He shrugs, eyeing her again in a way that has my blood boiling. “Well, soon then, yeah? We could get drinks tonight after-”

      “Work, Marco,” I say firmly, nodding at his prep list.

      “You got it, chef.”
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        Chloe

      

    
    
      There’s a meditative sort of state to baking. That probably sounds weird, but really, go try it sometime. And I don’t mean cracking open a box of instant brownies and then throwing on Netflix, I mean really baking.

      It’s the feel of an egg-yolk between your fingers, the smell of flour hanging in the air, the twirl of a spatula through a thickening mix. There’s the heat of an open oven, the sizzle of a sauce-pan, the bubbling of a glaze or the frothing of cream.

      When I used to watch my dad back in the bakery when I was a kid, it was like being in Willy Wonka’s factory. It was magic - literally magic - watching everyday things that we even had in our refrigerator back home turn into something like a towering cake, or rich velvety chocolate tart. Things that any eight year old would normally wrinkle their nose at, like raw eggs, or unsweetened chocolate, would suddenly and magically turn into something amazing.

      I bake to clear my head, and because I love it. But I suppose I also do it to capture a little bit of that magic, wherever it may be still floating around the world like flour dust.

      Baking is making something good in the world. It’s making something wonderful that makes people happy. At the end of the day, a cookie is just a cookie; a quiche or a tart is just a slice of lunch, really. But stirring and beating and mixing are all labors of love that go into this one thing, and sometimes the world just needs a little love put back into it.

      It’s quiet as the rest of the kitchen starts to pack up after the shift. The counters are washed down, the grills turned off, knives sharpened, glasses polished, cutting-boards bleached, and lights turned low. I should probably go home, considering the late, sleepless night I had, followed by the horrible wake-up call this morning, all thanks to Oliver.

      But instead, I’m staying here, in the semi-darkness of a now-quiet kitchen, baking.

      “Need a taster?”

      I whirl, yanking the headphones out of my ears, my hands flying to my chest, and my heart about jumping right out of my throat.

      “Jesus, Oliver.” I suck in a deep breath, glaring at him, “You scared the shit out of me.”

      “Let this be a lesson about wearing headphones in a kitchen then,” He says with a shrug of his shoulders. He’s out of his chef-whites, in jeans and a black-t-shirt with his face looking freshly scrubbed and his hair wet and slicked back from a shower downstairs. His full lips pull back into a cocky sort of grin. Smile lines etch his cheek and that strong jaw line draws my eyes before they dart up to meet his dark brown ones.

      “You did good tonight, cupcake,” he says with a grin. He holds his hand out, passing a can of cheap-looking beer my way.

      I make a face.

      Oliver rolls his eyes, “What do you want, fucking champagne?” He smirks, “Welcome to kitchen life, luv. Now drink up.”

      He cracks a second beer for himself before moving next to me to lean against the counter-top and peer down into the bowl I’ve been mixing. “So what are you making?”

      “Just experimenting with a recipe for savory tarts. Balsamic-glazed wheat berry and brussel sprouts.”

      He nods slowly, arching a brow, “Not bad, not bad. Tarts, huh?”

      “Yeah.”

      “A bit different from those buns of yours this morning then, eh?”

      My face grows red and I shoot him a look. But for some reason, this time there’s nothing behind the look; at least none of the honest vitriol from earlier. This time it’s more a flirting look.

      God, what am I doing?

      And honestly, when and how exactly did me being pissed at this cocky little shit turn into whatever little flirtiness I’m showing now? Am I so cheap that I can be bought with a can of beer and a single mediocre comment about my job performance?

      “You’re not drinking.” Oliver nods at the foamy beer in my hand, “C’mon, you’re like pissing on sacrament here.”

      I roll my eyes. There’s Oliver for you, always so cocky and dominant.

      Demanding.

      “Fine,” I say, taking a big sip of the cheap beer in my hand. Hey, at least it’s cold this time. “But I’d ask that you please get my buns out of your head, thank you very much.” I roll my eyes as I pick up my whisk again and start to whip the batter I’ve got going in the bowl.

      “Oy, you’re doing that wrong.”

      I raise a brow as I look at him, “Excuse me?”
      “The whisking,” he says with a shrug, “You’re beating the batter, not mixing it.”

      “Seriously?” I give him a withering look before I roll my eyes and turn back to my mixing bowl.

      “Look, it’s not a power thing,” he says, “I’m just saying there’s a better way.”

      “Oh, right because you know all the best techniques.”

      “Oh, trust me,” he grins at me, “My techniques would blow your mind, sweetheart,” he finishes with a wink that has the blood rushing into my cheeks.

      Oliver moves behind me suddenly, his hand circling around me and coming to rest on top of my own over the handle of the whisk.

      “Hey! Just what do you think you’re-”

      “Relax, I’m just going to show you.”

      I feel a shiver up my back at sound of his voice, so deep and low in my ear, as well as the feel of him so close behind me. I can smell whatever clean-smelling soap he’s used to wash his face. I can feel the heat and the hardness of his muscles pressing into my back.

      “You’ve got to love the whisk, darlin’,” he husks into my ear, “Right now you’re jerking that thing like you’re giving it a fuckin’ handjob.”

      “Jesus, Oliver,” I wrinkle my nose.

      “What! That’s what it looks like!” He chuckles, and I feel his laughter through my back as he moves close, his other hand circling my waist. “Look, you just need to be more gentle. It’s more like you’re brushing hair, or conducting an orchestra or something.” He chuckles, “Not jerking a cock.”

      I flush again, and I can feel him pressing against me. I can feel something else pressing against me too, actually.

      I swallow thickly, “I’ve- I’ve got it now.”

      “Do you?” He murmurs.

      “Mhmm.”

      But we’re still moving the whisk together, his hand over mine and our bodies moving together almost imperceptibly side to side as he guides my hand.

      And I don’t want him to stop just yet.

      I blush, knowing that hardness I can feel pressing into my ass is his cock growing rock hard against me, and feeling how, well, not small, that bulge is has me biting my lips. It has me questioning what it is we’re doing here and why I’m not pushing him away.

      He leans in closer to me, his breath a warm tickle against my neck. I bite my lip, letting my eyes close for just a second as I let the fact that Oliver Beckett has one hand on my hip, the other on my hand, and his erection pressed firmly against my ass.

      “You smell good, you know,” he murmurs, that accent melting over me.

      I take a shaky breath, “Don’t.”

      I can practically feel him smirk behind me, “Don’t what.”

      “Smell me. I’ve been working all night, I’m gross.”

      “Well you smell fantastic to me.”

      My heart starts to race, and I feel my breath catch as the hand on my hip begins to circle around to my front, slowly pulling me back into him. “Oliver, we shouldn’t,” I say quietly, my eyes closing just a little as I let myself be pulled against him. Why does it have to feel so good?

      “Shouldn’t what.”

      “Do this.”

      “And what exactly are we doing, Chloe?” He growls into my ear.

      I have no idea, but I don’t really want to stop doing it.

      Instead, I open my mouth, “So what do I smell like?”

      “Like cookies.”

      I laugh and start to turn, but he keeps me hard again the table, and I gasp at the feel of him as he presses his hardness right against me.

      “No, you smell like jasmine, from your shampoo. And you smell like sage from the stuffing you made earlier.”

      I bite my lip and close my eyes, the movement of the whisk slowing and then stopping as I feel him lean into my neck, his lips just shy of touching me as he all but nuzzles the curve of my shoulder.

      Oh my god what are we doing?

      “You smell fantastic, actually,” he says, rocking his hips into me, the bulge pressing hotly against my ass and those strong arms sliding around my waist. And I’m trembling for him. I hate that this cocky, arrogant little shit is having this effect on me, but it’s undeniable.

      It’s undeniable that I’m absolutely soaked for him.

      “Fantastic, huh?”

      “Lovely, actually,” he murmurs, and this time I shiver as I feel his lips graze the side of my neck just under my jawline.

      “Oliver...”

      “But I’d wager something else smells even better right now,” he says darkly, his arms pulling me tight against him as we start to drop all pretense of him being here to help me bake.

      “Something else that I bet smells like honey and smells like you’re as hot for this as I bet you are.”

      “You’re delusional,” I whisper.

      “Am I?”

      “Mhmm,” I manage to croak out, feeling my body begin to betray me more and more by the second. “I’m not hot for...oh God-”

      His lips slide across my collarbone and up to the delicate skin of my neck, and then I’m actually moaning as I sag into him with a whimper.

      God, I’m whimpering. When the hell have I ever whimpered for anything?

      “Please; you’re so hot for me I can practically smell you right now, luv.”

      I groan as I feel his teeth just barely graze my skin; nipping me enough that I let out a small gasp, my hands dropping to grab at the countertop in front of me.

      “You are such an arrogant prick, you know.”

      “Sweetheart, you’ve got no idea,” he husks into my ear, “but if you want, I can show you a lot more of my prick than that.”

      God he’s so crude, and yet it’s getting me hotter than I’ve ever felt before.

      “You want it, don’t you,” he says, grinding his thick erection into me. His hand moves up my arm from the mixing bowl to slide up and down my side, just barely grazing the underside of my breasts through my chef’s coat. “You want me to bend you over this table right here and fill you up with every inch of this cock don’t you, luv,” he murmurs, his thick accent like honey in my ear.

      “Mm-mm,” I shake my side to side, my eyes squeezed shut, not trusting myself to open my mouth.

      “Or maybe - maybe you’d want my tongue.” He leans close, his lips brushing my ear as just the tip of his tongue slides out to tease my earlobe. “I’ve got a wicked tongue, darling, but then, you already know that don’t you.”

      I remember that tongue. “Mm-mm, nope,” I say quickly and breathlessly, my eyes tightly shut as I shake my head. I’m melting right there in front of him; dripping into a puddle so quickly that I’m so close to saying and doing virtually anything he tells me to.

      Oliver chuckles lowly, as if reading my thoughts, “Just say the words, luv,” he growls into my ear.

      I whimper again as I feel him press his thickness against me, “What words,” I breath out.

      “You just have to ask me nicely, that’s all,” he says darkly in my ear.

      “Uh-huh,” I’m close to babbling, so close to just breaking down right here and begging him to fuck me like I’m dying for him to.

      “Just say ‘yes, chef’.”

      That. Fucking. Prick.

      I’m suddenly ripped from the free-fall I was in, and my eyes are wide and my focus is sharp as I whirl in his arms and glare up at him, “You asshole!”

      He’s grinning; grinning like a jackass, like he knew how much that would tear me out of the moment.

      “It’s just two words, sweetheart,” he says, smirking arrogantly at me. “Just say the words and I’ll do everything I just promised.” He leans close, “I’ll do everything to ease that ache I just know you’ve got in your knickers right this very moment.”

      But right there, my mind is set. Right there, I know without a doubt that I will not be yielding anything to this pompous prick, and I will most certainly and under no fucking circumstances be begging him to do anything to me.

      Ever.

      Yes, chef? Are you fucking kidding me?

      I want to punch him, or slap him again, or, or something to wipe that cavalier, swaggering smirk off his damn face. But instead, I only smile; I bite my tongue and I smile up at him as sweetly as I possibly can.

      “Are you hard for me?” I breathe out, batting my eyes and biting my lip seductively at him.

      His brows shoot up for a second before he grins and starts to nod, “You know I am.”

      I smile bashfully, “And you want to taste my sweet little pussy?”

      A dark, hungry look comes over his face as his eyes flash fire at me, and his jaw tightens as he nods.

      “And you wanna bend me over this table and fuck this tight,” I lean closer, “dripping wet,” I reach up and trail a finger across his jaw and over his lips, “perfect little pussy until I can barely walk?”

      Oliver growls then, grabbing my hands and pushing me back hard into the table as he leans into me, “You fucking know I do, Chloe.”

      I bite my lip and smile coyly, savoring this moment before I drop my bomb. And then, ever so slowly, I crane my head up and let my lips trail across his ear.

      “Too bad,” I whisper, “Because you’re not going to, and I’m never going to ‘beg’ you for a single thing.”

      I would give almost anything for a camera at that exact moment, just to capture the look on his face as I push him back from me and start to step away, “Oh, and Oliver?” I smile sweetly at him as I start to step away before pointedly dropping my eyes to the huge bulge in jeans, “Good luck with that.”
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      Jesus I need a drink.

      Well, no, what I really need is something young, willing, and strange that I can sink my cock into until I forget all about Chloe Caulfield. I need a distraction; a drug, a drink, a lay I can forget about five minutes after like usual. I need anything to get my mind back in focus instead of this lingering obsession I have on the last girl in fucking Britain I need to obsess over.

      Then of course there’s the raging case of blue balls I’m gritting my teeth at as I shove my way to front of the line outside the trendy club in Hoxton.

      “Oy, chill there little lord.” A huge guy with dreads and a suit holding a clipboard steps between me and the door, “Feeling like a special fuckin’ snowflake tonight are we?” He narrows his eyes at me and nods his chin at the hundred or so people glaring at me from the line that runs down the length of the block.

      “I’m meeting someone.”

      He laughs, “I bet you are, son, I bet you are.” His arms fold over his chest and the smile drops in an instant, “Back of the line, and don’t make me do it for you.”

      The funny thing here is that I was raised amongst tough guys like this. Wannabe gangsters and villains like this taught me how to lift a wallet from tourists in Leicester Square, or flip stolen handbags alongside Camden when other kids were learning to ride bikes and do their homework.

      Needless to say, I’m not intimidated by thugs in suits working nightclub front doors. Not to mention, I need a drink fuckin’ ten minutes ago, and I’m on the list.

      I’m about to say something about the man’s mum that’ll most likely make things wild real fast, when the door behind him bangs open and a man in a top suit with a bird on both arms stumbles out, laughing. He stops suddenly, and his mouth spreads into a grin as he sees me, “Ollie! Oy you little shit, c’mere!”

      He pushes past the scowling door man, shrugging off the two tarted-up girls on his arms as he grabs me into a big bear hug.

      Danny Cole; the Danny Cole, as in one of the most recognized chefs on the planet. As in, three fucking stars in Michelin, Danny Cole. I get blog posts, Danny gets the New York Times.

      “The young prince deigns us with his presence after all, eh?” He pulls back, grinning at me, “Didn’t think important chefs like you could make it out to social functions like these.”

      He’s yanking my chain; purposely being a dick to rattle my cage. Anyone else in the world would get popped in the mouth right quick for that type of shit, but then again, anyone else in the world isn’t the man who taught me how to cook and got my ass off the street.

      If you believe in them, you might say Danny Cole is a sort of guardian angel. That is, if you also believe guardian angels drink like Irish dock workers and fuck anything with a pair of tits that moves.

      “Sorry, late night at Jolie, and-” I shoot the bouncer a withering look, “Had a bit of a problem with the list it seems.”

      Danny shakes his head, “Oy, well, get your ass in there son; you’re gonna love it in here.” He turns and pats the bouncer on the shoulder. “Easy there boy-o, he’s with me,” Danny says as he passes him a wad of notes. He grabs the two girls he walked out with and drags them back inside, jerking his head at me to follow.

      “Yeah, boy-o,” I say with the fakest smile I can come up with as I clap the big bouncer on the shoulder too, “Down boy.” His eyes narrow at me, but he doesn’t say shit as I follow Danny inside the club.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s fuckin mad inside; and that’s even before Danny leads us through the crowd back to the VIP area he’s commandeered. The VIP area full of champagne, booze, and fuckin’ gorgeous girls just gaggling to hang out with him.

      Jesus, celebrité suits Danny well.

      When we sit, we’re instantly surrounded by girls with bedroom eyes; girls who drape themselves over the two of us, girls who laugh at everything Danny says, and girls who trace fingers over my arms with stars in their eyes.

      Kitchen groupies.

      The fucked up thing is, this actually exists. With chefs being the new celebrity rock stars they are these days, the rock-star lifestyle naturally follows. Model-slash-hostesses and actress-slash-waitresses, food bloggers, restaurant reviewers, or just star-fuckers who see your name in the paper next to a picture of success and see it as their best shot of touching greatness.

      Okay, given, these girls are all here for Danny, but cool by association is never really a bad thing now is it?

      I mean the man only has one dick.

      “Oy, so how’s it being the top-dog, Beckett?” Danny says, running a hand through his silver-tipped hair as a young blonde thing on his lap tries to kiss his neck. “Feel like murdering your whole staff yet?”

      I laugh. “Naw, mate; it’s-” I shrug, “It’s exciting.”

      Danny grins, the lines around his eyes crinkling. He’s one of those pricks that just gets more handsome with age; one of those guys that makes me hope I age more like my mother’s side than my pudgy, balding father’s.

      “So thats a yes on murdering the lot of them?” He says.

      “Shit yes,” I say, raising a glass of champagne to him as he laughs.

      “Fun being at the top, eh?”

      I snort, “We calling Jolie the top now?”

      Danny rolls his eyes as the girl on his lap starts to suck on his earlobe. “I can get you a job at fuckin Burger King if you like, boy-o. You got a packed house over there every night at your father’s place and you’ve got a kitchen they sunk, what, like a million quid into?” He snorts again before tossing back the rest of his champagne. “Don’t be one of those twenty-three year old jaded twats, Ollie.”

      I shrug, nodding at him as the girl next to me on the couches slides up closer to me, as if her interest in me is directly tied to how much attention I get from Danny.

      It probably is, and I probably don’t give a fuck.

      “So, Marco giving you any shit over there?”

      “Nah,” I say, “I’m running it real proper.”

      Danny smirks past the girl in his lap, “Yeah I bet. Little hothead like you trying to make everyone scared of him, right?” He shrugs, “It ain’t easy at the top mate. You’re isolated up there.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Aw, now what’s the matter, lad, run out of waitresses and hostesses to fuck over there?” Danny grins at me while a second girl comes up behind the first attached to his neck and starts kissing her neck. “C’mon mate, what’d I teach you about fishing off the company pier?”

      “Probably something like, ‘they’ve got the best fish’?”

      Danny roars out a laugh before raising a hand to our personal cocktail waitress and gesturing for another bottle of bubbly.

      Run out of waitresses and hostesses to fuck over there? Yeah, right. Except I’m not sure how to tell a guy like Danny that it’s the opposite. How do you tell a perpetual bachelor like the man sitting next to me, the man who taught me everything I know about getting pussy, and the man with three girls now literally crawling all over him that it’s actually one girl that’s got me twisted up in this vice I can’t seem to break out of? How the fuck do I even begin to explain that I’m actually annoyed by the girl running her hands over my thighs because all I can think about is Chloe and her outright denying me?

      “Listen, Ollie; stick it out with Jolie,” Danny says, looking me in the eye. “I know working for your pops ain’t ideal, but that’s a good place to earn your wings, mate.” He sighs and then reaches over to clap me on the shoulder, “Now buck up and cheer up, and go take this pretty young thing-” he grins at the girl climbing into my lap, “into the bathroom or something. You’re making me nervous over there, lad.”

      He’s right, really. The whole Chloe thing is fucking with my head in ways my head never get’s fucked with by a girl. I need to forget the whole thing and just move on to things I know, like fucking models in club bathrooms. The Chloe thing? Fuck that. That’s a tree I need to stop barking up anyways. Time to drink up and forget.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A few drinks later, and that plan is just not fuckin’ working; the whole “getting Chloe out of my mind” bit. The girl on my lap is running her hands over my chest, leaning into my neck as if to kiss me there even though I keep absently pulling away every time she does. I’m just not fucking feeling it; at all.

      This girl is fake; in every sense of it. This girl is a shadow following the light of the fame. She doesn’t want me, she wants what I am. She wants what I represent, and the idea of that has me gritting my teeth.

      But I know what I need, regardless of her intentions. What I need is to fuck Chloe Caulfield right out of my system. What I need is what I knew I needed when I walked in here. I need to bury my cock balls deep in something strange and something that’ll hopefully scream loud enough to get Chloe’s name out of my head.

      So when the girl who’s name I honestly don’t even know asks me if I “want to get out of here”, I say “fuck yeah,” even if just on instinct.

      And when we’re in the cab, and she’s all over me, I’m still trying to make myself get into it, even if I’m still not.

      “Oy, c’mon baby, I want to feel you fuck me right here in the cab.” A girl this forward would normally have me hard a steel, but for some reason it’s sort of just turning me off this time. And I’m trying to muster myself up to get into this and just do what I know I need to do to get Chloe out of  my damn system, when the girl starts to pull her skirt up, flashing her panties at me in the back of the taxi. “C’mon, fuck me chef,” she says.

      Fuck.

      It’s the words I was dying to hear from Chloe earlier. The words I’d give a fucking leg to hear out of her mouth. But hearing it from this girl’s overly-made-up lips is just the final breaking point of the whole night for me, and I’m just done.

      “Oy, where do you live luv?”

      She grins at me, like this is me finally saying yes to her invitation, “Hackney,” she says, batting her eyes and licking her lips.

      “Fantastic.” I knock on the driver’s glass, “Oy, pull over here, mate.”

      She suddenly looks at me like I’m crazy. “Where are you going?”

      “Sorry darling, gotta work in the morning.” I pass a bundle of notes to the driver, “Make sure she’s in first, yeah?”

      “Are you fucking serious?” She’s glaring at me now, as if me not wanting to fuck her in the back of a taxi makes me some sort of reprehensible asshole.

      “Nice meeting you,” I say, shutting the door behind me and knocking on the roof to signal the driver.

      “Fag!” She screams out the window as the taxi pulls away into the night.

      Classy ladies you hang out with, Danny, I grumble to myself, clenching my jaw.

      I’m not far from home, so I walk, ignoring my raging case of blue balls and still trying to figure out how to get Chloe fucking Caulfield out of my Goddamn head.
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      I turn over for the fifteenth time, tangling myself up more in the sheets as I glare at the clock on the bedside table. Wonderful, four o’clock in the morning and I still can’t find sleep.

      And I know why I can’t, even if I don’t want to admit that to myself. I don’t - can’t - admit to myself that the reason I can’t get my brain to turn off is the same reason I can’t seem to get my libido to shut the hell up either.

      This is withdrawal, that’s all, I grumble to myself as I roll over and stare up at the ceiling. I just need to stop thinking about that asshole.

      The term “easier said than done” comes to mind. Because trying to stop thinking about Oliver Beckett is like trying to stop tonguing the cut in your mouth, or ignoring that mosquito that just won’t stop buzzing around your ear.

      On the one hand, I took the tube home grinning from the restaurant, gleeful, bursting with pride for leaving him in the lurch like that. There’s something empowering in saying no to a man like Oliver, and leaving him with that look on his face was a like a rush of adrenaline right to the heart.

      Except there’s the other side of that. The side where walking away from and saying no to a man like that - a man that entwines himself into your psyche like that and a man that has you literally whimpering at his touch - leaves you just as wound up and just as frustrated as you left him.

      Hours later, hours after I walked away feeling so smug and self-assured, I’m still fighting to say no to him - this time, in my head. Hours later, I’m still trying to ignore the touch of his hands on me, the feel of his lips grazing my neck, and the tickling tease of his words, deep and dark in my ear.

      Hours later, my body is still keyed up and on fire for him, my blood pumping a little faster, my cheeks still a little hotter.

      My panties still a little wetter.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, trying once again to just will sleep to come to me, and once again to no avail.

      Forget Oliver. I mean honestly, he’s probably out with some skank at this very moment. Oh, what, I “left him high and dry”? A man like that? I almost want to laugh. A man like that probably had some other girl screaming his name barely an hour after I left him.

      The thought makes me sick, and that makes it even worse.

      But then, I keep thinking about how it felt when he almost kissed me; how he felt pressed against me. How the softness of his lips and the scratch of his stubble across the curve of my neck sent shivers down my back and sent shockwaves through my core that I’m still reeling from, here in my bed.

      “You want it, don’t you? You want me to bend you over this table right here and fill you up with every inch of this cock don’t you, luv?”

      I bite my lip and close my eyes as his words come flooding back to me, feeling the creeping flood of heat rush through my body.

      “Or maybe; maybe you’d want my tongue.”

      God. And as much as I want to deny it, as much as I want to pretend it’s not from him, I’m suddenly dripping wet and burning up between my legs. I squeeze my thighs together, moaning softly at the feel of the heat there before I let my traitorous thoughts take over. My hands slide down my stomach to the waist of my panties, hooking my thumbs in and slowly peeling them down my thighs.

      “I’ve got a wicked tongue, darling.”

      And just like that, I’m caving. Hours later, I’m finally giving in to Oliver Beckett, finally surrendering my body to him, even if it is only inside my head.

      I gasp as my fingers slide against my pussy, finding my center and pushing inside. Oliver might be in my head right now, but the effect he has on me is quite real, here in the shadows of my bedroom.

      In my head, I’m imagining that tongue of his. I’m imagining that dirty, cockney-accented mouth of his whispering all sorts of crude things to me as he bends me over the table and trails kisses down my back. My other hand strokes my thigh, imagining his lips teasing the skin there, before moving up and kissing me where I truly want him to.

      I moan as I sink my fingers deep, curling them against that spot just inside as my thumb teases over the aching nub of my clit. In my dreams, it’s his fingers, and his tongue on my pussy though. My pulse races and my breath catches in my throat as I rock myself higher.

      I’m biting my lip, trying to hold in the moan, when I hear the front door slam shut downstairs. I freeze. There are footsteps on the stairs, and thank God I only hear one set of footsteps instead of the click of heels from some girl he’s bringing home. The thought of him playing porn again all night enters my head then, and I groan, sliding my finger out of my wetness and shoving a pillow over my head.

      He’s at the top of the stairs then, and I’m silent as I wait for him to go into his room and shut the door. But then without warning, it’s my door that’s suddenly opening as Oliver steps into my bedroom.

      I gasp and rip the pillow away from my face as I yank the covers up tight to my neck, “What the fuck are you doing?” I hiss, glaring at him and hating that it was that face I was just imaging between my legs at the height of my denied release.

      “Look, I just wanted to, uh...” His jaw tightens, like he doesn't know what comes next in this conversation past barging into my personal space.

      I glare at him, “You just wanted to barge into my room?”

      “Hey, who came barging in on who, sweetheart,” he growls. “You know I never asked for a new pastry cook, let alone a fucking flatmate.”

      “Oh please, like I had a choice!” I throw back, hugging the blankets up tight to my chin and praying to God that he thinks the flush and the guilty look on my face is from the yelling, not the fact that I was...well, you know.

      “Listen luv, what you and I-”

      “There’s no ‘you and I’ here, Oliver.”

      “You know what I fucking mean,” he narrows his eyes at me, crossing his arms over his chest as he leans against my doorframe. “Before, back on that fucking exchange trip.”

      “We do not need to go there,” I shake my head, souring my face like I’ve just bit into a lemon. As if somehow, physically reacting to the idea of bringing up the past drives it home.

      “Yes, we do,” he growls, taking a step towards my bed, his eyes locked onto mine.

      I instinctively grab the sheets a little tighter and he smirks; he fucking smirks, like he totally knows.

      He arches a brow at me, “I don’t suppose you want to show me what’s under that sheet.” And then he fucking winks at me.

      Oh my God, he’s so forward.

      “You suppose right,” I say, stiffening and biting my lip.

      “If I guess will you show me?” He says with a grin, moving closer until he’s standing right next to my bed.

      “No,” I say, which sounds a whole lot more like maybe to even me.

      Oliver sits on the edge of my bed, and I can practically feel the temperature in the room start to rise; I can feel the tingling in my leg from where his body touches mine through the sheet.

      My very bare, very unclothed leg, I remind myself, chewing on my lip.

      “You need to leave,” I say quietly.

      “Yeah? Why’s that?”

      “Because this is wrong,” I say, barely mumbling the words. He grins and starts to laugh, and I narrow my eyes at him suspiciously, “What?”

      “Nothing, luv, it’s just that your first answer wasn’t ‘because I want you to, Oliver’.”

      I blush bright red.

      Oliver shrugs, “I find that interesting, don’t you?” He’s leaning closer then, his arm dropping over to the other side of my body as he slowly leans over. My breath catches as he slowly moves up my body, until his lips are right by my ear and his body covers most of mine.

      And I’m letting him.

      “You know what I think?” He whispers into my ear, his lips grazing the skin there.

      “I don’t want to know what you think, Ol-”

      “I think you want me.”

      His directness throws me off for one quarter second, and I find myself biting my lip to keep in the gasp that threatens to come tumbling out. “You’re delusional,” I whisper.

      I can feel him grin, the heat of his breath against my neck, “Nah, sweetheart, I think deep down, you’re dying to know what it would feel like to come with my cock buried inside of you. You’re just aching to know what you missed out on those years ago.”

      Oh my God.

      I’m wet; so wet and so damn ready for him the second he says it, but at the same time, that voice deep inside screams “NO”. No to this man I should have nothing to do with. No to this cocky, arrogant bad boy whose only been and who’d only ever be trouble. The man who’s my boss; not to mention the biggest man whore in Britain.

      “Oliver, you should sto-”

      “Chloe,” his lips close around my earlobe, and I moan as his tongue teases the skin there.

      My fucking traitorous body moans.

      “See,” he grins, his voice a dark honeyed tickle in my ear. “I think you’re begging for it inside. You’re dying to know what my tongue feels like deep in your pussy; dying to know how hard I’m gonna make you come.”

      It feels as though I might explode, right here and right now. I’m breathing heavily, panting, my eyes closed and my legs squeezing together. And the fucked up thing is that my body is so on edge and so turned on and he’s not even fucking touching me.

      Until he is.

      I can feel his hand slide under the sheets by my calves, and I shiver as his tongue slides against my ear while his hand closes over the skin of my leg. He trails it higher, teasing my skin and sending shockwaves through my whole body. I’m panting out loud, moaning for him as he kisses my ear.

      The realization that my panties are still bunched and twisted around my knees hits me just as his hand finds them there. I freeze as the heat roars through my cheeks at having been totally busted with my panties down, but Oliver only growls into my ear, “Caught you.”

      Fuck.

      His words only get me hotter, and I whimper again as his hand skims down my legs before sliding right back to my knee under the sheet.

      “Chloe,” he whispers heatedly into my ear as his hand teases up my thigh. I’m raising my hips towards him, biting my lip and closing my eyes as I will his hand to touch me; willing him to find my heat.

      “Chloe I want you,” he growls, his teeth biting my earlobe.

      I moan out loud, and I can feel his fingers inching higher; so close to my pussy that in another inch I know he’ll feel how wet I am.

      “I want you…” He trails off, and suddenly his hand freezes on my thigh, “I want you to come to work on time tomorrow.”

      OH MY FUCKING GOD.

      My eyes fly open and he’s just grinning at me, the devil himself just chuckling away as I writhe on the end of the line like a caught fish.

      The heat comes roaring into my face as I grab his hand and shove it out from under the sheets, “Get out!” I scream, but he’s just laughing as he stands from my bed and walks to the door.

      “Pleasant dreams sweetheart,” he says with a wink.

      “Oh, and I’m keeping these, by the way.” He pulls a hand out from behind his back and I blanch as I see my panties - the pair I just let that fucker skim off my legs - twirling around his fingers. He blows me a kiss, and even manages to shut the door before the pillow I hurl at his head manages to connect.
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      The next day is fucking brutal. All that obnoxious and pompous shit I say about kitchens being “battlefields” and me being “the general”? Yeah, well, along with the pretentious war analogies comes the fact that sometimes you’re seriously in the middle of a fucking war zone.

      So yeah, fuckin’ brutal. And it’s not just because I’ve been up half the night at the club with Danny and then the other half of it with a rock hard cock and wildly conflicting thoughts about Chloe. It’s also not just because me teasing her last night as payback led to her being in an absolutely horrid mood today. Beyond all that shit, we get fuckin’ crushed during service.

      And I mean just bent over a barrel crushed.

      I’m short a dish guy for the night, and the new waitress, Delia, is Fucking. My. Shit. Up. Like, all Goddamn night. And honestly, the only reason I don’t end up throwing a fucking plate of food at her head is that she’s hot as hell.

      Chloe ignores me, muttering only the bare “yes” and “no” at roared commands during the rushes; a noticeable absence of the word “chef” in there, but we’re so buried I have to let it slide. Beyond that, she fuckin’ ignores me all night whenever I try and get a rise out of her, which isn’t very fun at all. After all, what’s the fun in teasing this girl if she doesn’t react?

      But then, what she is reacting to is Marco. And oh does she react to that crooked little shit; way more than I want her to.

      The guy is a fuckin’ shark, and I should know because I pretty much taught him every part of his game. But he’s all over her station the whole shift, cracking jokes to her when he thinks I’m not watching, passing her little bits of steak or some bullshit when I’m roaring at my fish guy; basically flirting like the little devil he is.

      I make the executive decision that murdering my grill man in the middle of a Saturday night service probably isn’t the most prudent of plans, but I file it away for later after I congratulate myself on my own restraint.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s afterwards, when I’m in my office slumped in my chair with a glass and a bottle of something brown and Irish in front of me that the door just opens.

      No knock, no “hey chef”, it just opens. And of course, it’s Chloe.

      “Can I fucking help you?” I scowl, pouring a splash of whiskey into the glass tumbler on my crowded desk.

      “Yeah, the changing room is full of sweaty cooks.”

      I look at her in mock shock and surprise, “It is?!”

      “Cute,” she mutters, narrowing her eyes at me, “Look I need to change, so…”

      “What, here?”

      “Yes here.”

      I raise a brow at her, trying to figure out what game she’s playing at here. “You don’t just barge into the chef’s office without knocking, Chloe.”

      She rolls her eyes, fuckin rolls her eyes at me.

      “What happened to all that ‘stays in the kitchen’ bullshit?” She says, glaring at me.

      “We’re not in the kitchen, we’re in the kitchen office,” I shrug and toast my glass to her before taking a sip, grinning as she rolls her eyes again

      “Well, deal with it.”

      The grin drops from my lips. On the one side, she’s testing me here, but the prospect of her changing in my small office right in front of me suddenly far outweighs the cons of her acting up. Plus no one’s here to see her sass back the chef anyways, so whatever.

      She starts to undo her whites before she glares at me, “Um, some privacy?”

      I laugh out loud. “Are you serious? It’s my office.”

      “Look just turn around, God.”

      “Whatever.” I turn around, barely, still watching her out the corners of my eyes. Her white kitchen jacket comes off, and I take a big sip of my drink as my eyes strain to the point of hurting; all just to catch of glimpse of her.

      Damn, this girl is sexy as sin. And she’s wearing this black bra that contrasts fucking phenomenally with her skin. Creamy skin that’s covered in this thin sheen of sweat from the rough night; that has my pulse pumping a little faster. She turns away from my desk and drops her pants, and holy shit, there’s a little black thong to match.

      This fuckin girl’s been working ten feet away from me with that on underneath that baggy kitchen uniform? Fuckin’ hell.

      She bends over a little to grab her bag of clothes off the chair she dropped it in, and right then, I stop even pretending I’m looking away. This girl is driving me crazy with that ass and that-

      Fuck. Then it hits me, and it’s all clear.

      She’s fucking with me. Chloe’s trying to mess with me as much as I messed with her the night before, even if that was payback for her fucking with me before that. But whatever, she’s trying to one up me, but two can play that fucking game

      “Yeah I should get out of here too,” I say, knocking back the last of my whiskey. I stand, and before she can say shit, I just start taking my own clothes off. She whirls in her undies, her mouth wide open and suddenly looking worried as she realizes her little plan is collapsing around her.

      “Um, what are you doing?”

      “Changing.”

      “Now?”

      I shrug, shooting her my most winning smile. “Hey, the changing room downstairs in communal. It’s just fuckin kitchen culture, sweatheart; everyone just changes around each other.”

      She crosses one arm across her chest, as if her arm does anything to cover those glorious fuckin’ tits, while the other one holds a t-shirt in front of her panties. “Yeah but, it’s just you and me in here.”

      I smirk at her, “So why would that be a problem, sis?

      She wrinkles her nose and glares at me; defiantly. I grin, and before she can shoot any sass back my way, I just drop my pants. And then she’s just staring; poor thing. She’s just staring at my body, her eyes quickly darting across my chest and my tattoos and my kitchen scars.

      And my package. She’s like, completely staring staring at the semi-bulge in my jockeys.

      A grin teases my lips, and I arch a brow at her, “Who’s being unprofessional now, sweetheart?”

      “Hmm?”

      “You’re staring.”

      “I am not.”

      “You are so.”

      She blushes fiercely. “Well Jesus, I’m not the one stuffing the front of my underwear for attention, Oliver.”

      I laugh; “Says the girl wearing a matching lacy black bra and thong to work in a kitchen.” I smirk. “And it ain’t stuffed, luv,” I say with a wink.

      She blushes even more, as if that was even possible, and her eyes dart back down then up to my face.

      Shit, there’s that look again. It’s the same innocent look from before. Back when we were in school. Back when I was visiting on that exchange trip. And it’s making me hard.

      Before I know it, I’m moving towards her, eyeing her and seeing she’s not pulling back, “I thought you came in here to get changed.”

      She bites her lip, her eyes flashing around mine.

      “You distracted me,” she says, that defiance still lacing her words, but they’re coming out whispered.

      “Apparently. How’s that working for you?”

      “What?”

      “Being distracted.” I arch my brow at her as I nod down at my rapidly growing cock.

      Chloe bites her lip, her chest rising and falling quickly. “It’s…” She trails off, her tongue darting out to lick her lips, “Distracting.”

      The tongue is my undoing. The black bra and panties, the whispered words, the catching of her breath; all of it takes me to the fucking boiling point, but it’s that little dart of her tongue across her lips that pushes me over the edge.

      She moans as I close the distance between us, and as I kiss her, I can feel her just melt into me.

      We’re both gasping, our mouths opening for each other’s tongues instantly, moaning into each other as I sear my lips against hers.

      “We-” she whimpers, kissing me fiercely before pulling back again, “We shouldn't do this!” She gasps, kissing me harder. “We can’t do this!”

      But then she’s still kissing me, and when I don’t respond and I slide my hands up her sides and around her body, she moans and sinks against me. I move her hand to my cock, letting her feel how hard I am, and fucking loving the way she whimpers as her fingers curl around my girth.

      She starts to stroke me through my jockeys like that, and my hand quickly moves to press against her mound, feeling how soaking wet she is through her panties. We’re moaning and gasping together, stroking each other with our underwear still on.

      I start to slip my fingers under, feeling her tense and then moan as I slide against her lips, and then-

      A knock at the door.

      Are you fucking kidding me?!

      Chloe jumps away from me like I just electrocuted her and snatches her clothes up from the chair. I whirl at the door, ready to fucking murder whoever it is.

      “Chef?” The voice calls through the door; “Chef, I need you to sign off on that hood repair for the grill.”

      It’s Ernie, my nighttime porter, otherwise known as “the guy that cleans the whole fucking kitchen after we fuck it up all night.” Also otherwise known as the guy I probably can’t kill and still run a functional kitchen.

      Goddamnit.

      I whirl towards Chloe. “Stay here,” I hiss, before turning back to the door as I yank my pants back on and grind my teeth.

      “Hang on, mate. Just changing.”

      I pull a shirt on. “Stay here,” I say to her quickly again, seeing her eyes go wide and her cheeks bright pink and flushed as she nods at me and hides behind my desk as I slip out the door.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m back in three minutes, but of course, by then, she’s gone. And at that point, I start to seriously wonder how long I can go with the world’s biggest case of blue balls before I need to go to the fuckin’ hospital.
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      It’s the constant back and forth with him that has me tripped up, and it feels like neither of us can win. We’re friendly and then we’re not; we’re hanging out and having a great time and then he’s cold and back to iron Chef Oliver, barking orders and ignoring me.

      And I know some - okay, a lot - of that is my fault, but c’mon, I’m not leading him on or anything. This isn’t something that “can” happen by any standard. Beyond the fact that we work together, there’s our history, however small. And, I mean hello, stepbrother? No way.

      Work is tough the next night. A food blog with a huge following just put a grand review of Jolie up, and so even the normal 2 hour wait is practically double that from the moment we open for service.

      Everyone’s on edge anyways, but Oliver’s extra quick to jump down people’s throats; barking orders left and right and roaring like a mad-man for most of service. On that though, I’ll give him a pass. Working at his dad’s restaurant might not be his end goal, but cooking certainly is, and if Oliver is nothing else, he’s passionate about what he does.

      I blush slightly at the thought of some other “passions” from the night before, but I quickly push that aside as the general chaos of the kitchen swallows me back up.

      It’s the giggling that gets my attention finally, just as we’re starting to wind down. I look up, and my eyes instantly narrow on Delia, the bouncy little blonde waitress who somehow has managed not to get fired yet.

      She’s also somehow managed to get Oliver wrapped around her fucking pinky, and that gets to me a whole lot more than the fact that she’s still a waitress here.

      If he’s yelling at everyone else all night and generally acting like a drill sergeant, he’s all smiles with her; all charm, all little jokes and winks. Actually come to think of it, I’m not sure who’s wrapped around whose finger there. Either way, it’s got me quietly seething in the corner, much more than it should, given my whole diatribe earlier to him about this ‘not being a thing’.

      But there I am, skulking in the corner and glaring at him as he leans against the service window and cracks jokes with Delia; Delia who’s got one button too many undone to be remotely appropriate in this sort of restaurant, I might add.

      “Oh, him?” I turn to see Marco grinning at me from his spot by the grill. He smirks and nods at Oliver. “Oy, he’s the master, isn’t he.”

      “What, chef?”

      Marco laughs, his dark, brooding eyes sparkling and that strong jaw cracking into a wide, white smile. “Well, sure, but I’m talking about being master of a different kind of dish.” He gestures with his chin at Delia. “Oh he does go through them,” he says with a dark chuckle.

      I scowl, feeling the anger rising up inside, and again, that damned confusion about why I’m even angry about a man I don’t even want flirting with another girl. I mean what do I care?

      Why do I care?

      Marco glances at me and laughs, “Oy, sorry, you probably don’t want to hear about his conquest do you? I mean your two families being so close and all, a bit too familiar, yeah?”

      “Yeah, not really,” I say icily, trying to shrug as nonchalantly as possible.

      The ticket printer spits out a quick ticket, followed quickly by Ian, the Maître d’, bustling into the kitchen to announce that it’s the very last table.

      Thank God.

      Pasta, too, which means the rest of us besides poor Julie on steam line can start wiping down and stocking before getting the hell out of here.

      Which of course, also means getting the hell away from Oliver flirting with that fucking girl.

      Marco swears a relief under his breath and suddenly elbows me. I turn to see him grinning as he pulls a little flask out of his apron pocket and winks at me.

      I can’t help but giggle as he wags his eyebrows at me.

      “Little nip to speed things along?” I shoot a quick glance at Oliver, who I’m sure would have something to say about his cooks drinking before they’re done, but he’s too busy sticking his fucking eyes down Delia’s cleavage to notice.

      I turn back to dark, dangerous, handsome Marco and shrug. “Sure,” I say. “Why not?”

      “Atta girl!” He grins, “Listen, we’re going to the pub after for a few, you should come with.”

      I know what an invitation for drinks means from a man who looks like Marco; from a man who looks at me the hungry way he’s looking at me right now. And part of me wants to jump at the idea of getting Oliver out of my head. Part of me says “why the hell not”, when he’s made it so perfectly clear that his only interest in me is to wind me up so that he can shit all over me. And of course, on top of that, it’s not like there’s anything that can or could ever happen with him. I mean our parents are getting married for crying out loud. He’s my boss, and a total man-whore, and probably has a rap-sheet from when he was younger that’s longer than his-

      I shake my head to quickly get the thought of Oliver’s, well, anything out of it.

      But at the same time, I’ve got a feeling I know just how he’d react to me and Marco, even if it is just “going out for some drinks.” An alpha caveman like Oliver? I roll my eyes; I can’t even imagine the macho bullshit that would come out of that.

      I turn to Marco and try and smile as I shake my head, “Thanks, Marco, but I don’t think I-”

      The sound of Delia’s high-pitched little giggle rolls across the kitchen, and I whirl around to see Oliver on the other side of the line now, his arm draped over her shoulder and that cocky, smoldering, panty-melting grin on his face. He looks up for just a second and catches my dagger-look before he just turns back to her and winks.

      I can feel my hands clenching at my sides as I turn back towards Marco, suddenly forcing a smile to my face. “You know what, I’d love to.”
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      The bar is pounding some shitty techno-pop song that’s making my head hurt. One of those whiny little tween-twat blokes who can’t grow facial hair but cries about some girl leaving him as if he even knows what that means.  

      It’s a little hard to take the little shit’s whining seriously when he can’t grow a proper fuckin mustache yet.

      The song grates at my ears, making my head hurt as I sit there peeling the labels off my beers. I should be paying attention to Delia, the little blonde waitress currently curled in my lap trying to keep my attention with her tits practically falling out of her shirt. Except I’m distracted.

      I’m distracted by Chloe.

      Chloe giggling and laughing at every bloody thing fuckin’ Marco says, nonetheless. Touching his arm. Batting her fuckin’ eyes.

      You should’ve just gone home, I growl inside my head. You fucking twat.

      And I was all set to, too. I was all set to get the fuck out of that restaurant and head home for a pint and maybe some football highlights when I saw the two of them all fuckin’ chummy.

      There’s the first alarm bells; Marco being “chummy” with a chick. Of course, then I heard about my cooks going out for beers after that nightmare of a shift, and there’s no way I wasn’t chaperoning that shit.

      So here we are. The rest of the crew probably thinks it’s “cool” that I’m out with them; probably thinks it’s so wicked that they get to hang with the rock star “Chef Ollie” while he slums it at the pub with the line-guys.

      Yeah, right. And here I am peeling labels from beer bottles, ignoring the hot little dish on my lap, and murdering Marco with my eyes while I try and get my stepsister out of my head.

      Real fucking glamourous life I’ve got here.

      Chloe’s laughing at every damn word he says, which is one thing on its own, but then she’s also shooting me quick looks as if I somehow don’t see them. And that tells me she wants to make sure I see it, and that gets under my skin.

      Marco says something hilarious that he probably fucking stole from me anyways, and as I watch Chloe playfully slap his arm and bat her eyes at him like some sort of fucking ditz like Delia over here. I feel my temper start to get the better of me.

      Delia turns to giggle with another waitress that’s out with us, and I take the moment to take my phone out and fire a text Chloe’s way:

      
        
        We need to talk.

        

      

      She glances at the phone as it lights in her hand before shrugging and putting it face down on her lap as she turns back to Marco. I grit my teeth. This is not the kind of bullshit game I want to play; with anyone come to think of it, but least of all Chloe. I text her again, furious that I’m fucking texting her like the same sort of pussy as the one whining over the sound system:

      
        
        Now.

        

      

      She glances at her phone when it buzzes on her thigh, and she smirks this time. Smirks. Delia’s hands is on my leg, squeezing my thigh, but I grab my phone and shoot off one more text:

      
        
        Get your sweet ass up and meet me out back or I’m going to carry you there over my shoulder. Don’t pretend you don’t know that I will.

        

      

      I follow it with one of those retarded winky faces, just to keep her guessing.

      It works. This time when she looks at the phone across the table from me and gets ready to smirk again, her eyes dart immediately to mine.

      Yeah, just try and play the cool card, darlin, I grin to myself. Just try and call that bluff and see what happens.

      She smiles and says something to Marco before she gets up, shooting me another venomous look. I grin, pleased with myself, and give it a second before telling Delia I have to go smoke as I push her off my lap.

      She looks at me with this stupid little pout that I’m sure looks cute in her mind. “Ollie are you playing? You don’t even smoke?”

      “Yeah, wow. Strange, eh?” I shrug, ignoring her and her friend’s dumb looks as I walk away and into the crowd of the pub.

      Chloe’s waiting in the back, in the dark hallway by the bathrooms.

      “Okay, what is it that couldn’t wait, Oliver,” she spits at me, her eyes wild and glaring, her arms crossed over her chest.

      “I know what you’re doing.”

      She narrows her eyes at me, flashing that defiant look that somehow gets right under my skin and lights a fire there.

      “Oh, and I don’t know what you’re doing?”

      “I don’t do games, you know,” I say, arching my brow at her and letting my eyes catch, for just a second, at the subtle rise and fall of her chest with her breathing.

      “Who’s playing games?” She spits.

      I take a step closer, smirking at her as my eyes dart across her face in the dim shadows of the hallway, “Trying to make me jealous?”

      “Oh, please, like you aren’t pulling the same shit with that little blonde thing that’s been crawling all over your lap all night. I’m not trying to make you jealous, I’m just out having a lovely time with a nice man.”

      She gasps as I suddenly grab her wrists and pin her back against the wall behind her. She doesn’t say a damn thing, but her eyes dart across mine and her cheeks flush a deep red that I can see even in the dim light back here.

      I move against her and she gasps as I lean my mouth right into the crook of her neck, “Let’s get something straight right now, luv,” I say into her ear, my voice low and deep, “I don’t want you out having ‘a lovely time’ with anyone like Marco.”

      I can see her throat move with a swallow as she opens her mouth, “You can’t just decide who I talk to, you know.”

      She trembles as I run my hand up her side; sliding higher until my hand brushes against her breast through her shirt. She moans softly and quietly, and it’s just enough of a sound to get my cock rock hard in my jeans.

      “Oh?” I chuckle deeply into her ear, pressing her hard against the wall with my body molded against hers and feeling her pulse jump in her wrists beneath my fingers. “Watch me,” I whisper, and before she can say a word, and before I can even let one more second pass by without doing it, I nip at her earlobe with my teeth before running my tongue over the skin there.

      She moans then; fuckin’ moans, and if I wasn’t hard before, I’m practically tearing a hole in my pants now.

      She rocks her hips against me, and I know she can feel how fucking hard my cock is for her. Part of me wants to push that skirt up around her hips, tear her panties to the side and fuck her right there in the fucking hallways. But maybe it’s the cocky prick in me, or maybe there’s something so fucking sexy in that defiant fire inside of her that makes me pause and grin wickedly. Maybe it’s that being in charge of a whole kitchen’s gone right to my head, or maybe it’s just that I can’t ever just give in without a fight.

      Whatever the fuck it is, I decided right there that I’m not ready to let her off the hook yet. The girl that left me high and dry all those years ago and who I’ve been playing this little tease game back and forth with ever since she got to London? Yeah, I’m not giving in that easy.

      Because first I wanna hear her beg me for it.

      “Besides, luv,” I husk in her ear, nipping at the skin there, “I bet you love when I tell you what you can and can’t do.”

      “Keep thinking that, you arrogant-ooh.” The fire in her words trails off into this sexy fucking moan as I suck her earlobe between my teeth and rock my hips against her.

      My hand slides between us, and she whimpers as it finds her bare leg and starts to slide up under her skirt. I boldly move it higher, and she gasps as she looks deeply into my eyes.

      “I don’t have to ‘think’ anything, sweetheart,” I growl into her ear. “Because I know you’re soaking wet right now.”

      Her eyes flutter shut as my hand trails higher, “I am not,” she says quietly and utterly unconvincingly with the way her breath hitches and the way that flush spreads across her cheeks.

      Her lips part and quiver as my fingers slide over the front of her panties, feeling the heat of her cleft there; feeling the wetness as I press my fingers against her opening through them.

      “Liar,” I growl into her ear, and she gasps quietly. I slip my hand into the top of her panties, pushing it down until my fingers stop just shy of her wetness.

      Her eyes fly open as I stop, anxiously searching my face as I just grin at her.

      “Oh, did you want me to keep going?” I smirk at her, “Admit it, sweetheart,” I take her hand and place it over the bulge in my trousers as I lean back into her ear, “You’d love it if I just took this big cock and fucked you right here in the hallway, wouldn’t you?”

      I know I’m being crass, and crude, and all sorts of dirty right now. And I know that fuckin’ anyone we work with could come strolling back and see me with my hand up her skirt and her hand on my cock right here in the hallways.

      But this girl has me so on fire right now that  I couldn’t stop what I was doing right now even if the fucking roof caved in.

      This is the moment when I need her to push me away. This is the tipping point where we’re balanced on that ledge, and I need her slap some sense into the both of us before we go toppling over that edge together.

      Except in that moment, she doesn’t do that all. Instead, her eyes flutter closed, her pouty lips part just slightly, and a single word comes tumbling from that tongue:

      “Yes.”

      It’s more orgasmic moan than it is word, and it’s possibly the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever heard in my life.

      I growl into her ear. She whimpers, her hand stroking my cock slowly through my pants. I lean in, my lips brushing against her earlobe, “Then all you’ve gotta do is ask me nicely, luv,” I nip at her ear, my finger still lingering just shy of her clit. “Just say the words, sweetheart,” I growl, feeling her shudder against me, “‘yes chef’.”

      Her breath catches, and her hand on my cock stops as she leans up, slides her lips up to my ear, and opens her mouth, “Not a chance.”

      I pull back from her neck, my eyes locking on hers, and right there I see the same fierce hunger that’s been building inside me; I see the same roaring fire desperate for more fuel. My free hand moves to her jaw, cupping her face as our eyes sear into each other’s.

      And this time, I’m not gonna deny this to either of us.

      She whimpers as I kiss her, my lips pressed hotly and fiercely against hers, hard enough to bruise. I growl into her mouth as she opens her lips to mine, her body arching up to rock against mine as we melt into the dark shadows of the hallways.

      I mash my lips to hers, and she sucks my tongue into her mouth as I slide a finger between her soaking wet lips and find her opening. She moans loudly as I push into her, curling my finger deep inside of her. She breaks the kiss with a caught breath, gasping as she moves her mouth to my neck, her teeth and her lips nipping at my ear.

      “This is insane!” She gasps, moaning as I curl my finger against that spot just inside; “Oliver, someone- I mean, anyone could-”

      I slip my hand out of her panties and spin her around, dragging her into the single-use women’s room behind us.

      “Are you completely crazy!”

      I silence her with my mouth against hers as I reach back to lock the door behind us. She’s moaning into my kiss as I push her back up onto the edge of the sink, my hand sliding right back under her teasingly short skirt. Her hands rake at my shirt, pushing it up over my chest and running her hands over my skin and my ink.

      I hook my fingers into her panties, and with a little grin to myself, I’m ripping them right off her body as she gasps in shock against my lips.

      “You arrogant ass!”

      “You cock-teasing little tart.”

      She moans as our lips crash back together. I’m pushing her back until she’s perched on the edge of the sink, her legs spread wide for me and her feet dangling above the floor. And this time, my hand is unhindered as I slide two fingers deep inside her dripping wet pussy.

      “I’m not going to say it,” she gasps, clawing at my chest and biting at my bottom lip with the ferocity of a tigress.

      “Then I’m not going to fuck you,” I growl, kissing her back hard enough to bruise those pouty lips.

      “I guess you’re not,” she husks out, her lips trailing down to my neck and biting me there hard enough for me to groan.

      “See, the thing is, I’m going to fuck you, Chloe Caulfield,” I whisper darkly into her ear. “And I’m going to have you begging for it. You’re going to beg me to let you come on my cock.”

      “In. Your. Dreams,” she moans into my ear. I start to curl my fingers in and out of her faster and faster, my thumb rubbing over her clit again and again until I can feel her breath start to hitch in her throat. Her whimpering moans get higher and higher, filling the bathroom with her ecstasy until-

      Until I stop.

      I’m rock fucking hard inside my pants, but I grin as I slowly slide my fingers from her wetness and just smirk at her. She was close; in fact I know she was real close, which is why she’s now red-faced, flushed, and panting, her eyes wildly darting across mine.

      Like I was ever going to make it that easy for her.

      I grin as I watch her suck in a breath, her eyes narrowing at me.

      “You fucking prick,” she hisses as she slides off the sink and pushes me aside. I chuckle, feeling smug with myself as she shoves me aside and smooths down her skirt. She’s probably going out of her mind with how close I just had her to coming.

      She jumps as I move right behind her, sliding my hand up her side and pulling her hard against me. “I told you, luv,” I whisper in her ear, “when you come, it’s going to be when I let you come, and that’s not going to happen until-”

      Suddenly there’s a pounding on the bathroom door, and we both freeze. The knock comes again, shattering the moment as Chloe quickly pulls away from me and looks up at me with wide eyes.

      “Hang on, relax,” I hiss, glancing towards the door.

      “Relax?” She hisses, her eyes wide as she nervously smooths out her skirt. “What if it’s someone we know-”

      “Is someone in there?”

      FUCK. We both freeze at the sound of Delia’s whiney, drunk-girl voice on the other side of the door.

      Well, this is about to get interesting.

      “Shit!” Chloe whirls to me, her face white and her eyes wide as we’re both suddenly dragged out of whatever fantasy world we were both wrapped up in. “Oh my God, Oliver, this- this is so-”

      “Look,” I hiss, grabbing her shoulders and trying forcing myself to look calm so she doesn’t have a meltdown right here in the pub bathroom. “We’ll say you drank too much and got sick and I was helping.” I wink at her, “I’m such a helpful stepbrother, you know.”

      She wrinkles her nose at that last bit, “Why am I the one that’s too drunk?”

      I roll my eyes. “Fine, I’m the sick one, but we are in the women’s room, you know.”

      She squeezes her eyes shut and shakes her head, “Okay, fine, whatever. Can we just get out of here?”

      “Uh, whoa?” Delia arches her eyebrows at us suspiciously with a little sneer on her face as I swing open the bathroom door with my arm around Chloe’s waist. The blonde waitress puts her hands on her hips and makes a face. “Ew? You two are like relatives you know.” She wrinkles her nose. “Oh my God, I think that’s like, illegal or someth-”

      “Oy!” I snap, shutting her the fuck up with the tone in my voice as she jerks her eyes to me. “She had a bit too much and wasn’t feeling it; I was helping her out.”

      It’s actually alarming to me how well I can pull off a lie sometimes.

      Delia’s whole face changes, from accusatory to suddenly looking at me with total puppy-dog eyes, “Oh my God, Oliver!” She makes this pouty, stupid looking kissy face; the kind that I hate when girls make. “That is so sweet of you to take care of your drunk sister like that!”

      Chloe’s face is dark red as she looks at the ground and mutters something under her breath. I quickly elbow her in the ribs, “Stepsister,” I say quickly with a shrug.

      Delia practically looks like she’s about to cry or something at how “sweet” she thinks I am. I’m betting her thoughts about me would be slightly different if she knew I’d just had two fingers buried to the knuckle inside Chloe’s pussy.

      “Right, well, I’m just going to help her out for some air, yeah?” I flash my most winning smile at Delia, watching her basically melt there on the floor as she nods enthusiastically at me as I whisk Chloe past her and back out through the crowded pub.
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      We’ve barely made it out of the pub before I’m yanking my arm out of his and stomping away, looking for a taxi or a tube station, or literally anything to take away from Oliver as fast as humanly possible.

      I want to cringe, or just fade away somewhere; maybe melt into a puddle and disappear into the cobblestones streets. My entire face burns with embarrassment and anger and just plain humiliation at what just happened in there; what I let happen in there. And it only gets worse when I feel a gust of wind tease up my skirt, reminding me of certain undergarments that I let him-

      Ugh, I can NOT believe that just happened.

      “Oy, where are you goi-”

      “Leave me alone, Oliver!” I spit out, “Just fuck off and leave me alone.”

      “Oh calm down,” he says, rolling his eyes with that smug look on his face as he rakes his fingers through his hair.

      “‘Calm down’? You are such an asshole!” I sneer at him, shaking my head.

      “Yeah?” He squares his jaw at me, “Takes two to tango, sweetheart.”

      I don’t even trust myself to answer him without screaming at him. Instead, I whirl away with some sort of totally undignified grunting growling sound as I stomp towards the approaching headlights to see if they belong to a cab.

      “Chloe, where in the hell are you going?”

      “Home,” I growl, hugging my arms over my chest and refusing to even turn around to look at him.

      “You hungry?”

      This time I roll my eyes as I turn back to him, “What?”

      “Hungry, Chloe. Do you want food.”

      I scowl at him, hoping the angry face covers how absolutely mortified I am. “I’ll eat at home, alone.”

      “Boring,” he says with a firm shake of his head. “I was actually thinking Indian food.”

      I wrinkle my nose and make a face. Oliver does a double-take before he stares at me, “Stop it.”

      “What?” I say, frowning at the smug prick shaking his head at me.

      “Curry? Late night curry?”

      I shrug, still frowning, “I dunno, it’s okay, I guess.”

      “It’s okay?” Oliver rolls his eyes, “Fuckin’ ‘ell,” he swears as he grabs my hand and starts to drag me down the street. “Let’s go.”

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing, you prick?” I try and yank my hand out of his grip, “And just where do you think you're taking me?”

      “Peace offering,” he says over his shoulder, towing me down the street as he raises a hand for a taxi.

      “Oliver! Where are you taking-”

      “The best shitty curry house in London, luv, that’s where.”
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* * *

      “Okay-” I’m nodding, and trying to stop myself from grinning as the flavors start to melt over my tongue, “Okay, I get it.” I lose the battle as the kind of smile that can only come from eating something absolutely delicious spreads across my face. I’m nodding, and Oliver is grinning, and so is Rajeev, the curry house guy.

      “MY curry house guy,” Oliver had said as we strolled in, “I mean shit, you eat a man’s food four times a week, you start to get to know each other, yeah?”

      I’m still pissed at him, and I’m still absolutely mortified that I let things- well, never mind. But ridiculously good coconut curry and a cold beer is certainly helping things.

      A little.

      “Okay, yeah, this is fantastic.”

      Rajeev shrugs, “I know.” He winks at me and passes us two more beers before he heads back down the counter to check on something burbling on a stovetop.

      Okay, so, this is not me. And not just because I’ve never had late night curry on Brick Lane in London before, but because I’m fairly certain I’m on a date right now.

      A date that comes after I let the man I’m on the date with tear my panties off in a divey pub bathroom and finger me almost to the point of orgasm.

      But without question, a date nevertheless.

      A date with Oliver fucking Beckett; man-whore, my boss….

      My stepbrother.

      Chloe Caulfield, what has gotten into you?

      And then of course I blush furiously as I choke on my sip of beer, thinking about exactly what just “got into me.”

      “So,” I say, trying to force those thoughts from my head as I arch an eyebrow at Oliver, “Do you bring all your girls to this curry house?”

      He snorts out a laugh as he forks a bite of spiced lamb into his mouth and rolls his eyes, “My girls?”

      I give him a look, “You know.”

      “I’m sure I don't know what you’re talking about.”

      “Oh please! ‘London’s hottest young chef’? Didn’t that food blogger call you the ‘Hugh Hefner of modern English cooking’?”

      Oliver roars out a laugh, choking on his lamb. “Oh, yeah, shit; they did call me that.” He shrugs, “Right, well, buggered there I guess.”

      I crack up, almost spitting beer out through my nose, and he frowns at me, “What?”

      “Did you seriously just say ‘buggered’?”

      He cracks a grin at me. “What? Buggered, fucked, screwed.” He arches a brow at me and I can feel my cheeks go quite red all over again.

      “No, Chloe,” he says with a casual shrug, “I don’t bring anyone here.”

      I give him my closest approximation to the puppy-dog look he got from Delia at the pub and clasp my hands over my heart dramatically. “Oh, Ollie! Do you mean...you mean only I get to come to your late-night curry house?”

      “Oh shut up.”

      I snort out a laugh before I hide my smile in the last of my beer.

      Honestly though, what the heck is wrong with me? I’m sitting - pantyless, I might add - in a curry house with London’s biggest man-whore, still mad at him, and still totally and utterly turned on and on-edge from his fingers, and still absolutely confused as to what the heck I’m doing here with all of that.

      And of course on top of that, I might just be having the time of my life.

      If nothing else, this is the best date I’ve ever been on. Except, it can’t be a date. You’re not supposed to go on dates with someone like him, and you’re certainly not supposed to go on dates with your boss.

      Or your damned stepbrother.

      Well you’re probably not supposed to let him tear your panties off and have you on the verge of coming like a bomb going off either, for that matter.

      Oliver, seemingly oblivious to the rush of conflicted thoughts in my head, downs the last of his beer and gives a wave to Rajeev at the other end of the counter before he turns to me, “You ready?”

      “For?”

      He smirks at me; “Didn’t you want to see where I take all ‘my girls’?”

      I roll my eyes, “Oh, absolutely. So what’s next on Oliver’s grungy skank tour of the East End? A terrible club? An alleyway? Your favorite public restroom?”

      “Itching to see more bathrooms, are we?”

      My face goes bright red and I trip over the rest of my words as he grins at me.

      “C’mon, Caulfield, let’s go paint the town red, shall we?”
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* * *

      We hit two more bars on the way home, to the point where it’s getting light out and we’re stumbling a little as we tumble through the front door of the townhouse.

      “Shh!” I press a finger to my own lips, giggling and feeling the heat and the booze roaring though my face as I grin at Oliver. “Our parents are asleep!”

      He rolls his eyes and snorts, “What are we, twelve?”

      “I’m just saying-”

      “Yeah?” He grins and spanks my ass as I step towards the staircase, making me giggle as I scamper up to our floor.

      I feel free, and wild, and unhinged after our night on the town; ready for anything.

      But I also know when it’s time to call it. I know when things are dangerously close to going further than they should.

      At the top of the stairs, I step into the bathroom and start to close the door, when suddenly Oliver’s foot is in the way. I look up quickly, “What are you doing?”

      He only grins, arching his eyebrows at me.

      “Um, Oliver, I need to shower.”

      “Hey, interesting, me too,” He says with a smirk, sliding into the bathroom with me and closing the door behind him. He winks at me before he starts to strip his shirt off. I bite my lip, seeing that chest carved out of fucking marble, those tattoos inked across his chest and shoulders.

      I know when it’s dangerously close to going further than it should.

      A shirtless Oliver, in an enclosed space, when it’s late and I’m slightly drunk, and still way more than slightly turned on from earlier?

      Yeah, that would be the definition of that aforementioned “dangerously close to going further than it should” scenario.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” I breathe, swallowing heavily and quickly forcing my eyes up to his face.

      “I told you, showering.” He shrugs, as if this is totally normal as he brushes past me to crank the water on. He turns and when his eyes meet mine, I can feel my pulse jump, “You joining or not?”

      “With you?”

      He winks, “It’s just a shower, luv.”

      I swear, that’s what he says; like either of us remotely believes this is just something innocent as the steam starts to swirl around us.

      “Well?” He grins at me.

      “Well what?”

      “Do you plan on showering dressed?”

      I shoot him a look, “Oliver-”

      “Yes?”

      “Our parents? Right downstairs?”

      He looks at me with mock indignation and shock, “Why, Chloe! I don’t know what you’re implying!” He winks at me as he turns to check the water temperature.

      I bite my lip. I should go; I should definitely, definitely go.

      So why am I still standing here when he unhooks his belt and drops his pants? And why am I still not leaving when he steps close to me, and brings his hand up to my blouse.

      I take a shaky breath, looking up at him, “And just who do you think I am, one of your girls?”

      I say it with sass, like it’s meant to be a barb or something. But really, that’s the opposite of how I feel. Because tonight, I want to be one of “his girls”. I want to feel what he makes them feel, and after the taste from earlier and now with the beer and the desire coursing through me, I want more. I know his reputation, and I know every reason why this is so wrong.

      But as the steam swirls around us and I let my eyes trace down every chiseled line of his body down to the thick bulge in his shorts…

      I just don’t care.

      I don’t care, and I want it all.

      I don’t say a thing, but it’s as if he knows I’m saying yes just by the way my face flushes, or by the way my chest rises with my breath. He doesn’t say a thing either as he starts to pull at my blouse, undoing one button at a time.

      And I let him.

      “Take that off,” he says quietly, nodding at my bra as he turns to adjust the water temperature one last time.

      I roll my eyes at him; “I’ve told you you’re bossy, righ-”

      “Shh, gotta be quiet, Chloe,” he says, grinning wolfishly at me as he points a finger downstairs.

      I let my bra fall to the floor, biting my lip and watching him intently as I feel his eyes slide over my breasts.

      “Do you always shower in a skirt?”

      He knows damn well I’m naked underneath it. He knows because he’s the one who tore my panties off.

      “You first.”

      Oliver grins as he hooks his thumbs into his shorts, and I literally gasp out loud as he shucks them off.

      Jesus he’s big. Like, seriously big. I’m trying not to, but of course he catches me staring at it and just smirks. Yeah, our parents are right downstairs and here I am staring at Oliver’s cock as we get ready to shower to together.

      My sensibilities have officially left the building.

      He opens the shower door gestures with a hand, as if he’s some sort of gentleman helping a lady.

      As if there’s anything “gentlemanly” about Oliver Beckett, despite that deceptively charming smile and accent.

      As if there’s anything ladylike about doing what I’m about to do, for that matter.

      I pull down the zipper at my side and let the skirt drop to pool at my feet, and then we’re standing there, face to face and totally naked.

      This isn’t some dark pub bathroom, or the quiet shadows behind my mom’s garage back before. Here there’s nothing hiding us as we stare openly - hungrily - at each other’s bodies, surrounded only by the steam from the shower. And I know this is wrong; I know this is a mistake, even if I’m standing there actually trying to rationalize it in my head. I’m literally telling myself “oh, it’s just a shower”, as if there’s anything remotely appropriate about that between two people like us.

      Oliver crooks a finger at me, “It’s just a shower, luv,”

      Right.

      But I’m not going to give him the satisfaction of watching me back down, and before I can stop myself, or before I can roll my eyes at my own ridiculous excuse, I step past him and under the water.

      It’s not a tiny shower, but it’s not big either, that much is clear when he steps in after me and I can feel his skin brush against mine. It’ teasing, but at the same time, it isn’t teasing.

      “No sex,” I blurt out suddenly, my confidence dropping as I turn to look up at him. For some reason, I know right there that actual sex is pushing it; coming together like that is pushing a line we can’t push.

      “Oh, I’m just here to shower,” he says with a smirk. “So sorry if I gave you the wrong impression.”

      I give him a look.

      “What? Two people can’t just shower together?” He grins at me as he reaches past me for the soap, his arm dangerously close to brushing my nipple, “I mean we’re basically family, Chloe.”

      I wrinkle my nose, “Don’t be gross.”

      His cock is rock hard between us, and I’m certainly wet from so much more than just the shower. But I’m trying so hard to ignore those facts as he just shrugs and starts to soap up. Fine; he wants to play this little tease game? Game on.

      I turn, reaching for the shampoo when I suddenly gasp as I feel his body slide against my back.

      “Oh, and Chloe?” He growls into my ear, his lips just teasing the skin there. I’m melting right there, biting my lip as I feel my knees go weak as his voice slides into my ear, “I think I already told you, you’re going to have to ask nicely for that.”

      “You wish,” I whisper, biting my lip to stop the moan. I let the weight of his body press me forward, until I’m up against the clear shower wall, facing the mirror across the bathroom. The shower is made of that fancy plexiglass that doesn’t fog up, and I feel my breath catch at the sight of my breasts pressed against the glass with Oliver right behind me in the reflection in the mirror. His cock is throbbing and hard and hot, nestled in the cleft of my ass, and his hands come up soapy to slide over my skin, up my sides, grazing the sides of my breasts.

      “Just a shower, hmm?” I whisper, gasping as his strong, slippery hands explore my sensitive skin.

      “Mhmm,” he growls into my neck, his cock throbbing against my ass; “Can’t let you miss any spots. Weren’t you ever taught to wash behind your ears?”

      I bite my lip, watching the reflection of the girl in the mirror who looks like she’s about to melt into a puddle. I see her bite her lip again as the hands of the man behind her slide over her breasts, rolling her nipples between his fingers.

      “Those aren’t my ears,” I whisper quietly, my breath coming in gasps as his soapy fingers tease over the hard buds of my nipples.

      “How clumsy of me,” he husks, biting at my earlobe as he lets one hand drift down over my stomach, down to my hip. His hand slowly delves between my legs, and I’m whimpering as I open them for him, letting him touch me there. I shiver when his fingers slide right between my lips, brushing over my clit just like he did hours ago in the pub.

      And just like that, as if I’ve been put on pause, I’m right back to where I was then; right back to gasping and feeling like I’m on the edge of exploding under his touch.

      Oliver nudges his hips forward, and I gasp as I feel the throbbing head of his cock trail down the cleft of my ass and slide against the slick lips of my pussy.

      “You’re so fucking wet for me, I can feel it,” He growls into my ear, his fingers rubbing slow circles around my clit. “You know, you could save yourself a whole lot of wondering if you’d just ask me nicely for it.”

      “Wondering?” I breathe.

      Oliver chuckles into my ear, the sound vibrating through my whole body and making me shiver against him, “Sweetheart, I’m willing to bet you’ve never been fucked the way we both know you need to be.”

      Fuck.

      I can’t contain the whimper that tumbles from my mouth as I feel him spread my lips with his fingers and slide his thick cock across my clit.

      “You’ve just gotta ask me nicely, luv,” he whispers, his teeth dragging across my earlobe and making me moan as he slowly rubs the head of his cock across my aching clit. “Let me just hear one little ‘yes, chef’,” he growls, rocking his hips harder against me. “Beg me to fuck you, Chloe,” he says darkly in my ear, his cock sawing back and forth across my clit and my lips, the shaft slippery with my arousal.

      I grit my teeth against the waves of the pleasure rolling through me, my pulse roaring in my ears. I want it. I want it so badly, I can practically feel the words forming on my lips. But I clench them shut, slowly shaking my head.

      No; I will not be begging Oliver Beckett for anything. As much as I want everything he has to give. I shake my head, “Mm-mm, no,” I swallow heavily, forcing myself to breathe. “There will be no begging and no fucking.”

      “That a fact, hmm?” He husks, grunting as the head of his thick cock bumps over my clit again, making us both gasp. My legs are spread for him, my hands and my cheek flat against the glass of the shower stall. I look down, whimpering as I see the head of him push across my pussy and jut out from between my legs, his fingers teasing my clit. He rocks his hips forward again, and this time I cry out as I feel my pussy slide across his shaft.

      Oliver grunts, his thrusting getting faster and faster as I feel my whole body start to melt around me as his cock against my clit starts to drive me right over the edge, “You better shut that mouth, sweetheart.”

      I gasp out loud, moaning as I feel myself start to clench up, “I- oh God, I can’t help it!” I whisper out.

      His hand is suddenly at my mouth; his finger slipping between my lips.

      “Suck,” he growls in my ear. I shiver and moan, feeling raw sexual heat pouring through me. And before I can toss something sassy or barbed back his way, I’m opening my mouth, and wrapping my lips around his finger.

      His cock is rubbing against my pussy so perfectly, and the way he’s slipping his finger in and out of my lips is like another cock. I moan deeply as I suck his finger, licking and sucking at it as if I’m on my knees worshiping his cock with my mouth. I feel my whole body start to let go. It’s so fucking wrong, and so dirty, like he’s fucking me at both ends at the same time, even if he’s not inside of me.

      I start to whimper, pumping my hips back against him, pushing my ass back into his rock-hard abs as I feel my whole body begin to shatter in the steam of the shower stall.

      Oliver’s fingers press my clit against the delirious motions of his cock sawing between my lips, and suddenly he leans forward and sucks my earlobe between his teeth.

      “Come for me, Chloe; I want to feel that tight little pussy come all over my cock.”

      And then I just let go.

      I wonder later if I draw blood at how hard I bite down on his finger to silence my screams, but at the time, all I know is blinding white light and heat exploding through my body. Suddenly, hours of torturous teasing, hours of running around town with Oliver without any panties, and hours of dying to feel him again after he had me so close before come crashing to a crescendo.

      I’m clawing at the shower door as I come, shuddering against him and feeling his powerful arms holding me upright. Oliver roars, and I feel his body go rigid behind me. I can feel him pulsing against my pussy, and I moan as I look down to see his come spraying from the head of him between my legs against the shower door.

      We’re silent for a moment, both of us panting as we lean against the glass of the shower door, before I turn in his arms and smirk at him, “Who’s loud now?”

      He grins, “Challenge accepted.”
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      “Oy, you look like shit.”

      I’m bleary-eyed as I frown at Marco while he shakes his head at me. Any other day and I’d tear him a new asshole, but today, I just don’t have the energy.

      Well, that and I know he’s right. Chloe and I are on about three hours of sleep after last night, which is red-lining it even for me. Of course, I tried to push it after the fun in the shower by following her back into her room, but she’d pushed me back towards the door. “Out,” she’d said, shaking her head. “Not while they’re home, Oliver.”

      Like my dad ever comes up to my floor, but I’ll grant her that worry. It’d be just my luck for the one day ever that my old man comes upstairs in the morning to be the day I’m in bed with his fiancé’s daughter.

      So yeah, it’s going to be absolute murder getting through the shift tonight. But hey, if I do look like shit after the night I had with Chloe?

      Totally worth it.

      I blink and rub my eyes before nodding at Marco instead of giving him a dish of authority, “Yeah, late night, mate.”

      “Where’d you run off to after the pub? You buggered out right when your sister did.”

      “Stepsister,” I add, clearing my throat and trying not to grin too much at his mentioning buggered.

      “Yeah she was feeling sad and shit,” I shrug. “Dunno, mate, probably the move and all that.”

      Marco nods, “Well, sad or not, she left me all high and dry when she ditched. I mean I know she’s your sis- stepsister or whatever, mate, but the stems on that one? Shit, bruv,” he says with a whistle and some sort of pantomimed thrusting motion with his hips.

      I can feel my fist clench at my side, my jaw tightening as I narrow my eyes at him. This is one of my oldest mates in the world, going back to when we were kids tearing it up around the old block, and yet I’m suddenly wanting to pound his fucking face in for just thinking about Chloe like that.

      Cool it, I mentally growl to myself. Can’t very well go around murdering friends for expressing an interest in a girl I can’t very well say I’m into.

      Marco shrugs, oblivious to how close he just came to getting my fist in his teeth, “Anyways, not a total loss; got my knob polished by that new waitress.”

      I smirk and raise a brow, “Delia?”

      He laughs, “I wish, brother. Nah, the other one; Jill.”

      “Not bad.”

      “Yeah it was alright,” he glances at the prep sheet in his hands. “Fuck me,” he groans.

      “Full book out front tonight, get your game face on.”

      He grins, “Says the bloke who looks like he slept in the fuckin gutter.” He eyes me suspiciously, “Okay, please tell me you at least had a bit of luck last night after you dropped Chloe home.”

      You have no fucking idea, my friend.

      I shrug and say nothing, and Marco grins. “Atta boy!” He shakes his head, “Fuckin hell, must be nice to be restaurant royalty.”

      Chloe steps into the kitchen. Chloe who looks as tired as me. Chloe who’s ignored me at breakfast and caught her own ride to work while I was upstairs getting ready.

      Yeah, mate, it’s fuckin’ lovely at the top.

      She shoots me a look before quickly moving to her station and tying her apron on, her back to me.

      “Oy, hit that list, yeah?”

      Marco nods. “Hey, go find yourself an espresso IV drip bruv, you really do look like shit you know.”

      “The list, Marco.”

      He grins, “You got it, chef.”

      Chloe doesn’t turn to look at me until I’m right next to her, like she’s just noticing I’m there. Which is total fucking bollocks, by the way, since I watched her shoot me about three not-so-hidden glances on my way to her side of the kitchen.

      “Hey.”

      “Yes?”

      I frown, “What’s with the ditch this morning?”

      I cringe the second I say it, realizing what an utter twat I sound like. Like some sort of jaded chick the day after.

      Seriously, what the fuck is this girl doing to me?

      Chloe just shrugs and turns back to dough she’s rolling out, dusting it with the occasional sprinkle of flour, all while doing her damnedest to avoid looking at me. “You were going to make me late.”

      I arch a brow at her, even if she isn’t looking at me. “You just got here.”

      “My shift just started.” She cocks her head as she turns towards me, “I’m not late or anything.”

      “No, you’re not late, you’re just acting a bit crazy since you kicked me out of your room last night.”

      She whirls at me then, her face bright red and her eyes wide, “Oliver!” She hisses, her eyes darting around the kitchen. “Jesus, keep it to yourself,” she spits out.

      I roll my eyes, “Fucking hell, relax. I’m not exactly going to go around telling everyone.”

      She glares at me, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Oh, did you want me to send out a staff notice about how I made my new pastry cook come all over my cock last night?”

      Her face goes quite crimson and she drops the rolling pin in her hands to the floor with clatter. Her eyes dart around the room again, again like she’s worried someone’s listening to her dirty little secret, which somehow starts to really piss me off.

      “You’re unbelievable,” she says quickly, shaking her head as she picks up the rolling pin and tosses it in the basic sink next to her station.

      “You know, I think I remember you saying the same thing last night just before I gave you the best orgasm of your life while you sucked off my finger.”

      I have no idea what’s pushing me to be such a prick here, but it’s like I can’t even stop the words from coming out of my mouth. And the worst part is, I know I’m acting like this because for the first time literally ever, I’m the one getting kicked out of a room or getting ditched at the front door. How in the hell did things get so turned around?

      Shit, that’s what I do best. Leaving, sneaking out, ditching, not calling back; you name the scummy post-sex move, I’ve done it. I’ve spent most of my adult life using my charm and my looks, and my position either in the streets, or the army, or now the restaurant world to drop panties and spread legs. And after? I’m fuckin’ gone and on to the next.

      Except now I’ve got this fucking girl. Chloe fucking Caulfield; the girl who stood me up. The girl that told me “no sex” last night.

      The girl who kicked me out.

      I’m not sure what the fuck is wrong with me, but I need to get my shit together is what I need to do.

      Chloe’s whole face wrinkles up as she turns to me with her mouth open, “I did not ‘suck off your finger’ you disgusting pig, I-” she stumbles over her words, her face growing bright red again and her fists balling up at her sides. “You know what, I knew last night was a huge mistake.”

      “Oh?” I cross my arms over my chest and smirk at her, “Why’s that, luv? Cause once you’ve had a taste, you can never go ba-”

      “Because you’re disgusting, and a man-whore, and...and...repulsive.”

      Her eyes flash as they meet mine, and for maybe the first time in my life, I’m actually at a loss for words. Fuck, I mean what do you even say when someone calls you repulsive?

      You say nothing, that’s what you say.

      I hold her gaze with my own for one more second, glowering at her, before I turn and abruptly stalk back across the kitchen to the service pass.

      Nice one.

      [image: ]
* * *

      If I was tired before, a few hours later right before we start service I’m fucking fading. I’m stumbling, squinting at the menu in front of me for any last minute changes while Ian, the front of house manager and Maître d’ taps his foot impatiently and straightens his fucking tie for the hundredth time.

      “Oy, Ian, chill; you’re making me nervous.”

      “Oh, am I? Sooo sorry, chef.” His tone is dripping with sarcasm, and though I give him a sharp glare, he’s another one who gets a pass. Not just because I’m Goddamn exhausted, but because Ian’s been a home run of a wingman more times than I can count.

      Let me just say, a gay friend is secret weapon you definitely want to have when you’re cruising for girls.  

      I finally realize I’m not even reading words on the menu and pass it back to him with a mumbled “it’s fine” and a middle finger when he rolls his eyes and snatches it back from me.

      “Mate,” Marco is leaning against the counter next to me, eyeing me.

      “What?” I’m irritable, and tired as shit, and I just want to get through this fucking day so I can sleep and figure out how to get Chloe out from under my Goddamn skin tomorrow.

      “You’re fading.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know, Marco.”

      He opens his mouth but then hastily closes it and shakes his head.

      “What?”

      “Nothing, chef.”

      “Marco, Jesus, what?”

      “Nah, mate, you’re like, the boss right now, and we’re at work.”

      I roll my eyes and punch him in the arm, “Fuck you, spill.”

      He darts his eyes around the kitchen full of cooks all busily preparing their stations and getting pots simmering and basically not looking our way before he huddles close to me and reaches into his pocket, “Need a bit of medicine to get through?”

      Fuck.

      I stare at the little baggie of coke in his hand. Coke is never a good plan for me, even when I’m out to party. It messes with me too much, makes me crazy.

      Of course, I’m practically seeing double right now with sleep deprivation, so perhaps this is what they might refer to as “desperate times, desperate measures.” I check the time on the wall, the minute hand ticking dangerously close to when we’ll open for our first seating. Yeah, sniffing drugs might not ever be a good plan, but I’m suddenly wondering if it’s the only plan.

      I look over Marco’s shoulder at Chloe off in the corner of the kitchen. She looks up and then glances at me, as if feeling my eyes on her. And for a second, I’m about to push Marco away and tell him to fuck off and just get on with my night. But then my eyes meet hers and she just glares at me, like I’ve wronged her in some way.

      And it pisses me right the fuck off.

      Fuck it.

      “Oy, let’s do this,” I mutter at Marco, rolling my eyes when his light up. We haven’t done this shit years; not since before the army when we were into the street life. It was a bad idea when we were young, dumb, and broke; it’s a fuckin’ awful idea when we’re older and at our fucking job.

      Just the same, when we’re out back by the kitchen entrance, I can still feel the giddy rush you always get when you’re about just about to do something incredibly fun but incredibly stupid. Marco’s tapping lines out on the flat of his chef’s knife - “cutting cold” we call it in kitchen-speak - and I’m still trying to convince myself this isn’t the worst idea in the world when the backdoor suddenly bangs open.

      Marco swears and dips the knife down behind his back as we both glance back; it’s Delia.

      “Oh, um,” she turns to head back inside, the cigarette she was about to light resting between her lips, when she suddenly pauses and looks at us more curiously, “What are you two doing out here?”

      “Never you mind love,” Marco says, grinning at her. She arches an eyebrow, and then like a Goddamn idiot, Marco makes a little sniffing motion with his nose.

      I’m going to kill this fucking guy.

      Delia’s eyes light up and she checks behind her before stepping towards us, “Oooo….do you mind?”

      “Not at all!” Marco beams, bringing the knife up from behind his back as Delia move to join us. She’s all smiles at me, but I’m too busy glaring daggers at Marco to even bother noticing.

      This is way off book. Being out here doing fucking cocaine right before service with my buddy the grill guy is one thing; doing it with the damn wait staff is fucking pushing it.

      But then again, I am fading here. I’m on zero fucking sleep, my heads all turned around and upside-down from whatever the fuck is happening with Chloe, and I just need to Get. Through. This. Night.

      The powder is cold as it hits my nostrils, and then fire when it hits my bloodstream a second later.

      Theeere it is.

      I’m letting the rush wash over me, and pushing the knife away towards Marco when the door opens again. And this time, it takes me a second to turn and focus, and realize that it’s Chloe.

      ...Chloe standing in the doorway, glaring at me as I stand there with a rail of coke on a fuckin’ knife with Delia giggling and stroking my arm.

      I’m opening my mouth without even really knowing what to say, but then she’s shaking her head and just walking back inside anyways.

      Fuck.

      I shrug Delia away from me with a growl and start to march after Chloe when the door slams open again and this time I’m face to face with Ian.

      His eyes dart behind me and then focus on me as he narrows his gaze, “You ready?”

      I frown, “Yeah, of course.”

      His eyes drop to my nose, and he arches his eyebrows and makes a little brushing motion on his nose. Shit. I quickly bring a hand up to brush away any remnant powder.

      “Are you sure you’re ready?”

      “Ian, fuck off, I’m fine.”

      He’s not smiling. “Oh, you are? Lovely, because the shit is about to hit the fan inside.”
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      The London times is here. The fucking London Times food reviewer is at Jolie.

      To put this in perspective, picture finishing filming on a small independent movie and having Roger Ebert pick it up to take a quick look. Or imagine finishing your solo song on the stage and then having to face Simon and the other judges of that talent and singing show you happen to be on.

      Yeah, it’s like that.

      Okay, the reviewer’s supposed to be this big secret, but any modern restaurant in London worth it’s truffles knows who he is, fake mustache or not. He’ll come twice before writing his review. You get two hits to make it perfect. There’s no third chance, ever.

      Needless to say, there’s an absolute chill over everything in the kitchen as soon as Ian drops the bomb on us. Well, a chill over almost everything, because I’m still seething mad at Oliver. It’s stupid because it’s not like I have any damn right to feel jealous or whatever. But...ugh, I don’t know. I guess there was just something about seeing him out there, with her, that has me seeing red. And it’s the absurdity of me feeling jealousy about someone like Oliver that maybe bugs me even more.

      His face it etched in wood when he comes back inside following an utterly white-faced Ian. Yeah, this is a big fucking deal. It may not be the Michelin guide, but it’s the Times. This is the sort of review that will make or shatter a place like Jolie, and we all know it.

      There’s a silence as Oliver stands in the middle of the kitchen, blinking and swallowing thickly. He finally looks up and around at everyone, his face stony. His eyes catch mine, and for a second I think about giving him some sort of encouraging word or gesture. A nod, a smile; anything I guess.

      But then the back door opens and Marco and Delia scurry guiltily inside, and that second passes.

      Yeah, no, screw him.

      Oliver nods sharply at the silent kitchen staff, “Alright, stations; let’s do this.”

      We fall into the rhythm of a working kitchen, everyone lost in their own jobs and their own tasks as orders come in. But this time, it’s different. This time, there is silence aside from the sounds of knives chopping or grills sizzling or whisks whipping. The whole place is standing on this knife edge, just waiting for that order to come through.

      It does, finally. And from then on, the whole place goes into overdrive. Ian is hovering at the service window, making sure each and every thing that goes out looks perfect, even if it’s only going to be walking past the reviewer’s table. And Oliver is a freaking mess. He’s sweating, his eyes darting all over the place as he starts to get more and more agitated at the window. I can see his movements getting more erratic, his muttered swears getting louder and louder.

      Finally, I manage to find some sort of excuse to move past the front line right by him. I tap his arm, “Hey, are you gonna be okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Oliver,” I hiss, “You’re a mess-”

      “I said, I’M FINE, cook!” I flinch as he turns, roaring at me loudly. Loud enough that Ian jumps back from the service window and that half the kitchen looks up quickly. I clench my jaw, my eyes seething as I see the fire in his.

      “Get back to your fucking station, Chloe,” He growls, glaring at me and all business now. All cocky, arrogant, firing-on-all-cylinders Chef Oliver.

      “Fine,” I sneer, and turn sharply on my heel to head back to my station.

      “Fine WHAT?!” He roars.

      Oh you’ve gotta be kidding me. He’s going to pull this NOW?

      I grit my teeth and turn back, glaring at him defiantly, “I said fine-”

      “I heard what you said!” He roars again. He suddenly snatches up a plate and hurls it against the wall, shattering the plate, scattering broken shards and an array of radicchio salad everywhere; “It’s YES CHEF; do you fucking understand?”

      It’s like a slug to the gut, and I can feel my whole body start to tremble, and I’m furious at myself when I feel the sting of tears in my eyes.

      Do NOT cry; do NOT fucking cry in front of him.

      “Are we clear, Chloe?”

      I’m shaking my head at him slowly, the tears stinging my eyes and my pulse thundering in my ears. I’m thinking of the way he made me feel, the things I let him do, and the things we should have said yesterday, or this morning; things I can’t imagine saying to him now.

      The charming, rough-and-tumble boy I knew from before is gone, and it’s so stupidly obvious to me now that I’m suddenly ashamed at myself for not seeing it before. The boy whose charming and quirky antics, whose bold and cocky bravado swept me off my feet all those years ago - the boy I thought I was finding all over again - is gone.

      The arrogant, pig-headed, prick of man he’s grown into has buried him completely.

      “Chloe-”

      “Yes, chef.” I say it quietly in a voice not my own; a voice distant and forced.

      Yes, you fucking prick.

      “Good, now get back to your station.”

      What the hell happened to you, Oliver Beckett, and where did you go?
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* * *

      We don’t speak a word through the rest of the shift, or through closing. And at this point, I don’t even give a shit what happens with the Times table.

      Who cares? Fuck Oliver and his little temper tantrum. Fuck him getting his reviews and his groupies and his Michelin stars. And fuck him especially for doing cocaine outside with Delia, like he’s some sort of actual rock star or something.

      What a joke.

      I’m lost in my own little ball of negativity, scrubbing down my station, when I suddenly feel a presence behind me.

      “Hey.”

      I whirl, and Oliver’s just standing there with his arms crossed, just grinning that incessant fucking smirk on his face at me, as if nothing’s happened between us since the previous night.

      “Oh what now?”

      He frowns, “Could I talk to you in the office?

      I drop my jaw at him, “What am I, fired?!”

      He wrinkles his brow, “What? No, Jesus. Just come talk.”

      “I’m still closing up, chef.”

      I turn on my heel to go back to scrubbing the counter down, but I gasp as I feel him pull close behind me. His hand pushes my hair back from my ear as he leans in, “Look, you know what that was.”

      “Yeah, you being a royal asshole,” I toss back.

      “I can’t play favorites, Chlo-”

      “Well you can play fucking fair!” I hiss, whirling back to him jabbing my finger into his chest, “That was fucking ridiculous, and you know it.”

      “You were out of line.”

      “Says the man doing drugs off the blade of a knife with his, what, eighteen year old staff?” I sneer at him. “So what, five years later you’re still into high school girls?”

      I narrows his eyes at me; “She’s nineteen, and trying to get into college.”

      “Oh, Oxford?” I smile sweetly at him, and he grins.

      “Look, you looked like you were going nuts and I just wanted to see how you were doing, dick.”

      He shakes his head, “You can’t do that, not in here.”

      “What, show emotion?” I say hastily, pushing my hair back from my face pursing my lips at him.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “No, Oliver, you’re right, I know exactly what you mean. You mean you don’t want me getting attached or something, like one of your ‘girls’.”

      He scowls, “Jesus, Chloe, that’s not what I fucking said-”

      “Listen, chef,” I spit out, stabbing him in the chest with my finger, “Get over yourself.” And then it all pours out; everything I should’ve said the second I walked off the plane at Heathrow. “You know, this little thing between us should have happened a long time ago. But it didn’t, and then we made up for it last night, badly. End of story.”

      Oliver looks away before he shakes his head turns his gaze back to me, his eyes burning into mine, “You’re not letting me-”

      “Listen, chef, we’re good, okay?” I shake my head, and pinch the bridge of my nose before I look up at him. Then I’m saying the words and believing them, because I have to. Because I can’t have feelings for Oliver Beckett, not with who we are now.

      “I know what you’re looking for here and I’m looking for the same thing. We’re done, okay? No more games, no more back and forth. You be you, I’ll be me. In a few months I’ll be out of your hair and we’ll maybe have to see each other on Christmas or something, okay?”

      He tightens his jaw and glares at me, but he’s silent.

      “Look, I need to finish here.” I look up at him, “Please.”

      Oliver nods and holds my stare a second longer before he steps aside and I storm away.
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      Well, shit; fucked that up about as royal as possible.

      She’s out the door before I can even change that night. When I finally slump my way through the front door to our house like some sort of marathon runner tumbling over the finish line after the thirty-odd hours I’ve just had, the house is quiet and dark.

      I shower alone that night; her door shut and my mind on the activities of the previous night. “What I was looking for there?” I mean what the fuck is that supposed to mean? I angrily grab the soap, growling at my reflection in the mirror - a reflection sans a jaw-droppingly-naked Chloe this time - and think about it long and hard. Really, what am I looking for with Chloe? Feelings? A damn relationship? I mean, Christ, She’s my- she’s-

      Fuck, no; it’s not even possible, even if I wanted it. And I don’t, of course. I mean, this is me we’re talking about; I don’t do clingy, messy, dramatic relationships. Hell no. But - shit, I don’t know, something's different with Chloe. The sort of different that I can’t get out of my head; the kind of different that’s imbedded itself in my skin like a tattoo.

      I was denied by this girl five years ago. Denied. I mean, that never happens to me. I’ve basically never been shot down, never been told “no” to. When I see a girl, and I want her, I can basically bet that I’m going to be hearing her screaming my name later. So, there, that’s it; that has to be why I’m obsessing over this. Chloe’s the one girl that said no, and I can’t deal with that. She’s the prize I was denied five years ago that I’m still fucking chasing.

      Fuck. That.

      There are literally a million other girls in the city of London I could be out fucking the hell out of right now. A million other lays to get Chloe out of my head; a million other faceless women to replace her.

      I look up and meet my own eyes in the mirror through the steam of the shower, tightening my jaw in resolve. Fuck it, that’s the move; leave this shower, get changed, drink an espresso or something and just go fuck something.

      Except all I can think about is how different this shower is to the one last night; the one where I had her pressed against this glass, my cock slick and hot, nestled against her pussy and her lips wrapped tight around my finger. Fuckin’ hell, I mean I didn’t even fuck her and I’m this twisted up about it.

      And then I’m just imagining the feel of that heat between her legs against my cock. I’m imagining her soft, plump lips wrapped sensually around my finger, her finger teasing the digit, and all I can picture is her on her knees with those lips wrapped sweetly around my cock.

      I shake my head from the daydream as the water starts to get cold, grunting as I turn to shut it off.

      And I’m rock hard; as hard as I was when I made her come against me last night.

      I don’t even realize what I’m doing until I’m standing, naked and dripping wet, in front of her bedroom door. I’m rock hard and just fucking hungry for her. I want to wrap her legs around my waist, or drape them over my shoulders and bury every single fucking inch inside this girl until I explode I want to bend her over on her hands and knees and shove my tongue as deep into that honeyed pussy of hers as I can.

      The door is locked - I check - and I almost, almost knock before I’m suddenly shaking myself out of my delirium and realize fully what I’m doing.

      I’m naked, and hard, and standing outside my stepsister’s room thinking about fucking her bare and taking and claiming her in every possible way.

      Yep, it is time to fucking sleep.

      I shake my head again as I turn away from her door and stumble back to my own room. “Go out?” “Find someone new to pick up?” I could almost laugh, except I’m pretty sure I’m too tired to. Fuck, I’m too tired to do anything but crash into my bed and slowly let the darkness drag me down, as I fall asleep with the world’s most confused erection of all time.
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* * *

      Sleep is a wondrous thing. Or at least, it can be.

      I’m hoping as I wake up late the next morning that somehow actually turning my body and my mind off for a solid nine hours will fix things. I’m hoping to wake to clarity and the sudden epiphany that I’m being a solid wanker and that I need to go drop Chloe Caulfield right out of my head.

      Hope is another wondrous thing.

      And a waste of time, apparently.

      She’s off someplace before I even struggle downstairs to make myself some breakfast, and even though I want to scowl at her ducking out like that, I’m still in no place to even start to talk to her on a normal level.

      “Oy, look who’s roused himself, eh?”

      I blink as I step into the kitchen to find my dad slumped over the racetrack score paper by the window, smoking chesterfields.

      Jesus, you can take the bum out of the East End and put him in a nice house, but you can’t take the East End out of the bum.

      Laura smiles at me from the counter, where it looks like she’s mangling a pan of scrambled eggs something wicked. Hey, at least she’s trying. I can’t honestly remember a single thing my father’s ever cooked.

      “There’s coffee, Oliver.”

      I smile at her before I see my dad roll his eyes and glance down at his watch, “Tick-tock, Ollie. Restaurant going to run itself today is it?”

      “It’s nine-thirty, dad.”

      “So?” He scowls at me, “I’m up, and I went five rounds of five-card with the lads last night.” He snorts, shaking his head as he glances back to his betting paper. It’s as if somehow his being out playing fucking poker is anything remotely like the night I had last night; even without the whole Chloe debacle.

      “Had a bit of a rough night last night, pop. I don’t know if you know.”

      Dad just shrugs and turns to a new page of his sports paper.

      “Your father called Ian this morning and heard,” Laura says.

      The idea of poor Ian being roused by my father’s poking and prodding phone call at whatever ungodly hour he called is half amusing, half cringe-worthy, but I grin to myself nonetheless.

      She scrapes the eggs around the pan in a way that has me wincing before she looks up again, smiling, “So exciting about the Times, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, well, a bit of a shitshow it was.”

      Dad shrugs as he scans down a list of greyhound track results, “Eh, the lot of those greedy fucks can sod right off. Who needs ‘em, yeah?”

      I roll my eyes as I pour coffee. “Everyone needs them, Dad. It’s a bit of a big deal to get a write up.”

      “Bunch of lazy twats looking for a free meal is what that is.”

      I swear to Christ, you couldn’t make this up if you tried. This is literally how my father speaks and thinks about the world. And I’d like to think I’m wise enough to know when to just shut up and let him think whatever he wants.

      “So, a little nancy with a notebook gets his knickers twisted and you get the day off, eh?”

      I clench my jaw, and want to say something a bit more choice, but I decide not to in front of Laura. I realize that I barely know her, but she seems nice enough; probably too nice for a pisser like my dad, really.

      “Guess I’ll be going then,” I say thinly. My dad doesn’t say a thing.
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* * *

      Chloe ignores me from the second I walk in the door.

      Of course.

      But where I should just roll my eyes and let it be, for some reason, I can’t. Instead I glare at her from across the kitchen, sipping my espresso and growling to myself. Because for some reason, being ignored by this girl somehow gets to me in ways that stupid games like this never do.

      It takes me a second, but when it hits me, it sticks with me. Because that’s when it clicks. What annoys me the most about her standing over there with headphones in her ears and pretending she didn’t see me walk in - pretending she didn’t see me make myself an espresso three meters away from her, glaring at her the whole time - is that games like this are totally beneath a girl like her. Because she’s not just ignoring me, she’s making a game of it. She’s making it obvious she is, which sort of dilutes the whole purpose ignoring someone.

      A girl like Chloe Caulfield is way above playing games with a knucklehead like me, and that’s what gets under my skin like a splinter.

      I nod at Ian when he pokes his head into the kitchen, and grin when he glares at me. Yeah, there’s the face of a six a.m. Barney Beckett wake-up call if I ever saw one. He coughs and makes a nodding gesture for me to follow him back out to the empty dining room.

      “Oy, heard you got a call from room service bright and early this morning,” I grin, sipping at my espresso as I step around the tables stacked with chairs, “Sorry about that.”

      He glares at me before he snorts and shakes his head. “Eh, no worries. I make Jerry take just about every call I get from your old man, I don’t think he can actually tell us apart.”

      I laugh.

      “Listen though, there’s another call I got just now you should know about.”

      “Oh? What’s it now?” I roll my eyes, “Barney changing the whole theme of the place to a topless chips shop?”

      “Your pastry cook is putting out feelers.”

      I freeze, espresso cup midway to my lips, “Huh?”

      Ian nods. “Got a call from Sean over at Maxwell, checking out her references.” He glares at me, “Ollie, I don’t have to tell you how hard it is to find a decent pastry cook right now.”

      She wants to quit? Over one fucking argument? I can feel my teeth grinding together as I glare into my coffee cup.

      “Look, make nice, okay?” We can’t be changing over staff in between Times reviews; you know that.” Ian shrugs, “Besides, I like her.”

      “Oh, well, in that case-” I roll my eyes at Ian, “And why is she so high on the Ian Johnson opinion meter?”

      “Because she serves your shit right back to you, that’s why,” Ian says with grin and a raised eyebrow.

      Cocky git.

      “I’ll handle it.”

      “Nicely, Ollie.”

      “Oy, you want me to tell you how to manage your fucking wait staff?”

      Ian laughs as he heads towards his office, “Play nice!” He calls back over his shoulder.

      I stand amongst the empty tables of the dining room for another minute, stewing things over. She’s looking for another job? Already?

      Let her, the voice inside says with a shrug; Why not? Weren’t you bitching about how living AND working with her was messing with your head?

      And the voice is right; I should just let her do what she wants. I should call Sean back right now, give her a glowing recommendation, send her on her merry fucking way, and then go fuck half the waitresses on Ian’s staff.

      That’s what I should do, when it comes to Chloe.

      ...Of course, I’m not always that good at doing what I should do, am I?

      [image: ]
* * *

      So, she wants to play games? Fine; bring it. I can play kid games too.

      Games like walking back into the kitchen, heading directly for my little office, and text messaging her with descriptions of every single thing I want to do to her.

      It’s amazing how graphic you can be in a text message these days. Emojis are downright filthy if you use them right.

      I’m completely aware it’s a bit of a mixed message after my behavior last night when I yelled at her like that, but let her stew on it. Let her think about my dirty, crude, filthy messages all day and night while she tries to work. Let her try and get orders out while I’m texting her the places I want to put my tongue, or where I want to screw her.

      Let her try and think about swapping jobs when I tell her how hard I am, or how I’m dying to pull her panties off with my teeth and taste the honey between her legs.

      Of course, I get absolutely nothing back; not even a look my way even though I definitely catch her looking at her phone at least half a dozen times throughout the shift with wide eyes and pink cheeks.

      Okay, so I don’t get a literal response back, but watching her cheeks go bright red as I send her another detailed description of my cock or some other dirty position is certainly just as good.

      It’s a start, at least.
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* * *

      “Okay, you need to stop it.”

      I grin as I finish pulling my sweaty t-shirt off in my office and turn to see her standing in my doorway. She may have just worked a fairly grueling shift, and she may be frowning at me, but damn if she doesn't looking sexy as sin standing there in jeans and a tank-top with her hair cascading down her shoulders.

      “What do you want, Oliver?” She says, crossing her arms over her chest and scowling at me.

      It’s not doing a thing to make her any less hot.

      “Haven’t I been making what I want fairly clear all damn day?” I say with a grin, “Oh, wait, you do get cell service in here, right?”

      She rolls her eyes. “You can’t text me like that. It’s inappropriate.”

      I shrug, “I disagree.”

      “It’s sexual harassment.”

      I give her a look, loving that forced heat to her eyes that says she’s trying to convince herself of what she’s saying about as hard as she’s trying to convince me.

      “Don’t you think we’re a bit past that?”

      Her face flushes scarlet. “Do not remind me.”

      “So what is this about you working for Sean over at Maxwell’s? What, I yell at you once and in the kitchen and you decided you can’t stand the heat?”

      “No, I woke up and realized I didn’t need to spend my time fooling around with an asshole.”

      “How about ignoring me? That part of the deal?”

      “Looks that way,” she snaps.

      I roll my eyes.

      “Look, it’s not appropriate, okay? What we did-” She blushes again and drops her eyes as she pushes her hair back from her face, “We can’t do things like that, Oliver. Our parents-”

      “Are grown adults, Chloe; sort of like us.”

      “It’s wrong.”

      “Keep telling yourself that, sweetheart.”

      “I have to go.”

      “Oh c’mon! Look, stick around, okay? I promise I’ll be good.” She arches a brow at me and I grin. “Okay, I’ll make a solid effort to be good at least. Don’t go over to Maxwell’s, we need you here.”

      She chews on her lip and says nothing as she takes a deep breath.

      “I need you here, alright? For work reasons,” I add quickly when she shoots me a look.

      “Fine.”

      I grin, “Fine?”

      “Fine, I’ll stay.”

      “Atta girl.”

      “But one more text about your- your-”

      “Cock?”

      She blushes, “Yes, Oliver. One more of those and I’m gone.”

      I laugh. “Aww, c’mon, luv! I’m just dying for female attention over here!”

      Chloe rolls her eyes, “I seriously doubt that.”
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      Okay, I admit it; there’s a teeny bit of a thrill that comes with Oliver chasing after me in order to get me to stay at Jolie. It’s like this little illicit feeling of glee inside when he makes the show - however crude - at getting me to stay. And yet, at the same time I find I’m exasperated with myself for even thinking like that.

      Because the truth is, I need Oliver in my life like I need another hole in my head. Yeah, pass.

      Jolie is mercifully closed on Mondays, as is the trend for restaurants of that caliber, and so waking up that morning is like waking up to a sort of mini vacation.

      And it is sort of vacation for me, in a weird way I guess. I mean I am in Europe, right?

      Part of me wants to just spend the whole day in bed, just shutting out the world, catching up with friends back home, and really just staying the hell away from Oliver. But I last about 45 minutes before the lack of coffee in my room and feelings of cabin fever get to be too much for me and I leave my sanctuary behind.

      Instead, I decide to go for a run.

      Hoxton and Shoreditch are gritty older parts of East London, but pretty in a sort of broken way. It’s an “up and coming” area, as they say, as evident by the mix old-time looking gangsters and shopkeepers mixed with hipsters in ironic glasses and t-shirts.

      I run past 150 year old sausage shops next to week-old pop-up vegan ice-cream parlors, the shoe-shine on the corner in front of a new Nike store.Battered brick walls covered with wheat-paper posters for bands I’m not nearly cool enough to have heard of. I even have to grin at the sight of an iconic Banksy street-art painting along the brick wall of a chip-shop in a building older than my entire neighborhood back home in L.A..

      I push it harder than I usually do, forcing myself to breathe and forcing my legs to pump faster and faster, until my whole body is screaming for a cease-fire and break from the torture. It’s almost as if I’m trying to outrun everything in my head, but when I look up, gasping for breath, and realize I’m right back in front of the house I started at. I know there’s no escaping your own head.

      I’ve managed to blow off some steam, but I still haven't blown him out of my mind.

      The house is quiet, Oliver’s not home -  I check, even poking my head into his room to make sure.

      Thank goodness.

      A day of rest from the restaurant won’t exactly do a whole lot of good if I have to spend it with Oliver anyways.

      I peel my shirt off as I walk into my room, and I’ve got my sports bra halfway over my head when the voice to the right of me about gives me a heart attack.

      “I made you something.”

      “Jesus FUCK!” I whirl, covering my chest with my hands. It’s Oliver, of course, slumped in my desk chair behind the door and grinning at me.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?!” I hiss at him, wanting to punch him in his stupid face if only doing so wouldn’t give him an eyeful of my tits in the process. “You can’t just waltz in here, you dick.”

      “You know, I think pastry chefs are supposed to be nicer.” He furrows his brow, as if delving deep into thought. “Definitely nicer, usually grandmothers with gray hair maybe?”

      I tighten my jaw, “What do you want Oliver?”

      He smirks at me, “I don’t think they’re supposed to have a rack that nice either,” he says, nodding his chin at my cleavage.

      I roll my eyes, “Okay, get out.”

      “Hey, hang on, chill. I told you, I made you something.”

      “If it’s another haiku about your dick or something crude about my...my pussy-” He grins wickedly when I say the word, “Then you can fuck right off, right now.”

      “Chloe, please, those sort of shenanigans are so beneath me.”

      I almost grin, “Since when, today?”

      “Pretty much, yeah.”

      This time I do crack a smile.

      “Anyways, it’s nothing like that. I actually made you something. Well, future tense, I guess. I’m going to make you something.”

      I furrow my brow at him, “Huh?”

      He stands, “Look, just come down to the kitchen after you shower, alright?”

      “Why,” I say suspiciously.

      “Because I’m going to cook for you, that’s why.”
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* * *

      The smell of cooking garlic and the sizzling sound of a stove-top wash over me as I pad down the stairs after my shower.

      Oliver looks up with a grin as I step into the Beckett’s open-style kitchen and nods towards one of the bar stools at the island counter, “Sit.”

      “Bossy.”

      “Always.”

      I grin and roll my eyes as I take a seat. “So, what are we having?”

      “Sage and pumpkin ravioli in a balsamic reduction with braised brussel sprouts and wheat-berries on the side.”

      My stomach roars, “Holy crap. Okay, I’m impressed.”

      “I do do this professionally, you know,” he says with a quick grin before he goes back to stirring the cast-iron pan on top of the stove.

      “So what brought this on?”

      “What, cooking for you?” He looks up and winks, “Consider it a peace offering, I guess. I was-” He clears his throat, “I was maybe a bit more of a dick than necessary the other night.”

      He turns the flame off on the stovetop and whisks the pan over to a plate already drizzled with what looks like balsamic and herbs. He finishes the plate with a flourish before sliding it in front of me.

      Holy crap.

      The plate in front of me looks like it could be right off the pages of a gourmet cookbook.

      I glance up at him, grinning as my stomach rumbles, “Peace offering, huh?”

      “The best kind.”

      “So, no poison?”

      Oliver laughs. “You have zero faith in me don’t you?” He rolls his eyes and drops a fork next to me at the counter, “Mange.”

      I close my eyes at the first bite, savoring how utterly perfect it is, “Okay, damn.”

      He grins, “Can’t even taste the poison, can you?”

      “Ass.”

      I fork another bite of the insanely good food into my mouth before I glance back at up at him, “You know, a note or something might’ve been smoother than sneaking around my room waiting for me to get home.”

      “Yeah well a note wasn’t going to have a shot at catching a peek of you changing, now would it?”

      I choke on the ravioli as my cheeks flush red while Oliver just smirks at me.

      With a roll of my eyes, I push my plate away and start to get off of my stool.

      “Oy! Hang on now, luv!” Oliver jumps around to my side of the kitchen island, frowning at me, “Look, I’m sorry, it was meant to be a peace offering, okay?”

      He’s right in front of me, basically boxing me in with my back against the counter, and I glare at him. “It’s not a peace offering if you’re being crude about it.”

      He rolls his eyes, “Yeah, must’ve missed that bit in the ‘Recipes for Peace Offerings’ cookbook.”

      I quickly try and hide the grin that comes to my lips, but he catches it anyways, “Ahh, she does smile.” He arches his brow at me and takes another step closer, his hands on either side of me on the counter. “So, was the ravioli that bad that you’re just going to walk away?”

      He moves closer, so close that he’s right in front of me. And I know I should by pushing him away, or telling him he shouldn’t get so close, or something-

      Except the first thought that comes unbidden to my mind isn’t that he shouldn’t be so close to me.

      It’s that I want him closer.

      I swallow thickly, trying to swallow the sudden illicit thoughts about him in the motion as look up into his dark eyes. “Just what do you think you’re doing?”

      “I’m seeing how your meal was. I’m a chef, it’s sort of what we do.”

      I raise my eyebrows, trying to will the blush away from my cheeks and calm the racing of my pulse with him so close to me like this. “And do you ask everyone you cook for how it was while you’re three inches away from them?”

      “Only the especially attractive, especially difficult ones.”

      He winks, his hands on both sides of the counter keeping me there, invading my space and my senses and making my head spin.

      “So,” he leans close, “how was it,” he whispers into my ear, making my pulse race even faster.

      “It…it was good.”

      “Just good?”

      “Mhmm.” Words; I don’t trust myself to even use them right now. I barely trust myself to even open my mouth. He pulls back, there’s a beat, and then it’s like the floodgates giving way as we come crashing together.

      He growls into my mouth in this primal way that has me shivering in his arms as he shoves me back onto one of the kitchen prep tables. He pulls one of my legs up to his waist, and I wrap it around him as he presses against me, his hands sliding over my ass as his tongue explores mine.

      I gasp as he breaks the kiss and spins me around, and then I’m moaning as he bends me over the counter and pushed my skirt up. “Oliver-”

      “See?” He growls into my ear as he bends over me, his fingers sliding under my panties and through my wetness, teasing across my clit. His voice lowers as he presses his lips right against my ear, “I knew I’d have you begging for it.”

      I bite back the whimper at my lips as he slides a finger deep inside of my pussy. “You wish,” I manage to croak out, my brow furrowing as his finger begins to slowly stroke in and out of me.

      I’m on fire for him; on fire for this dominant, coarse man and wanting him to take me every which way he wants to. Deep down, I’m dying to feel him sink that big cock to the hilt inside of me and fuck me like he owns me. I moan at the thought, pushing back against his fingers as I close my eyes and bite my lip.

      I might be soaking wet, and desperate to come, and practically melting under his touch, but I am not going to beg him. I’m not going to stroke that damned ego of his any more than the rest of his world does.

      He chuckles as if reading my thoughts, his magical fingers slowly drawing lazy circles around my clit and making my body melt for him. He presses against my bare thigh, and I try not to moan at the feel of his thick bulge pressing against me.

      “Oh please, sweetheart; let’s not pretend you don’t want every inch of this cock inside of you. Let’s not pretend you don’t want me to make you come harder than you’ve ever come before.”

      Between his words and those fingers of his, I feel like I might go insane if I don’t come soon.

      “I’m going to fuck you, Chloe Caulfield,” he says darkly into my ear; “It’s really just a matter of whenever you say the words, luv,” he growls into my ear.

      I bite my lip, swallowing the moan threatening to tumble out; refusing to give in.

      “See,” he growls deeply into my ear, “you think you’re going to hold out here, but I haven’t even begun, sweetheart.”

      I whimper as I feel his fingers leave me, but then gasp as I feel his breath, hot on the backs of my thighs.

      “Oliver!” I gasp out as I feel his lips slide up the back of my thighs, teasing the skin there. I can feel his tongue slide across my thighs, delving deep between, and I melt against the countertop, all but whimpering for him to plunge his tongue into my pussy. He exhales hotly against me, his breath teasing and tickling against my pussy, and this time I do moan out loud, arching my back and pushing back - desperate to feel his mouth on me.

      He stands, abruptly. I whimper again until I feel his fingers slide back to my heat, sliding through my folds back to my clit as he leans over me again, “Just beg me nicely, sweetheart,” he whispers into my ear, chuckling. The ass.

      “All you’ve gotta do is give in.” His finger lazily circles my clit, and I’m biting my lip and clawing at the countertop, desperate for release.

      I gasp as I hear the jangle of his belt and the sound of his zipper being drawn down, and then I moan loudly at the feel of his cock; hard, hot, and thick against my ass. His lips brush my ear, “You want this, don’t you?”

      And I nod.

      At that point, I can’t even help it; can’t even stop myself from doing it if I tried. Because at that moment, he’s got me so wound up that I’m almost ready to beg him for it.

      “‘Yes, chef’; now is that really all that hard to say?”

      Almost ready to beg him.

      I take a gasping breath before I shake my head, “Not - oh God - not gonna happen.”

      I am clawing at the edge of coming; teetering on the edge of tumbling off that cliff and shattering in climax, when he opens his mouth again, “Well, that’s too bad.”

      And then like a switch being thrown, his fingers leave me, and he steps away as I hear the sound of his zipper again.

      Are you fucking kidding me?

      I whirl around to him, my eyes wild and my mouth hanging open to see him grinning at me as he finishes buckling his belt.

      “Are…are you-” I’m clawing for words, my mind still foggy and barely coherent from coming as close as humanly possible to an orgasm without actually coming. I blink at him. “Are you serious?”

      I stare at him in shock as he brings his fingers to his mouth and licks them, smirking at me the whole time as he arches his eyebrows. “I mean, you’ve already said them, too.” He shakes his head and sighs dramatically.

      “That was different, and you fucking know it.”

      Oliver glances at his watch, “Oy, jeez, look at the time, I’ve got to run!” He winks as he quickly darts forward and kisses my cheek. His lips drift back to my ear, lingering there for a moment.

      “All you’ve gotta do is say it, sweetheart,” he growls into my ear, almost pushing me back over the edge right there with his words.

      And then he’s whirling around and walking out of the kitchen, leaving me panting, disheveled, and more sexually pent up than I’ve ever been in my entire life.

      I somehow get the impression that I’m the first girl in history that can say that after Oliver Beckett walks away from her.
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      I groan and drop my forehead against the kitchen door of Jolie.

      Right, Monday; we’re closed on Monday.

      Of course we’re closed, which is why I spent the morning at home.

      At home being brought to within an inch of orgasm by my cocky, arrogant, swaggering stepbrother.

      I blush bright pink at the memory of him leaving me like that in the kitchen; the memory of me opening and closing my mouth as if still searching for words as the front door to the townhouse closed behind me. And then of course, there’s the memory of what came after. The memory of me barely closing the door to my room behind me before I was face down in my bed, my fingers pushing my panties to the side and gasping at the release they brought.

      I decide to pretend I don’t remember that it was Oliver’s face I pictured as I came screaming into my pillow. I pretend it wasn’t his tongue I was imaging dancing across my clit, or his thick cock that I pictured fucking me from behind as I brought myself crashing over the edge with my fingers.

      And of course, now I’m so scattered-brained by the whole damn morning that I show at work to do work on the one day it’s closed.

      Lovely.

      I bump my head against the door one more time, swearing under my breath, when the voice behind me catches me off guard, “Be a shame to bruise a pretty head like yours there, gorgeous.”

      I whirl to see an older, extremely handsome man grinning at me.

      “By the way, the entrance is around the front, luv.”

      He’s sharply dressed - well-fit designer jeans and clearly tailored sports coat over a white linen shirt open at the collar. His face exudes a sort of cockiness not altogether different than Oliver’s, though this man’s is more deeply lined and a bit more world-weary.

      “Oh, I- uh, I work here, actually.”

      He shoots me a white, winning smile, “Waitress?”

      “Kitchen, actually.”

      He arches his eyebrows and nods, as if impressed, “Ahh, one of Ollie’s crew then?” He chuckles as he pulls a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and sticks one in his mouth. “And how is the young Emperor Nero these days?”

      I snort, “So you know Oliver?”

      “Is it a cliché to say I taught ‘im everything he knows?”

      He must see the look of surprise on my face because he steps towards me with his hand out, “Danny Cole, at your service, luv.”

      My jaw drops; the Danny Cole?

      He frowns and rolls his eyes at me, as if reading the look on my face.

      “Oh, c’mon sweetheart, I’m just a cook like you. I’m not Jesus fucking Christ, you know.” I grin then, and he seems to brighten as that grin flashes again, “And you? Or should I just keep calling you ‘gorgeous’?”

      I blush, shaking my head. “Sorry, Chloe. It’s a pleasure to meet you, chef.”

      He rolls his eyes again, “Please, we’re not in my kitchen out here, darling; Danny will do.” He winks at me. “And the pleasure is all mine, my dear.” He shoots me a smoldering look that has me blushing a bit more than I’d have expected.

      “So what’s got you here this early, darling?”

      I smile and shrug, “I thought I’d try and get in before my shift and work on some recipes.”

      “Well you’re a keeper, huh?” He winks at me, “Hard worker and a lovely smile to boot?” Danny whistles and grins at me again, “You’re a rare one indeed, gorgeous.”

      I’m blushing again at the flirtations from this quite honestly extremely handsome man. Sure, he’s being a bit forward and utterly shameless about it, but it’s charming. He might be full of lines, but it’s a nice sort of cultured attention, instead of Oliver’s “spread your legs” type of attention.

      “Listen, I was just about to go for a spot of tea down the road. Care to join while you wait for that lazy chef of yours to open his damn kitchen?”

      I smile and nod, “Sure. Actually, the place is closed, I’m just an idiot and forgot.” He chuckles and I shake my head, “But definitely, though I’m more of a coffee girl.”

      “Ahh, well, I guess I’m just old school then.” He offers his arm, which I take, before he leans in and winks, “Of course, not too old there, luv.”

      The blush in my cheeks goes bright crimson as I lower my face to hide my grin.

      “And now what do you do at Jolie, Ms. Chloe?” Danny asks as we stroll down the south bank street in search of tea and coffee.

      “Pastry.”

      “And what brought you there?”

      I smile, “What, to baking?”

      “Indeed.”

      “I don’t know, I guess I just love it. My dad baked bread, and I just fell in love with it. The mixing, the making something with your hands.”

      He nods knowingly at me, “Making greatness.”

      “Yeah,” I say, smiling, “Yeah, I guess that’s exactly it.” I grin as I glance at him realizing how good it feels to talk shop with someone like this who gets it. Someone who gets why a person would want to spend all day in a hot, loud, chaotic kitchen making food for people.

      Well, someone who gets it who also isn’t making my head spin with desire and thoughts I shouldn’t be having. Someone who’s name isn’t Oliver Beckett.

      “Yep, that’s the spark, isn’t it,” Danny nods, “Finding it at Jolie are you?”

      “Oh, definitely. Oliver’s amazing.”

      “He’s a cocky prick is what he is.”

      I choke out a laugh as I turn and raise my eyebrows at him.

      “Oh, it’s fine, he and I go way back. I actually know his family from way back in the old neighborhood, truth be told.” He grins at my surprise look, “Oy, don’t let the tres chic haute couture that I surround myself in fool you, luv. I’m an East-Ender from way back; it’s how I know that little prick.”

      “Wait, so you taught him how to cook or something?”

      Danny shrugs. “Eh, I taught him how not to get himself cut, burned, or beaten up with that mouth of his in the kitchen. The army taught him a bit more, and then I just showed him where he was fucking up later when he came back.” He snorts, “Oy, he was a little terror that one, when he was young. He and that little shit Marco got in with the wrong crew, as it were. It was his mum, you know; she’s the one that asked me to give him his first kitchen job to keep him outta trouble.”

      I’m grinning at the thought of a young Oliver running around terrorizing the neighborhood. Of course, in my bizarre mind, young Oliver still has all the same tattoos and the same buzzed-side haircut he does now, which makes the image even more hilarious.

      Danny grins at my slight chuckle, “Oy, I’ll tell you, any other woman but Ella, and he’d ‘ave been right back on his arse in the street.”

      “Ella?”

      “His mum.” A shadow crosses over Danny’s face for a half second before he looks away; “She was one of the good ones, I’ll tell you.” He frowns, “It’s her I knew, from way back when we were kids.” He laughs, the sound darker and empty this time, “Course, then she has to go and marry that prick Barney. What she saw in him I’ve got no idea.” He shakes his head, suddenly smiling brightly again as he turns back to me. “Anyways, ugh. Ancient history; utterly boring stuff, isn’t it?”

      “Not at all, actually,” I say, smiling, “It’s nice to hear about my new family.”

      Danny frowns for a second before suddenly the recognition hits his face, “Oh blimey! You’re fuckin Chloe!” He suddenly takes a step back from me, “Well fuck me, huh?”

      “Excuse me?” I narrow my eyes at him as I jerk my hand out his arm.

      He must see the look on my face because he stops laughing for a second and gives me a quick look, “Aww, no-no, luv, nothing like that. I just get it now.”

      I frown, “Get what?”

      “What that little shit’s problem is.”

      “Who?”

      Danny laughs, “Ollie!”

      I shake my head. “I’m not sure I follow. What’s his problem?”

      He grins and cocks a finger at me, “You are, luv.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Or you’re each other’s problem, rather, as I sense the case may be.”

      My cheeks go bright red as I frown at him, “I- I don’t know what-”

      “Oh stop it,” he says, pulling another cigarette out of his pack and sticking it his mouth, “Fuck, if you were my stepsister I’d want in your knickers too.”

      My face goes positively magenta as I roll my eyes.

      “Jesus, and here I am the dirty old man hitting on you.” He quickly flashes me an apologetic look, “So sorry, gorgeous. Won’t happen again, scout’s honor and all that.” He does a little salute, as he puffs on his cigarette and I have to laugh, which seems to release the sudden tension.

      “He’s good, you know.” Danny nods at me, “Oliver that is. He’s good, and Jolie is a good place, but he could be great.”

      We stop in front of the tea shop and he glances at me, “Don’t suppose you still want to get that coffee after I acted like little scoundrel back there.”

      I grin. “I’d love to.”

      Danny laughs and flicks his smoke away as he reaches for the door, “Lovely, lovely. Besides, how old are you? Twenty-two?”

      “Twenty-three.”

      He winces dramatically and clutches at his heart, “Oof, see? Sorry, luv, but it’d never work out with us anyways. You’re much too old for me.”

      I’m still hooting with laughter as we step into the tea shop.
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      A week later, and I’m hitting the wall. The games aren’t working, or if they are they aren’t working fast enough. Because this girl is driving me fucking nuts. She’s hot then cold, and for the last nine damn days, she’s been frosty and full of one word answers.

      At first, the “yes chef” thing was kind of awesome; it was like winning the power game. Except now, it’s just getting annoying. Now, I just want her to say my name. Fuck, I mean what I actually want is to hear her scream it, but I’d settle for a normal conversation at this point.  I’m tempted to fuck off on the whole thing. Honestly, I need to go fuck Chloe right out of my system. I need to fuck every single thing with tits in the restaurant until whatever brief dirty fling I had with my stepsister is out of my head. What am I, afraid of hurting her feelings or some shit?

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m checking in the meat delivery out back, sipping espresso with my clipboard in hand when she comes walking around the corner, giggling.

      With fucking Marco.

      Every muscle in my body tightens. Marco might be a mate, but I’m certainly not above burying him in a shallow fucking grave.

      “Marco!” I snap, jerking his attention from the opening at the top of Chloe’s blouse to me.

      “Oy chef!” He grins, nodding at me as they come up in front of me, “Shit, mate, you catch that fuckin footy game last-“

      “You’re late,” I snap.

      Marco frowns, and then quickly nods, shifting right into work mode.

      Good man.

      “Sorry, chef.”

      I soften the sour look on my face, “Hey, do me a favor and get that stock going before you break down these shanks, yeah?”

      “You got it, boss,” he nods. He shoots a quick look at Chloe before ducking inside.

      She rolls her eyes the second the backdoor to the kitchen shuts behind him. “Oh what is it?”

      I scowl, “Nothing, I’m just curious what that whole things was.”

      She sighs, “He saw me coming out of the tube, we got coffee on the way over.”

      I nod. “Huh, great.”

      “Jesus, Oliver, are we going to play this game forever?”

      “And what game is that, luv?”

      “The game where we act like we’re children. The game where you don’t talk to me because I said no to you.”

      I bark out a laugh, “Right, as if that’s what all this is.”

      Of course it is.

      “Look, I told you, it’s not…”

      She trails off and I grin, “It’s not…what? ‘It’s not you, it’s me’?” I snort.

      “Whatever, you know what I mean. We just can’t do this,” she whispers quietly.

      “I don’t see why not.”

      She shoots me a look, “Seriously?” She shakes her head, “Oliver, I told you, it’s not like I don’t want us to be friends-“

      “I don’t.”

      She stumbles. “Excuse me?”

      And right then, something inside snaps. It’s like saying it cements all the roaring, rambling thoughts I’ve had inside my head for the past week; hell, since she stepped off that fucking plane. Whatever it is, it’s like a switch being flicked, and the rest of world drops away except for her and me, standing in the raining London afternoon.

      And I know right then, I’m not letting another fucking second tick by without doing something about this.

      I grab her by the arm and drag her as she gasps around the corner to the alley beside the restaurant. Instantly, I’m pushing her up against the brick wall behind her, my eyes wild as my gaze burns fire right into her eyes.

      “I said I DON’T,” I say gruffly, holding her by both her wrists against the wall. “I don’t want to be your friend, or your buddy, or your fucking pal, Chloe.”

      And the second I say it, even I’m wondering what it means. What do I want to be with this girl?

      But she throws that look right back at me; that fiery, defiant look filled with heat and power, but also this sort of scared tenderness behind it that just slays me. And just for a second - just for the briefest second - her lip trembles just a hair, as if giving testament to that scared girl behind this defiant mask of sass and attitude.

      And it’s my undoing.

      My mouth crashes against hers, hard. I push my whole body against hers as I grab her head in my hands and kiss her with everything I have; everything single thing I’ve been holding back. I’m hungry for her as I sear my lips to hers, heedless of whatever consequences this may bring.

      And we’re frozen, just like that, for a single moment in time; a single second of just two people stopped in the flow of time. Just as we begin to unfreeze - just as the world is about to keep on spinning under our feet - I know she’s about to push me away, or slap me, or yell, or all three of the above, and that’ll be the end of it. After that, I’ll have my final verdict, and I’ll be done with this whole bloody thing.

      Except, she doesn’t push me away, and she doesn’t slap me, or yell at me.

      She fucking moans.

      And it’s like unleashing the animal inside of me.

      I growl into her kiss as we open our lips, tongues sliding against the other. Breaths come in halting gasps as we lose ourselves to each other. I’m pressing her up hard against the wall, and she’s rolling her hips against me, bringing her fucking knee up to my waists and hooking her leg around me as if to pull me even tighter against her. We break the kiss, gasping as we pull back for a second, eyes darting around the other’s and our breathing coming ragged before we go crashing right back into it.

      I’m fucking lost in those lips; dropping out of all sense of time or space or any other fucking issue in the world. Because nothing else matters in that moment but those perfect, pouty lips pressed against my own.

      “Oliver,” she gasps, pulling away for a second before pressing her lips back to mine, kissing me hungrily, “I- I-“

      “I want you,” I growl, bringing my mouth to her neck and biting the skin there, hard. “I wanna bend you over right here, yank those pants down over that sweet ass, pull your panties to the side and bury my face in your pussy.”

      She moans, her breath hitching and her hands clutching at my back as I rasp the words into her ears. I can feel her hips undulate against me.

      “And then I want to slide every single inch of my cock inside of you, and fuck you like you need to be fucked,” I hiss the words into her ear, my hand coming up cup her breast through her shirt. I run my thumb across a hard nipple I can feel right through the material. “And I’m not gonna stop until I hear you screaming my name.”

      She groans and cranes her neck to bite at my ear as she pulls me hard against her, “I want to know what your face looks like when you come on my cock, Chloe-“

      “Oy, chef!” The backdoor opens with a bang, and it’s like lighting hitting us with crack as she suddenly jumps away from me at the sound of Marco’s voice.

      “Chef?”

      He can’t see us around the corner here in the alley way; not yet.

      I swear viciously under my breath, my eyes holding hers, “I-“

      “Go,” she whispers quickly, biting her lip. There’s a teasing glimmer of a smile there, one that she’s trying to hide with that sexy little lip bite thing she does. But there’s no hiding the glow in her cheeks or the fire dancing across her eyes.

      “Oy, Ollie, where the fuck did you run off to-“

      “What, Jesus, mate,” I say quickly, stepping out from the alleyway and punching Marco in the arm. “You’re like a fuckin lost puppy or something.” He grins and I wrestle him into a headlock like we’re just two pals horsing around.

      Or, you know, like I’m averting his eyes from the backdoor so that Chloe can dart out from the alley, looking exactly like she’s just been making out with someone. Her eyes meet mine for a quick second, and I can see her chest rising and falling quickly as she bites her bottom lip softly between her teeth, before she turns and slips into the kitchen.

      “Git,” Marco shoves me off, grinning as he flips me off. “Ian needs you to look at the new menu fonts or some shit.”

      I roll my eyes, “Ah, right.”

      “The glamorous life at the top, eh Chef?” Marco winks before ducking back inside, leaving me to finally let my breath out and wonder how in the fuck I’m going to get through this shift without dragging Chloe into my office and fucking her brains out in the middle of a dinner rush.
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      And I do wonder about it; the entire night. From the moment that first order comes through the kitchen, through the rush, and as we start to wind down, the single thing I can concentrate fully on is wanting to watch her face when she comes.

      It’s the sound of laughter that grabs my attention as we’re closing up, finally. I jerk my head around and then narrow my eyes as I see Marco over at Chloe’s station, leaning against the counter with his “smooth” look on - you know, the one I fucking coached him on - while he flirts with Chloe.

      And that right there, is what we call a breaking point, and right then is when I know I’m not going another Goddamn second without claiming her as mine.

      I also might not go another second without punching Marco in the face if he doesn’t get the fuck away from her.

      I slam the knife in my hand down hard enough for it to stick into the cutting board in front of me before I march right over to them.

      “Oy, I need to speak with you.” My voice and my eyes are leveled right at her.

      Marco shoots me a look, but I silence whatever he’s about to say with a withering look of my own and a jerk of my head, “That new waitress was looking for you, mate.”

      Hey, all’s fair in love and war, or whatever. Mate or not, this girl is mine, and I’m about to show her that.

      He arches a brow, interested in the bait, before he grins and claps me on the shoulder as he walks away.

      “You,” I say to her once he’s gone, feeling every nerve ending in my body buzzing like live wires and my blood roars through my veins. “Let’s go.”

      She crosses her arms over her chest and gives me a look, “Wow, possessive much?”

      “Watch me.” I grab her wrist and start to pull her out of the kitchen.

      “Um, excuse me caveman-Oliver,” she says with a snort. “Just where the hell are you taking me?”

      I grab my keys from my pocket as we stop in front of the locked door next to Ian’s little office by the coat check. I yank the door open and gesture down the old steps, “Wine cellar, now.” And then I’m pulling her after me, and she’s blushing bright red but coming willingly.

      God help me, is she about to come willingly.

      I pull her in, slamming the door behind us and pulling her down the stairs. She opens her mouth to say something at the bottom, but before she can even get a damn word out, I’m pressing her against the wall behind her and searing my lips across hers.

      Fuck, it’s like the sip of water I’ve been dying for all night. The balm that soothes the raw heat that’s been building inside ever since that first kiss earlier outside. She whimpers as I kiss her, opening her mouth for my tongue and bringing her hand up to cup my cheek. There’s the smell of old wood, of hanging kitchen herbs, and it’s almost like we’re back in time in some sort of farmhouse; far away from the bullshit of whatever happens upstairs and in the outside world. Far away from the maybes and the what-ifs, and the second thoughts.

      Because there’s no space for that shit here. Right here and right now, it’s just her and I.

      She gasps as she pulls away for a second, her face flushed and her eyes searching mine, “Oliver, I-” She shakes her head, “We shouldn’t be doing th-”

      “Chloe?” I say sharply, cutting her off. “Stop fucking talking.” And this time when I kiss her, she melts into me.

      I’m so fucking hard for her, so ready to take her, and I feel her hips rock and undulate against me. Our kiss turns fevered, gasping as we devour each other’s mouths. I reach between her legs, cupping her pussy through the chef-whites she’s wearing. She’s warm there and I know she’s as wet as I am raging hard.

      I pull away from her, “Take off your shirt,” I say, ripping mine off.

      She smirks. “Bossy much-”

      “Now, sweetheart.”

      She bites her lip, her eyes flashing at me, “You just love to tell me what to do don’t you?”

      Her shirt’s still on and I step back against her, my eyes searing right into hers.

      “Yeah, I do,” I growl. I reach between her legs and she moans as my hand slides across her mound through her pants and panties, “And you fucking love it when I tell you what to do.”

      She gasps and slowly nods as her eyes lock on mine, her lips trembling as I slowly rub my hand between her legs and lean into her neck. “Take of the damn shirt,” I husk into her ear, nipping at the skin there.

      She does, one tantalizing button at a time, and you would never know a fucking chef’s coat could look so hot coming off.

      I drop my pants right there. I’m rock fucking hard, and I can’t help but grin when look up to see her just staring at it with her mouth slightly parted.

      “Pants,” I say. She bites her lip and starts to pull them down, but I shake my head, “Turn around and do it,” I say, my voice thick with lust.

      She arches a brow at me, but then she nods slowly as she turns and arches her back a little. I groan as she looks over her shoulder at me and starts to peel her kitchen pants down over the sweet curve of her ass. Her thong comes peeling off with them, slipping out from between those glorious cheeks. Chloe steps out of the pants and slowly turns, and she’s fucking breathtaking.

      I’ve leaned back against the shelves of bottles behind me, and am just looking at her like that, I wrap my hand around my shaft and start to stroke. She’s looking at me shyly, and the look is so fucking sensual and so fucking erotic in the low light of the wine cellar that I can feel my cock pulse just looking at her.

      She bites her lip, her chest rising and falling as she watches me and leans against the shelves behind her, directly opposite me with her legs slightly spread.

      “Touch yourself,” I growl, my eyes meeting hers. She blinks and swallows heavily, but then she’s nodding quietly as she watches me stroke my cock. Her hand slowly slides down her stomach, down further until she’s sliding her fingers between her cleft and moaning at the contact.

      I groan as I watch her fingers delve deep, and when I raise my eyes to see her eyes flutter shut and her head tilt back in ecstasy, I know I can’t even pretend to hold back anymore. I need her - all of her - right fucking now.

      I move across the divide between us, towards her, my hand still wrapped around my cock. She moans into my mouth as I kiss her, her fingers still stroking her slit and the head of my cock trailing across her thigh as I stroke myself.

      “And now, luv,” I say quietly, nipping at her bottom lip, “Now you’re gonna sit on those wine crates and spread your legs, and I’m going to lick this sweet little pussy until you come on my tongue.”

      Her eyes go wide as she gasps at my words, but she does what she’s told. She’s eyeing me, hungrily and coyly as she gently pushes me away from her and brushes past me to the stack of wine crates behind me where I’ve strewn my chef’s coat. She sits, legs together as she looks up into my eyes before slowly, she spreads them wide for me.

      Oh fuck yes.

      I’m hotter and harder and more hungry for this than I can ever fucking remember being for any girl ever. I can feel my heart pounding hard enough to punch through my chest as I kneel between her legs, run my hands up her thighs, and lean in to inhale her scent.

      Chloe cries out when my tongue laps against her folds, delving deep between her lips to taste her nectar. She’s honey sweet and perfect on my lips, and I drink deeply. My hands clutch her thighs, pushing her legs wide apart as I swirl my tongue around her clit.

      She’s moaning as she melts under my touch, her eyes fluttering shut and her head dropping back as her hand goes to my hair, holding me tight against her pussy.

      “Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck!” She’s gasping, whimpering and moaning under my tongue, and knowing that I’m going to make her come this quick fuels me on. I slide a finger against her opening, pushing it inside to curl against the spot just inside as my lips wrap around her clit.

      She’s breathing faster and faster, her sweet little moans coming quicker and louder and more instantly, and when my tongue starts to flick against her clit like the staccato of her heartbeat, she erupts against my face.

      She’s panting as I stand and grin at her; “And now, luv, I’m going to fuck that sweet pu-“

      “Not so fast.”

      I arch my brow, seeing that mischievous look in her eyes.

      “Listen, bossy, now it’s my turn,” she says, her voice thick with lust and her face flushed from her orgasm.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Oy,” she says, her voice dramatically low and marbled with a fake English accent; “Now you’re gonna sit on those crates and spread your legs-“

      “Oh, funny; right, that’s me is it?”

      She grins impishly up at me.

      “Luv, spread those legs so-”

      “Yeah, no,” she says, standing and slinking herself against me. She reaches down and curls her fingers around my cock as she presses her lips to mine. “Now it’s my turn to be bossy,” she whispers into my mouth.

      She pushes me then - fuckin’ pushes me - and I’m stumbling backwards into the wine shelf. And suddenly she’s sliding to her knees in front of me as my lips spread in a grin.

      Yeah, there’s a sight I’ve been fucking dying to see.

      She looks up at me, an unearthly mix of innocence and sin as she opens her mouth, leans forward and presses her full lips against the crown of my cock. I groan as her tongue slides up the underside of my shaft, and my whole world starts to melt around me. When her lips wrap around my head, it’s like heaven, and when she slides as much of me as she can inside her hot little mouth and teases the underside with her tongue, I’m seeing fucking stars.

      Chloe wraps one hand around my shaft and starts to tease my balls with the fingertips of the other. And I’m groaning as she starts to slide her mouth up and down my cock. I grunt and slide my hands into her hair. She moans at my direction, and I groan, loving that she likes me dominating her a little like this.

      Her mouth is utter fucking bliss, and I know I could explode in a second if she keeps this up. But fuck, I need her. As much as I want to fill her sweet mouth with my cum, I need to feel her come around me as I fill her with my cock.

      I gently pull her off my cock and pull her up to kiss her deeply. I’m spinning us around, pushing her back against the wine rack as I yank her leg up to my hip. She whimpers as I rub my cock again her clit, kissing me fiercely and clutching at my back with her fingers. My cock slides down to nestle wetly against her slick entrance, and she looks up at me briefly, a questioning look on her face.

      “I want you bare and wet on my cock, sweetheart,” I growl into her ear; “I want to feel you come without anything between us.” She’s biting her lip and undulating her hips. She wants this as much as I do, but I know she’s holding back, and she’s got every right to.

      “Oliver-”

      “I’ve never not used one, luv,” I say quietly, pressing my lips to hers and breathing in the scent of her hair. I pull back and level my eyes at her, “Do you trust me?”

      The question means infinitely more than just what it says on the surface, and we both know it. But it all hangs on her answer; all of it.

      Her hands slide up to the back of my head, and she pulls me close as her lips brush tantalizingly against my ear. “I want you to fuck me hard and fuck me bare,” she husks into my ear as she reaches down and strokes my cock against her opening. “And I want to feel it when you fill me with every drop.”

      I groan as she pulls me against her opening, slowly rocking her hips forward so that the head slips just inside.

      “Yes, Oliver,” she says, gasping slightly as she stretches around me, “Yes, I trust you.”

      I growl as I push in, and she cries out as I drive deep inside of her until every inch of me is buried in her heat. She’s so fucking hot, and impossibly tight like a glove, and I feel her milking me as I fight to hang onto my sanity.

      Chloe wraps her arms around my neck, holding onto me as I start to slide my cock in and out of her, fucking her hard and deep against the wine shelves. She’s making this incredibly sexy moaning sound, her breath coming in gasps as she rocks her hips to meet mine, like she’s urging me on.

      I wasn’t lying before - I’ve literally never done this like this; bare and without anything between us. Of course, in this moment, I couldn’t even remember a single detail of another woman even if I fucking tried because I am just losing myself in this girl. I’m in deep - and not just physically - but I know that this is more than just fucking. This is a lot more than just “clearing the sexual tension”, or “doing what we should’ve gotten out of our systems five years ago.”

      It’s a lot more than that, and it only takes one look in her eyes to know she knows it too.

      We’re moving faster and faster, our hips rocking together and the slickness of her impossibly perfect pussy milking me to the point where I know there’s no way I’m going to hang on here. I grab her hair and pull her head back, making her gasp as I nip at her collarbone. My hand grips her ass firmly, kneading the skin there while my other hand slides between us. I run my fingers over the stiff button of her clit, urging her on as I fuck her hard and deep.

      I want to watch her come. I want to watch her fall right over that edge as I empty every drop of my cum inside of her.

      Her moans get louder and louder, until she’s all but yelling as her body begins to clench up under me, “Oh fuck, Oh God! I’m coming! I’m coming! Oh fuuuck!” She yells, and I can’t hold back.

      I slide my lips to her ear, determined to push her over that edge as hard as I can, “I’m gonna come, Chloe. I’m going to come so deep inside of you,” I growl, biting her ear as I feel my vision start to black at the corners just as I start to lose control.

      “Do it! Please do it! Fill me!” She cries out, and I then I’m roaring as I come, hearing her crying out and feeling her milking me for every drop.

      It’s like waking from the blank whiteness of a dream as I blink and slowly realize we’re panting, forehead to forehead, our eyes slowly focusing on the other. And then I’m kissing her as we slowly sink down to the floor, slumping against the wine crates in a pile of our clothes.

      “Holy. Shit.” She whispers, laughing as she drops her head to my chest and runs a finger over my skin.

      “You fuckin’ said it, luv,” I grin, panting. I reach up and fumble inside the open lid of one of the crates above us and pull back with a bottle of wine in my hand. I grin, “Drink?”

      Chloe laughs and then her eyes go wide at label, “Jesus, Oliver that’s like a $500 dollar bottle of wine.”

      I snort. “Well, Barney’s paying for it, so we’ll do the pound conversion later and just enjoy, yeah?” I reach up for one of the spare cork-screws on the shelf, “Cheers, sweetheart.”
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      I snort out a laugh, almost spitting the insanely expensive and insanely delicious wine out through my nose as Oliver finishes the story about the time he walked in on Danny Cole screwing one of his waitresses while cooking a steak on the stove-top.

      “The man is shameless, honestly,” he laughs, taking a big sip of wine and just genuinely smiling. “Oh, God, and the shrieks that one had when I barged into that kitchen! Like an ostrich or something!” He pantomimes wildly flapping bird wings and squawking sounds as I lose it all over again, devolving into another giggle fit. “Honestly, diced onion and crimini mushrooms everywhere,” he says, tossing his head back and laughing,

      It occurs to me right then and there that I’m quite simply having the time of my life. It also occurs to me that I have no idea how long we’ve been down here in the wine cellar.

      I sit up with a start, “Wait, what time is it?”

      Oliver freezes for a second, as if also just remembering that we’re actually at work, before he just grins and shrugs in that patent way of his.

      “No idea, luv.” He rummages around under us in the pile of our clothes and comes back out with his cellphone, “Oh, bugger.”

      I laugh, giggling all over again. I’m sorry, but there is just no way to hear the word “bugger” without laughing, even if it is coming out of the perfect mouth of a very perfect looking and very naked man who happens to have just utterly and completely fucked your brains out.

      I force myself to stop giggling, “Wait no seriously, what time is it?”

      “Late.”

      I roll my eyes, “Oliver-”

      “I mean, late enough,” he turns the phone to face me, and my jaw drops at both the time and twenty-odd missed calls and messages from both Ian and Marco.

      Oh, shit.

      Oliver grins, “Hang on, sit tight for a second.” He jumps up and then takes the stairs up to the door.

      “Are you crazy!” I’m scrambling for my clothes when I hear him laugh and then slowly pad back down the stairs, “We’re off the hook.”

      “What? What do you mean?”

      He grins, “I mean the place is dark and locked up; apparently we weren’t missed.”

      I shoot him a look, “Uh, apparently, we were,” I nod at his cellphone.

      “Oh, that?” Oliver make a brushing motion, “Not even a problem.” He picks up the phone, and I’m trying very hard not to blush as I realize what happens to be right at my eye level with him standing there naked like that.

      “Poof, magic. We’re good.”

      I raise a questioning eyebrow.

      “Well, you see, I had to leave early on the very pressing business of getting absolutely roaring drunk with Danny Cole, and you had to go console your mum about some sort of emergency wedding planning stuff.” He sighs and shakes his head, “I mean, I thought it was fairly unprofessional of you to leave work early for something like that, but I guess we are going to be family and all.”

      I wrinkle my nose and poke him in the chest as he laughs and scoots back down to sit against the crates next to me. “You dick! Now they both think I’m sort of ditzy nepotistic charity case.”

      Oliver raises a brow and smirks at me, “You’d rather I tell them what you were actually doing?”

      “Um, no, thank you,” I roll my eyes at him.

      “So, here we are, with the whole restaurant to ourselves,” I gasp as I suddenly feel his hand on my bare thigh. “What ever shall we do?” He leans in and kisses my ear, and I can feel that now familiar buzzing shiver run down my spine as he whispers into my ear, “Chloe,” his breath is teasing and has me wet again in a second.

      “I want...” he husks into my ear, making my eyes flutter close and my breath catch in my throat when his hand slides tantalizingly close to the heat between my legs.

      “I want…” He trails off again, letting his fingers slowly walk their way even higher on my leg.

      “I want…”

      “Yes,” I whimper.

      “I want to cook for you.”

      There’s a beat, and I can feel my entire face go bright red before I slowly shake my head and open my eyes to see him grinning widely at me, “You’re a fucking asshole you know that?”

      Oliver laughs, “I do know that.” He jumps to his feet again and then reaches down for my hand, “Hey, I’m serious though, come.”

      He drags me up the stairs out of the cellar so fast that I barely have time to grab my chef’s coat, let alone anything else. Of course, I’d feel stranger about being totally naked in the middle of my place of work like some sort of bad dream if it wasn’t for the fact that Oliver didn’t grab a single piece of clothing.

      The dream factor turns decidedly more fun when it involves a panty-meltingly hot, tattooed man with an incredible cock who happens to be naked and about to cook for me.

      I shriek as he lifts me up and puts me down on one of the stainless steel prep tables in the kitchen, “Fuck! It’s fucking cold!”

      “Whoops, sorry,” he grins and hoists me back up over his shoulder, making me shriek and giggle as he slaps me on the ass. “That ought to warm you up, luv.”

      I shriek again as he puts me back down onto the metal table, but this time, it’s the softness of a folded up white apron that greets my butt instead of the icy freeze of the tabletop.

      “Are you seriously going to cook right now?” I raise an eyebrow at him as he ties an apron around his naked, chiseled body.

      “Chloe,” he winks at me. “Sit, watch, be still. Let me do this.”

      I do, and damn is he good. A typical shift in the kitchen doesn’t have Oliver cooking much; head chefs don’t actually do much cooking during the service itself, as odd as that sounds. They’re there more as a general, or a coach. So most times when I’m in the kitchen with him, he’s barking orders, or plating dishes, or expediting orders out to servers, or just generally making sure things don’t go sour.

      But here, now, watching him is like watching ballet.

      I’m literally speechless as I watch him move, and dice, and chop and sauté, and whisk. And we’re laughing, and having an absolutely insanely fun time together. And suddenly, this is the boy from before; the boy that stole my heart back when we were young and innocent and he was visiting like some sort of English pauper-prince. We’re drinking wine and laughing, and he’s feeding me morsels of stupidly good food. And then he pulls up two stools and we eat right there in the kitchen.

      “Holy shit! Oliver, this is fucking amazing.”

      “I know.”

      I snort again and roll my eyes, “No human is actually that arrogant, you know,” I say, sticking my tongue out.

      He grins, “Well maybe no human cooks as well as I do, yeah?” He wiggles his eyebrows. “You’ve caught me, Chloe. I’ve been a robot this entire time.”

      “I’m pretty sure robots don’t fuck that well.” I almost can’t believe I said that, but I laugh as I see Oliver’s eyebrows shoot up and redness creep into his cheeks. “My my! Did I just make big bad tough guy Oliver Beckett blush like a little girl?”

      I’m falling into another fit of giggles as his face goes even redder, before he coughs and reaches or the wine, “Need a bit more there, luv?” He says, dumping the last of the crazy expensive wine into the plastic to-go cups we’re drinking out of.

      “Hey, can I ask you something?” I say, pushing my empty plate away and turning to cock my head at him.

      “Shoot.”

      “Why do you stay here?” I can see him bristle and quickly put a hand on his shoulder, “You know what I mean.”

      Oliver shrugs

      “Because of your mom?”

      His eyes quickly dart to mine.

      “I talked with Danny the other day,” I say with a small shrug.

      He glares at me for s second before his look softens and he nods. “Eh, possibly part of it.”

      “And your dad?”

      Oliver barks out a laugh. “That guy,” he rolls his eyes and shakes his head. “You know, he didn’t used to be such a mean old prick.” He laughs, “Okay, never mind, that’s rubbish. He was always bit of a miserable prick, but it got worse after she died.”

      I shrug, “My mom didn’t drink before my dad died.”

      “You don’t get to choose your life I guess,” he says, shrugging again and pulling me close. “But you get to choose who you spend it with while you’ve got it.”

      I raise my brow at him, “Nice line.”

      “Yeah thanks, been practicing that one a bit.”

      I laugh as he grins at me, “So what are you going to do?”

      “Stay here I guess; build the place up a bit more.”

      “With your dad.”

      He shakes his head, “Looks that way.” He arches his brow at me, a grin teasing his lips as he pulls me off my stool and into him. I giggle as he grabs my ass, pulling me up onto his lap, my legs on either side of him. “For now though…” I moan as his fingers find me, and I’m instantly wet again.

      “Seriously, again?”

      “Luv, I’d have to be fucking dead not to want it again.”

      I grin, my eyes leveled with his as I reach down to find him rock hard and pressed against me. He’s raising me up and then we’re both gasping as he lets me slide down his entire length until he’s buried inside.

      It’s slower this time, and we take our time. I can feel every pulse of his heart, feel every rumble of a growl in his chest as I writhe on his lap and slowly ride him up and down. It’s just him and I, and whatever other bullshit that’s attached to this with work or family or the world just melts away as I find his eyes with mine and never let them go.

      And when I come, it’s like an avalanche. When I call out his name, I can feel him erupt inside of me, his muscled arms holding me tightly and his cock throbbing deep inside.
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* * *

      Later, it’s like we’re back in high school, sneaking back into the house with big goofy smiles on our faces and a secret in our hearts. But this time. There’s no separate bedrooms and no drifting off to sleep wondering what might have been.

      This time, I sleep with my cheek on his chest, and drift off with the beating of his heart against my ear.
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      “Are you crazy?”

      I gasp and clutch at his arm, my breath coming in white plumes as his fingers curl deep inside the heat between my legs. His lips are hot on my neck, sucking the skin there hard enough to leave a mark as two of his fingers slide wetly in and out of my pussy. His thumb on my clit sends throbbing desire through my whole body, enough that I’m not even aware anymore of how freezing cold it is in here.

      ‘Here’ being, the large commercial walk-in refrigerator at work.

      “Someone could walk in!” I’m protesting, but I’m not really protesting, if that makes any sense. It’s almost a game at this point, my telling him we “shouldn’t be doing this thing”, or “this is wrong”, or some other nonsense like that. And of course, who I’m really talking to is myself when I say those things, but at this point, I think I just like saying them even if they’re totally meaningless.

      Because we should definitely be doing this, and there is nothing wrong about the way he makes me feel.

      “Then I guess you better come quick, luv,” he husks into my ear.

      I cry out, my hands clutching his bicep through his chef coat, feeling the muscles there ripple and roll as he grinds his palm against my clit and moves his fingers faster and faster inside of my panties. I’m biting his shoulder, rocking my hips back and forth against his hand like some sort of sex-starved maniac, because that’s apparently what I’ve become with Oliver.

      And I’m super okay with that.

      His fingers are driving me insane, but I want more. Actually, I want it all right now.

      He looks surprised when I pull his arm out of my panties and push him away, but when I yank my pants down to my knees and turn around to thrust my ass out toward him, I think he gets the idea.

      “Who’s crazy now, sweetheart?” He says, a grin on his face as he reaches for the waist of his pants.

      I glance at the door - the door that has no lock on the inside of it for safety reasons - before I look back over my shoulder at him, “Better come quick then, luv,” I say, badly mimicking his accent.

      His cock is throbbing hard and ready, just like I knew it’d be, as he growls and steps up behind me. I can feel his hand on my ass, stroking the skin there as he presses the thick head to my opening and slides inside, making us both cry out.

      It’s fast, and it’s raw, both of our breaths fuming like white smoke and goosebumps tickling our exposed skin as we create our own heat together. His hands hold my hips tightly, his cock fills me to the brim, and the melding of our voices and gasping moans fills the walk-in as we barrel like a train without brakes towards that edge.

      Oliver roars, and it’s the feel of him swelling up even bigger inside of me, and the feel of his hot cum pumping into me in contrast to the chill in the air around us that sends me screaming over the edge. My hands tighten like vices on the shelves in front of me, clinging on for dear life as the waves of my orgasm threaten to wash me away.

      “You know,” he says, grinning broadly as he pulls me close and kisses me, “I like this crazy new Chloe.”

      I smirk, “Who says it’s new?”

      “Because if you’ve just been hiding this side all these years, then that’s just a damn crying shame, that’s why.”
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* * *

      It’s been like this for the past few days, us sneaking around like this when no one’s looking. We go about our shifts like nothing’s changed, but the secretive looks and knowing grins we shoot each other over the course of each night is like sharing this dirty little secret together.

      And, God, I can’t even look at poor Julie’s prep-table without blushing.

      It’s later, right after a mid-sized rush, and I’m still trying to wade through some last orders when I suddenly feel something long, firm, and insistent press up against my ass.

      This man is insatiable.

      And I am not complaining.

      I turn towards him, but I frown as I realize he’s not behind me, he’s standing right beside me, leaning against the counter. He’s also got the world’s most innocent look on his face, which, knowing Oliver, of course means he’s up to something.

      And that something is still poking my butt.

      “What are you-” I jerk my head around behind me and gasp before I quickly swat his hand away.

      The hand holding the cucumber that he’s been nonchalantly stroking and prodding my ass with.

      He gives me an alarmingly believably innocent look, “What?”

      “You are permanently in adolescence, I swear.”

      Oliver grins, folding his arms over his chest and waving the cucumber around, “Well, I can’t very well take my cock out right here and use that now can I?”

      “So you decided to use produce this time?” I eye the cucumber in his hands.

      “Who says just this time?” He grins wickedly and I blush.

      “I’ve got work to finish.”

      Oliver slowly starts to stroke the cucumber suggestively with his fingers as he gets up to walk away, and I roll my eyes as the blush creeps over my face, “You are incorrigible.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      We’re in the office later, the lights of the kitchen dimmed and the rest of the staff long gone as Oliver pulls me gasping towards the small couch to the side of his office.

      It’s been like this for a week now. We can’t very well go home, because I don’t care what Oliver says about the ground floor not being able to hear our floor, I am not having sex with our parents at home. It’s way too weird, and way too much of a reminder of how wrong this is.

      So, naturally we’re screwing around at work. On literally every single surface we can find, I might add.

      We clean afterwards, of course.

      Oliver’s little cucumber thing earlier might have been juvenile, but that doesn’t mean I’m not desperate to feel him as we collapse onto the couch. I’m pushing him back and tugging at his chef’s pants, yanking them down until his impressive cock pops out and up right in front of me. Oliver hisses and groans as I wrap my lip around his shaft, my mouth stretching to fit his girth as I swirl my tongue around the crown and run my hands up his thighs.

      I’m starting to slide up and down before I squeal as he grabs me and start to flip me around, “Oy, not so fast, darling.”

      He’s become a master at stripping my clothes off, and before I know it, I’m pants-less and laying on top of him with his head between my legs and his cock in front of me.

      It’s almost alarming how good he is at having us end up in positions like this.

      I moan quietly as his tongue finds me hot and wet, dragging up through my folds and pushing inside to tease around my opening before he flicks it against my aching clit. I muffle my cries with his cock, slipping my lips back over the head and sucking him as deep as I can as his tongue starts to work magic on me.

      Suddenly, he pulls away and starts to push me off of him, “Oh, wait, hang on a tick.”

      I look up at him quizzically as he jumps up from the couch, “Huh?”

      “Stay put, I’ll be right back,” he says with a devious wink that sends a shiver down my spine.

      He’s back roughly thirty seconds later, holding something behind his back, “Now, where were we?”

      I arch an eyebrow at him, “What are you up to?”

      He slides back onto the couch and starts to pull me back on top of him. “You’ve gotta trust me, luv.”

      I yelp and giggle as he pulls me back to his face, and then gasp as his tongue finds my pussy again. I’m melting all over again, moaning at his tongue as he licks me perfectly.

      I’m just moving my mouth back to his cock when I suddenly freeze, my eyes going wide; “Oliver- what the fuck is that?” I can practically feel him grinning against my thigh, and I hear him chuckle deeply behind me. But then the lick of his tongue across my clit brings a gasp to my lips.

      “Do you trust me?”

      I bite my lip, “Should I?”

      “That all depends if you do or not.”

      Slowly, I find myself nodding, “Yes,” I whisper quietly.

      “Then just relax,” he growls, his tongue darting out to lap at my wetness, “I promise you’ll enjoy this.”

      Something is pressing against me; something big. Maybe not as big as him but- “Jesus, what-” I start to turn to look over my shoulder, but whatever he’s got starts to stretch me so perfectly as it slides easily inside that I moan in spite of myself.

      “Oliver,” I gasp out, feeling his tongue dance across my clit as the very cock-like thing slowly entering me glides over my wetness; “What is that?”

      “What?” He chuckles behind me, “Didn’t you like my little friend from earlier?”

      “What?” I gasp as the thing presses deep, hitting such a good spot inside.

      “My little friend that couldn’t get enough of your bum, earlier at your station.”

      Suddenly, I freeze; he cannot be serious.

      “Is-!” My eyes fly open, “Is that seriously a fucking-”

      “It’s literally a fucking cucumber at this point, but yes, luv, it is.”

      I start to make a move to jump off of him, but his arm holds me tight, and suddenly I’m moaning out in pleasure as his lips and tongue find my clit again.

      “Shh, just relax, luv,” he murmurs, gently licking me and making my eyes flutter shut as I bite my lip, “If you’re not into it, I’ll stop, but I swear you’re going to enjoy this.”

      And the problem is, I am enjoying it.

      A lot.

      I can feel the condom stretched over it now, but it feels staggeringly naughty, and dirty, and so unbelievably kinky. The feeling of something sliding in and out of me like a cock while Oliver’s tongue dances across my clit has me gasping in a whole new type of pleasure I’ve never felt before.

      His lips wrap around my clit, his swirling around the little pleasure spot as he starts to fuck me slow and rhythmically with the cucumber, pushing me deeper and deeper into my own pleasure.

      I can’t come like this; I can’t let myself come like this. It’s too…dirty.

      What, like fucking your stepbrother?

      “I want to feel you come for me, Chloe,” he growls, “I want to taste you when you come.”

      I’m gasping into his thigh, writhing on top of him as he slowly coaxes the impending orgasm from my trembling body. I open my eyes and see him rock hard and throbbing right in front of my face, and before I can even think about it, I’m reaching for him. He groans as I wrap my lips around him and suck him in deeply, and suddenly, the kink factor of this whole thing ratchets up even higher inside my head, sending me spinning.

      It’s so dirty, sucking him like this while he licks me and fucks me with that…thing. It’s like being taken by two Olivers at the same time, from both sides, and the utterly naughty image of that very scenario inside my head sends my body reeling as I start to claw at the precipice of my climax.

      There’s nothing slow about the way I suck him, all but gagging as I hungrily take him as deep as I can. I’m swirling my tongue around him while I stroke the part I can’t fit, wanting to taste him; wanting to make him come just like the way he’s about to make me- “Oh GOD!” I cry out as the wave crashes over me suddenly and without warning. I’m coming, and the orgasm tears through me from both ends as his tongue beats across my clit and the cucumber hits that perfect spot inside again and again and again.

      He groans into my pussy, and then he’s filling my mouth. I’m swallowing through my own climax, swallowing every drop of him as my body shudders and stutters through the tail of my orgasm and the world starts to blur a bit at the edges.

      Having a secret affair, at work, with my boss, who’s also my stepbrother, who just fucked me with cucumber while teasing my clit with his tongue…

      Yeah, we have officially left sensible, straight-laced Chloe behind long ago, and whoever this new version of me is?

      I kind of like her.
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      I straighten the tie as I glance in the mirror, frowning at what a fuckin’ nance I look like.

      Okay, I look sharp as fuck, truth be told, but I’m just not used to putting on nice clothes and pretending I’m proper. I mean shit, I spend 75% of my time in loud, messy kitchens wearing what really amounts to fancy pajamas and an apron.

      I’m amazed I even remember how to tie a tie.

      I have a brief memory of my mother trying to show my how to do it in the mirror one morning before church, back when we used to go to church. I’m standing on a stool and she’s laughing as she stands behind me and tries to tie the damn thing before she gives up with another musical laugh. She finally just puts the thing on herself. And I remember laughing my head off at how funny she looked in her Sunday church dress with the cardigan on and the pearls dad bought her for their anniversary, and my short little striped kid-sized tie tied around her neck.

      Of course, after she died, we stopped going to church at all, which I guess suited both my dad and I just fine.

      “Like saying ‘thank ye’ to the fookin’ tax man, son, and we ain’t doin’ that no more.”

      Makes decent sense to me, truth be told.

      After that, I went eight years without tying a tie, until the army. And then I tied a shitload of ties, and usually multiple times a day at first since I kept mucking it up. Course, I also learned how to turn shit ingredients into something proper over a stove. I learned that even in the middle of Afghanistan, in the middle of a fuckin war-zone, you can find people selling probably the best spices on the planet in their old little stores, as if the apocalypse isn’t happening all around them.

      Some blokes went over there and learned how to kill people, or learned how to shove it all inside and slowly turn themselves crazy. Me? I got pinched lifting a case of soda my third day there, and after a fucking court martial hearing - for stealing what amounted to what, like ten quid worth of soda? - I was demoted and banished to the kitchens for the remaining year of my service.

      It’s probably one of the best thing that ever happened to me.

      See, Danny had taught me how to hold myself in a kitchen pretty proper. He’d taught me how to hold a knife, how to dice any vegetable out there and how to clean a cut of meat. Foundations is what he taught me; and that shitty little kitchen in the middle of the desert forced me to build my fucking tower.

      I shake my head, clearing it of the memories of that place that are best forgotten anyways as I finish straightening my tie before I walk out the door, stroll across the hallway, and knock on Chloe’s door.

      Gotta pick up my date for date night, you know.
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* * *

      And it’s a real date; a real proper one like I’ve literally never been on before. Because really, it’s all new with her.

      “Where are we going?” We’re arm in arm as we stroll through down the side of a lane in Notting Hill. We’re in the nice, proper part of London for a change, instead of in grimy gritty Shoreditch. Hell, Jolie is on the south bank, which is right proper posh and all that, but it’s not like we ever see any of it outside the kitchen. So yeah, this time, we’re going someplace swanky, a place with a bit of class. Seems even scoundrels like me like a littler finery now and then.

      Finery like how fucking incredible Chloe looks in a dress and high-heels. I mean this girl looks hot in kitchen clothes; she looks downright sinful in this getup.

      “Surprise, I told you,” I say, wagging my eyebrows and loving the way she grins at me. I’ve had plenty of women give me “bedroom” eyes, or “hard to get” eyes, or any of that bullshit. But I have never had a woman look at me the way she does. Not once.

      Where we’re going is a restaurant owned by a guy I used to work with briefly before the army. It’s “slow food”; super “from-the-Earth” type shit, but it’s fucking incredible. He and his wife grow their produce on the damn roof of the place, right there in Notting Hill, and they bring in farm-raised everything else from meat to cheese; all of it. It’s simple, and perfect, and honestly, it might be one of London’s last hidden jewels.

      I mean, aside from Rajeev’s Brick Lane curry house that is, but a man can only take so much paneer in one week, you know?”

      Jerry and his wife Tricia greet me like old friends, even if it’s been at least a year since I got over here. He’s clapping me on the back and is genuinely so happy for me and the success I’ve found moving up at Jolie, which is great but also strange since I’m so shitty at taking compliments.

      Right, I know; me, not taking praise well doesn’t really compute does it?

      Truth is truth though. I put on the cocky mask, because it’s just how I was brought up and all, but being around real fucking proper trained chefs like Jerry and Tricia always makes me feel like some sort of fraud; the pauper that snuck his way into the castle or something. I mean these two have been cooking for like a decade and a half, or guys like Danny who’ve been doing it twice as long as that. So why the fuck is it some punk like me who gets stupid glowing blog posts about how good my shit is?

      “Cause it’s really good shit, that’s why, dummy,” Chloe says, rolling her eyes at me when I voice this exact thing at the table.

      “Right, but so are a lot of other people’s.”

      She grins at me, “Wow, you must really like me, Oliver Beckett.”

      She bats her eyes sarcastically at me and I roll mine. “Yeah yeah, keep telling yourself that, luv.”

      “Oh, you bring all your girls to Notting Hill for fancy dates at posh restaurants while you divulge insecurities to them?”

      She grins as I purse my lips together, “Cute, Chloe. Cute.”

      “See, I told you, you liked me.”

      I mean look at me; look at us!

      “So, this is a date, huh?”

      Chloe laughs, “Afraid so.”

      “I like it.”

      “Well will wonders never cease?”

      I reach across the table and squeeze her hand as the waiter comes over to take our order; “Oh, the lady will have the cucumber salad to start with,” I say quickly, grinning wickedly across the table at her as she about chokes on her water and shoots me a look.

      “Couldn’t help yourself, could you?” She says, blushing fiercely as the waiter walks away with our order.

      “Wouldn’t want to tread on tradition,” I say as she rolls her eyes.

      “Oh, right, well of course, we couldn’t fall too much onto cliché, now could we?” She says with a wry smile.

      “And what cliché is that, luv? The one where you have lots of mind blowing sex with your stepbrother?”

      She blushes again, “Lower your voice!” She hisses, giggling.

      “Okay , fine.”

      “No, I mean, you know, being all…lovey-dovey like this.”

      I raise my eyebrows, “Wow, you are so that girl.”

      She laughs, the sound musical in the dim candlelight of the dining room, “No, I’m not at all that girl, which is why this is so…I don’t know, strange.”

      “Strange?”

      “Good strange,” she grins, squeezing my hand. “Really, really good strange.”

      I’m grinning at her and she rolls her eyes.

      “Oh don’t give me that look.”

      “Who, me?” I say, grinning as I sip my wine and lean across the table into her, like I just need to be fucking closer to her or something.

      “I mean, look at us, we’re like, on a date, in Notting Hill of all places.” She sticks her tongue out at me, “It’s like that movie or something.”

      “Jesus, are we that bad?” I blow air out through my lips before I grin at her, “Hollywood romantic comedy bad?”

      Chloe shudders dramatically. “Well, luckily for us, I’m not some movie star who you can dump orange juice on and then kidnap away to London forever.”

      “Oh, lovely, because I’m not opening a fucking travel book shop any time, like, ever, so I guess we’re good.”

      Chloe erupts into laughter, and I couldn’t stop the grin of pure fuckin’ happiness that spreads across my face then even if I tried.

      “Cheers,” I say, raising my glass towards her, “To acting the cliché.”

      “Cheers.” She clinks her glass to mine, her eyes sparkling in the candlelight.

      “So, I guess I’ll have to do something with red roses, or some other clichéd crap every time now, huh?”

      “Why Oliver Beckett, you charmer, you.”
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      The storm always hits when you’re least expecting it. And I use that metaphor as a man who’s lived basically his entire life in the city of London.

      I’m prepping for service like any other day - like any other of the hundreds of days at Jolie before it, only I’m glowing.

      Fucking hell, I’m glowing now.

      And it’s not just that I fucked Chloe on the bathroom sink while the shower ran and filled the room with steam around us this morning before we came in. It’s just, her. It’s every fucking thing about her, in the most unexpected ways that have me tied up and twisted like I’ve never been before.

      And I like it.

      Service starts, and I can barely concentrate on calling orders or expediting, because I can’t fucking stop staring at the dark-haired girl in the back corner.

      Cupcake girl; the girl I can’t get out of my head, the girl who I woke up to this morning curled in my arms, and the girl who’s somehow making me forget the dirty rotten scoundrel I’ve spent most of my life trying to aspire to be.

      Oh, and my stepsister. Minor details.

      We’re not thirty minutes into service when Ian comes in, his face drawn and that pissed look on his face, “Ollie.”

      “What?”

      He rolls his eyes and sighs, “Barney’s here.”

      FUCK.

      I’ve had this talk with my dad a hundred fucking times; do not come into the bloody restaurant on a busy night of service. Or, you know, ever.

      There’s one basic rule that most new restaurant owners or investors fuck up, and it’s the reason something like 90% of new restaurants go belly up within the first year. The rule is simple, and it goes as follows: it may be your restaurant but it is a business, not your fucking playground. Okay, so you’ve got cash and you want to look like some sort of baller? Go be that somewhere else.

      It’s the guys that come into their own places and act like they’re at the Palms or something that go down in flames first. The guys who comp bottles of champagne and pricey dishes for their friends and tell themselves it’s a “business expense.”

      Sure it is.

      It’s essentially the same as walking into your practice if you were a lawyer and giving your buddies a free laptop off one of your employee’s desks, and how people don’t see that connection is fucking beyond me.

      My dad, by the way, is exactly that type of restaurateur.

      I swear loudly, slamming the towel in my hand down onto the cutting board in front of me, “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      Ian pouts. “I wish, mate, I wish. Your new mum is out there with him, and they’re, uh-” Ian shrugs and pantomimes tossing a glass back.

      Shit.

      “Alright, fuck, keep them fucking happy and keep them fucking distracted, okay?” Ian nods and walks out.

      My whole buzz is ruined then, because having those two here taking up space at a table they’re just going to comp anyways and being loud and drunk for real patrons is seriously the last fucking thing I need on a Saturday night rush. Having Barney and Laura here is the worst case scenario, really.

      That is, I believe it is, until twenty minutes later just as the rush is hitting its stride, when Ian comes back in.

      And this time, he’s pale, shaking, and silent.

      “Little fucking busy right now, Ian! What is it?” I yell, barely looking up from the fifteen app plates I’m setting in front of me and shoving out of the service pass. I glance up and Ian’s just quietly blinking and breathing heavily. “Ian!” I shout, “What?”

      “They’re here.”

      It’s like someone hits a switch, and somehow it’s like the whole fucking kitchen hears what he says as the whole room goes silent.

      “What? Who’s here?”

      Ian takes a deep, shaky breath, “Ollie, The Times,” his eyes dart up to meet mine as the floor starts to fall out beneath my feet. “The fucking Times reviewer is back.”

      Oh holy fuck.

      I glance back at Chloe out of pure reflex. Her mouth is as tight as mine, her eyes meeting mine as she nods. I turn back to Ian and slowly, I start to stand up tall; it’s fuckin’ go time.

      “Oy, keep the front of the house happy, savvy?” Ian nods. “And if you have to lock Barney and Laura in the fucking bathroom, do it.”

      I turn to the rest of the kitchen, tossing my towel down and crossing my arms over my chest. This is it; we’re in the damn trenches now, and it’s time to marshal this room for fuckin’ war.  I look back at Chloe, and she smiles at me, and that’s all I need. And this time, I’m ready for it; I’m readier than I’ve ever been. I’m not frayed at the edges, or coked up, or in free fall this time. This time, I just have to look at her, and I know we’ve got this.

      “You all ready?”

      The resounding “yes, chef!” roars across the room, and I’ve never been fucking prouder of anything in my life. This is my army that I’ve built from the ground up and trained. I might rage and roar and swear at them and scream in their faces, but we’re a fucking team, and we all know it. And there’s not a single person in this room right now who isn’t as invested in this as I am.

      “Oy,” I say, grinning around the room at Chloe, and Marco and all the rest of them, “We do our jobs, we do what we always do, and we’ve got this, yeah?” They all grin at me and I smile right back, “Let’s cook this fucker the best food he’s ever scarfed down.”

      It’s a whirlwind after that, and I’m bouncing around the room testing sauces, touching up on plating, checking temps on the grill even if I know it pissed Marco off when I step on his turf like that. And it’s all looking perfect, and I’m so stoked about that and so ready to blow this out the park that it’s almost like some sort of bad dream when the kitchen door opens and my dad barges right in.

      Jesus Christ, WHY?

      “Oy! Ollie!” He snaps, the glass of scotch in his hand sloshing around as he stumbles right through the pass and into my domain behind the line, “What’re you sendin’ out here to that Times wanker,boy-o?”

      “Oooo! It’s so busy in here!” It’s Laura, red-faced and taking sips from the world’s largest wine-glass as she follows my father into the kitchen.

      Yeah, no, we’re not playing this fucking game; not fucking tonight.

      “Oy, no,” my voice is firm as I shake my head, pointing at my dad and then Laura. “Nope, no way; out, the both of you.”

      Barney’s face gets red as he steps up to me, “Oy son, you don’t talk to me like that.”

      “I fucking do right now, and it you want me to do my job, you’ll do what I fucking say.”

      “Ooooh now, play nice, boys!” Laura says, giggling. I can see Chloe step forward out the corner of my eye, but I turn quickly and shake my head at her.

      “Ollie, listen to your father, okay?”

      “Laura?” I say sternly, my eyes staring lasers at her, “Out of my kitchen, right now.”

      I jolt back as Barney shoves me, slamming his drink onto the counter. “Oy! You watch your fookin’ mouth there boy! You don’t talk to your mother like that.”

      The whole kitchen goes dead silent, and I can feel every muscle in my body tensing as I turn back to him, my eyes narrowed right at him, “She’s not my mother, dad.”

      I can feel Chloe’s hand on my arm, and I let my breath out slowly, feeling her back there. My dad looks like he wants to hit me, and I almost hope he does, but he seems to hold it in and lets his face get even redder instead. “Oy, send ‘im the veal, Ollie.”

      I glare at my father. “The veal is tired and old, I told you this. And I’m going to send him what he fucking ordered.”

      “Just cook it, Oliver; everyone likes it.”

      I feel the rage building inside as he tries to bully me, and I throw it right back. I push him back, back out of the pass to the other side of my kitchen line as I step right after him, “I’m going with the octopus, like he ordered, dad.”

      Barney’s jaw clenches and he steps right into my face, “Now you listen to me, son. You do the veal or you get the fuck out of my kitchen?”

      I hoot, “Oh, it’s your kitchen is it?”

      “THE VEAL, OLLIE!” Barney roars in my face. I take a step towards him, raising my fist before I can even stop myself. There are hands on my arms, multiple hands and I whirl to see both Chloe and Marco yanking me back. Ian stands behind Laura by the door to the dining room, quickly shaking his head back and forth.

      My dad roars with laughter; “Oy! You gonna take a swing at me are you?” He spits at me, “You ungrateful, spoiled little prick! I fuckin’ set you up here!”

      “I set myself up here!”

      I take another step towards him, but hands grab me back again, and I can hear Marco muttering in my ear, “Oy, leave it, mate.”

      “Yeah, you listen to your little friend there, boy-o.” Dad points at me, his face red. “Now send that fucking prick the fucking veal, or so help me God-“

      “Okay, okay, hang on.” It’s Chloe, stepping forward with her hands raised, “Barney, why don’t we all just-”

      “Oh this piece of work, eh?” My dad whirls on Chloe, his eyes narrow as he grins and shakes his head at her. “You just save it sweetheart. You think I don’t see what goes on here?”

      He laughs and an icy chill starts to creep up my back.

      “You think I don’t know about the two of you fuckin’ around like a couple of disgraceful perverts!”

      “Barney!” Laura’s face looks aghast, as she darts her wine-soaked eyes back and forth between Chloe and myself. Neither of us says a word, and suddenly her whole face is falling; “Chloe?”

      “It’s vile is wot it is!” Barney spits, shaking his head at the two of us.

      “Watch it, dad,” I say quietly. My fists are clenching at my side, and this time, I can feel Marco’s hands just let go of my arms as he steps away.

      “Oh what, protecting your little girlfriend Ollie? Standing up are we for your sick little perverted-”

      Barney goes reeling backwards as my fist connects with his jaw, but then he’s roaring as he rushes right at me. We go staggering into stacks of clean plates, smashing them to floor with a crash. I’m shoving my dad off of me, grunting as his fist connects with my gut before suddenly we’re crashing right past Laura, right past an almost screaming Ian, and right out the fucking door into the dining room.

      Barney gets one more hit in before I shove him off, and then there’s Ian and Marco, grabbing him by the arms and hauling him away from me.

      The whole fucking room is dead quiet.

      The whole dining room, I feel I should add, including the food critic from the Times.

      Fuck. Fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck-FUCK.

      Barney wrestles out of the arms holding him back, spitting at me and straightening his collar. He glances around the dining room at the staring eyes, the cellphone cameras, and the white face of the critic sitting by himself in the corner. He turns back to me, shaking his head, “Ollie, you’re fired.”

      He jerks his chin at me, “Get out.”

      “Gladly,” I mutter, getting to my feet. I turn towards Chloe, who’s standing there in the kitchen doorway with tears in her eyes. And I want to go to her, I want to grab her and tell her it’s fine.

      But I can’t right now.

      Right now, I just need to get the fuck out of here.

      I turn and storm silently through the dining room, dropping my apron by the host stand, and walking right out the front door into the chilly London night.
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      I’m running through the restaurant before I can even stop myself, ignoring my mother, and Barney, and the staring eyes of the dining room full of scandalized guests as I follow Oliver out through the front door.

      There’s a brief moment of zen as I stumble into the street where I realize that it’s the first time I’ve actually passed through the doors on this side of the building, and the fact that I’m leaving through them almost seems darkly poetic.

      Oliver jerks his head around when he hears me and shrugs, “Well, what do you think he’ll give us?”

      “Huh?!”

      He grins. “The reviewer. ‘Three stars; would come back for the mozzarella and pine nut salad appetizer and the ring-side seats again’?”

      He winks and me as I walk towards him, shaking my head, “You don’t think you’re being a little bit too cavalier about what just happened?”

      Oliver shrugs again, and for some reason, it irks me this time. “Eh, it is what it is. What are you gonna do, right?”

      “No, Oliver do you not get how big of a deal that was?” And suddenly, in my head, I’m ashamed to say that it’s not the knock-down fight Oliver’s just had with his own father in the middle of the restaurant, it’s the words his father barked at the two of us back in the kitchen before that has me reeling.

      ‘You think I don’t know about the two of you fuckin’ around like a couple of fuckin’ perverts!’

      It’s the words that slice through my heart, and slice away all the bullshit padding I’ve been wrapping around myself to protect me from what I’ve been trying to avoid thinking about. That what Oliver and I are doing is wrong. So very wrong.

      ‘It’s vile is wot it is!’

      And now everyone knows it. Everyone we work with, half the strangers in that dining room; MY MOTHER.

      I shake my head, trying to stop the sting of shame and tears that threatens to run down my cheeks at any second.

      “Hey, hey!’ Oliver’s arms go around me, and even though I know we shouldn’t be doing this - even though I know that it’s now far past time to stop this and put an end to this whole thing, I let him bring me in.

      “Oy,” he whispers, tilting my chin up, “It’s all going to be okay, luv.”

      And then he’s kissing me, and for one second in time, everything else drops away. For one second, as the wind whips around us on that cold, cobblestone street by the Thames, I can forget all of it and just be there in that moment with him.

      “Oh. My. GOD!”

      The sound of a voice in the night shatters the moment, and I jerk away from Oliver to see Delia standing outside the restaurant with her jaw dropped and her eyes wide, “Oh my God, it is true!” She squeals, wrinkling her nose at us, “That is so gross! You’re - EW - you’re his sister!” She sneers at me, shaking her head and making this horrified face at me.

      “No, Delia-”

      “Uh-uh, ew, stay away.” She starts to laugh, shaking her head at us, “So gross, Chloe; so gross.” She shakes her head again before turning and waltzing back into the restaurant.

      “Oh my God, Oliver-!” I turn, feeling the panic rising inside of me feeling the world start to rock a little under my feet. “She’s- she’s going to tell everyone what she just saw!”

      Oliver rolls his eyes, “So?”

      I stare at him. “SO?!”

      “Yeah, so, Chloe,” he frowns at me. “Fuck her, and fuck ‘em all.” He takes my hand and pulls me close, “This is real; the rest of them can just-”

      “No, Oliver!” I’m yelling then, shaking my head and feeling the tears start to well out of my eyes as he frowns at me. “No it’s not just ‘fuck them’, this is MY LIFE! This is real!”

      “Why are you so fucking upset right n-”

      “‘Fuck them’? That’s your answer to all this?!”

      “Chloe!” His hands are on my shoulders as he leans in to my face, “I told you, it’s going to be fine, luv-”

      “You need to stop calling me that,” I say sharply, shaking his hands off of me and stepping back.

      “Chloe-”

      “No,” I’m shaking my head, and I know I’m about to do something terrible; something I won’t be able to take back and something that’s going to really, really hurt.

      But I also know that it’s something I have to do.

      “Chloe, let’s just-”

      “I said NO OLIVER!” I scream, and this time, he shuts his mouth. “I- I can’t do this anymore. I can’t just pretend it’s all going to be fine while you just act like a tough-guy bad-ass about any real problems that hit your life!”

      He narrows his eyes at me, “And just what the fuck is that suppose to-”

      “It means I’m done, Oliver! It means I’m done with this place and this city, and all of this!” I’m crying then, because I know I’m making a mistake, even if it’s the only one I can make right now.

      “And I’m done with us,” I say quietly, “Whatever we are.”

      He’s opening his mouth, but I’m turning and running down the street before he can say a word.

      Please don’t follow me, please.

      And he doesn’t, and that may be the worst part.
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      I nod at Rajeev as he passes me another beer and tosses a quick smile my way. I’m not sure why of all the places in the entire city of London I come here, but here is where I am.

      Familiarity maybe?

      “So,” Rajeev says in his thick Indian accent as he raises an eyebrow at me, “Rough night in the kitchen?”

      “You could say that.” I’m still wearing my chef’s whites, but he seems to take it in stride. I’m suddenly wondering how many times he’s seen Oliver in here in this very condition and dress before I quickly push that thought out of my mind.

      Rajeev shrugs, “Life is complex sometimes.” He looks down, chopping something peppery smelling before glancing back up at me. “Okay, so take for example when I immigrated here from Bangladesh.” He shakes his head, “You know, it was a big change coming here from what I had there and setting up this curry house.”

      I nod, taking a sip of my beer and giving him a sympathetic look, “Were you like a doctor or something back home?”

      Rajeev frowns at me, “No, I owned a curry house,” he says sharply. He shakes his head, “Why does everyone always think I was a fucking doctor?”

      “Sorry.”

      He grins, “No worries. Anyways, it gets better.”

      “What does?”

      What, getting over Oliver? Getting over my feelings - feelings I can’t even bring myself to say out loud or put a word to - for the last man on earth I should be having them for?

      “The pain; the feeling of letting it go and the loss that comes with it.”

      I raise a questioning brow at Rajeev as he shrugs and goes back to chopping. “Rajeev, you’re sure you weren’t a doctor?”

      He laughs, “Let us hope not,” he says, grinning as he spins the sharp chef’s knife in his hand before slamming it point down into the cutting board and winking at me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It takes another beer after that one before I finally get up the courage to go home and face the music; whatever tune it may be.

      I step into the darkness of the townhouse, shutting the door behind me. But it’s when I see the knocked over coffee table in the living room and the glasses shattered around it that hit full panic mode.

      “MOM?!” I scream, suddenly backing up against the front door with my eyes wildly looking around the dark entryway, “Mom!?”

      “I’m here, honey.”

      I burst into the kitchen to see my mother sitting on one of the bar stools hunched over with her face in her hands and a glass of wine in front of her.

      “Mom?”

      “It’s over, honey.”

      Oh not now, not from her.

      “Mom, I’m so sorry I-” I sigh. “I don’t know how to tell you. But it’s over, I ended it.”

      She looks at me sadly, “Oh, no, honey, I mean Barney and I.”

      “What?” I stare at her in disbelief. “Oh God, because of-“

      “Oh no, honey,” she smiles sadly. “He was cheating on me with that waitress, Delia.”

      “WHAT?” I stare at her, incredulously.

      She nods and takes a small sip of her wine, “I had my suspicions, but I walked in on the two of them around the corner right after she told us about you and…” she trails off and looks down.

      “Oh, God! Mom, I’m so sorry,” I say, wrapping my arms around her and hugging her close.

      “I’m so sorry for all of this, honey,” she whispers, hugging me fiercely.

      “No, mom-”

      “Look, I know I make mistakes, and I know I drink too much, dear.”

      “Mom-” I hug her tighter, “I know.”

      “I just miss your father so much sometimes.”

      I squeeze her, feeling her arms go around me and holding me tight before she lets go and I pull away to sink on the stool next to her.

      “So what was the whole thing with Barney? I mean…” I raise my brows and gesture around the absurdly decorated kitchen with the framed pictures of lingerie models on the wall by the window.

      She sighs, rolling her eyes, “Oh I don’t know, I guess I thought he was a nice man.”

      “Well, he’s an asshole.”

      “He’s got rough edges, I suppose.”

      “Mom.”

      She laughs, “Okay! Okay! You’re right, he’s a fucking asshole!”

      It’s literally the first time I’ve ever hear my mom say that word, and I can’t help but giggle.

      She pushes her glass of wine away and sighs, “This could’ve been a nice life for us,” she says quietly, looking down. She raises her eyes to me, “Oliver?”

      “It’s over.”

      She starts crying.

      “Mom?”

      “Oh, honey, it’s just-” she sniffs. “You’re a lover, just like your father, you know. You’ve got a big heart.”

      I nod, looking down.

      “I mean, he is a bit...crude.”

      I snort, “I know.”

      She smiles at me, “There’s no talking you out of baking or the kitchens is there.”

      I look up at her miserably and shake my head.

      “I was afraid of that,” she laughs. “Just like your father.”

      I choke out a laugh as she brings me back into a hug, nuzzling my face into her shoulder.

      “Sorry?”

      “Don’t be. Don’t ever be,” she says firmly, “You remind me of him every day, and that’s enough.”

      I look up at her, “So, now what?”

      She raises a brow at me, “There’s…nothing you want to do in London?”

      I shake my head.

      “Nothing at all?”

      “No,” I say quietly, hoping the words cover the sound of my heart breaking.

      “Then I guess that’s all there is.” She gives me one more questioning look before she brings me back in for another hug

      “Let’s go home, mom.”
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      “You did what now, mate?”

      Danny is laughing his ass off while I sit there looking at the bar top of the Rusty Knot, fiddling with the pint in my hand.

      “You’re serious? In front of the fuckin’ dining room?”

      I slowly nod my head, “Yep.”

      Danny hoots and pounds his fist on the bar, “In front of that little shit from the Times?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      He whistles lowly as he shakes his head, grinning at me. “Oh Jesus did I create a fuckin’ monster with you.” He snorts, “Christ, Ollie,” he says, shaking his head. “You got a temper, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I take a deep pull of my beer.

      “No, mate, I mean it’s not always a bad thing; it means you’ve got balls. But you just have to stop thinking with them so much, you know?” He grins as he pats me on the back.

      “Yeah, gee wonder wherever I could’ve gotten that from,” I say, shooting him a sideways look.

      Danny laughs and ruffles my hair, “So, what’s with your pops now then?”

      I roll my eyes as I drain the last of my pint and then raise it up to signal the bartender for another. “Well, Danny, I’m pretty certain my dad just fired me.”

      He snorts, shaking his head, “Well, that’s gonna make for an interesting Christmas dinner now isn’t it.

      “No shit.”

      “About as interesting as you fucking your stepsister, yeah?”

      I whirl on Danny, who grins and holds his hand up, “Oy, no judgement, mate. That one’s a keeper, you know.”

      I frown at the new pint as it’s set in front of me, my jaw tightening, “Yeah, I don’t know about that.”

      “I do.”

      I shake my head. “Naw, mate, I’m through with that shit now. Besides, that whole ‘one girl’ game’s never been my style anyways. The world’s a fuckin oyster, like you always say, yeah?” I toast to no one with my glass and take a big gulp.

      Danny sighs and shakes his head.

      “What?”

      “Nothin’, leave it.”

      “What?”

      He turns, frowning as he jabs a finger at me, “Look, boy-o, you want to keep trying to be me, be my guest. Keep fucking waitresses and bartenders and never settle down.” He barks out a laugh, “End up old and alone like me.”

      “Oh, yeah, you’re really struggling with those three Michelin stars and different model every night,” I shake my head at him.

      “Trust me, boy-o, it ain’t what it’s cracked up to be.” He puts a hand on my shoulder, “Look, you want to know what the move is? Find that someone, and hang on.”

      There’s a hardness in his eyes, and I find myself nodding.

      “So, now that you right proper fucked things up at Jolie, what your new plan?”

      I groan, “Fuck, find a job I guess.”

      He looks away looks, grinning to himself before he turns back and looks at me.

      “You know, I might know of something. There’s a project happening; a big one, and they’re bringing me in.” He looks at me over the rim of his pint, “It’s a big one, Ollie. They’re pushing for a star in the first six months, a second soon after.”

      I raise my brows, “Wow, shit, Danny. Congrats, mate.”

      “I might have something for you.”

      I laugh. “They need a dishwasher?”

      He grins, “I was thinking a bit above that, something more in the kitchen.”

      I frown. “Grill?”

      Danny shakes his head, “Higher.”

      I stare at him. “Well, fuck me, Danny,” I look at him, almost not wanting to even ask it; “Sous chef?” I can feel the blood start to roar in my ears. “Holy fuck, Danny! I don’t know if-”

      “No, not-” Danny rolls his eyes, “Jesus, I want you to be our head chef, you stupid twat.”

      The whole world goes quite still, at least for me, as my whole fucking focus just freezes on the last thing he’s just said. I stare at him, “What?”

      “Chef, Ollie; you know, the bloke that does all the yelling and cooking and all that jazz.”

      I open my mouth, but then realize I don’t actually have the capacity to make words yet and bring the pint to my mouth instead.

      Danny snorts a laugh, “I’m on as consultant and investor, but it’ll be your kitchen.”

      I stare at him, “You’re serious.”

      “As a fuckin’ heart attack, Ollie.”

      “Danny, you’ve got three fuckin’ Michelin-”

      “Oy, look,” he says, grabbing me by the shoulders and giving me a shake. “I’m good, yeah? Very good, actually. But you’re fucking great, Ollie. And if you’d just take your head out of your own arse, you might just realize that. You’ve got the kind of greatness the rest of us fuckin’ mortals just chase after, and I’ve been around long enough to know that.” He narrows his eyes at me, “Don’t be good, Ollie, be fucking great.”

      I’m staring at him, slowly shaking my head and feeling like my heart is out to jump out of my fucking throat.

      “Well Jesus, boy-o, don’t make me feel like an asshole by saying no.”

      I snap out of it right then. Right then, I’m pushing everything else away. I’m burying all the bullshit of the last few weeks deep inside, and shutting the door on it.

      I’m shutting the door on Chloe, because if I don’t, I’m not sure I’m gonna make it.

      “Fuck,” I look up at Danny, grinning. “Yeah, mate,” I’m nodding, “Fuck yeah!”

      Danny hoots and brings me in for a bear hug, slapping me on the back before he pulls back and hollers for scotch from bartender.

      “So what’s the place called?”

      Danny turns back, handing me a scotch as he grins at me, “Ella.”

      I smile slowly, nodding at him.

      He clinks his glass against mine, “Hang onto the good ones, you little prick.”
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        Six Months Later.

      

      It’s a Saturday night, and Ella is an absolute madhouse. We’ve got an entirely full book, a waiting list four fucking hours long, and people are still walking in and willing to wait five hours for a damn table.

      A Michelin star within four months of opening up has a way of doing that.  

      But, yeah, success does mean work, and we’re fucking working like a crazy back in the kitchen to get orders out.

      “Oy, special request, chef.”

      I glance up from the pile of tickets in front of me as Ian walks into the kitchen.

      Yes, Ian. Of course I brought Ian, he’s the best Maître d' in the damn city.

      I also brought Marco. I allowed him all of one night to give me shit about Chloe, and then be done with it. Actually, I had to force him to make some jokes, he was honestly just too apologetic about hitting on her all those times.

      “Mate, you didn’t know.”

      “Yeah, but I should have.”

      “What, should’ve know I was banging my stepsister?”

      “Oy, you’re a bit crude, bruv. You ought to work on that you know.”

      I glare at Ian, “So what’s this special request?”

      He pulls a neutral face.

      “What?”

      Ian coughs uncomfortably, “They, uh, they want you to come out to the table.”

      I stare at him, “You’re serious?”

      He nods, “Yes.”

      “What is this, Beni-fucking-hana?!” I roar. “Are we in Epcot fucking center, Ian?” He just shrugs at me as I go on my little tirade. “No I’m not fucking going out to the fucking table-”

      “It’s a VIP table, Ollie.”

      “I don’t care if it’s the fucking Queen Mum, Ian; fuck ‘em.”

      “Oliver-” His voice is tense, and suddenly I’m frowning and listening, “It’s a real VIP.”

      There’s something about the tightness in his voice that suddenly gives me pause, and my brow shoots up, “Oh?”

      “Yes,” he says, shooting me a stern look. “Best behavior, Ollie.”

      I turn and exchange look with Marco, who shrugs, “I got the line, mate.”

      I look back and point a finger at Ian, “This better actually be the Queen Mum at this point.”

      I walk out from behind the line and follow him back into the dining room, and then suddenly, the floor just drops out from under me.

      Chloe.

      Chloe sitting alone at the table with a single red rose in a small vase in front of her.

      She doesn’t stand when she sees me, she just grins as I walk through the dining room, past hushed ‘oh, that’s chef Beckett!’ conversations, darting looks, and even one fucking idiot with his phone out taking a picture.

      “So,” she says as I come to a stop in front of her table, crossing my arms over my chest, “What’s good here?”

      I arch an eyebrow at her. She’s playing it cool, pretending to look over the menu.

      Pretending there’s absolutely nothing strange about the fact that she’s sitting in my fucking restaurant, in London-bloody-England six months after she ran out of my life back to the States.

      “Hmm…” She furrows her brow and taps the menu, “Noticeable lack of cucumber salad I see.”

      I smirk, and she looks up quickly, biting her lip.

      “Where’ve you been, Chloe?”

      “Hiding.”

      I don’t say anything.

      “Oliver-”

      “You know, it was pretty cold to run out like that,” I narrow my eyes at her. “I’ve gotta say, being on the receiving end of that for once sucks a bit.”

      Chloe looks at me plaintively before she looks around, “You’re sort of the toast of the town, you know.”

      “That’s what they tell me.”

      “And a Michelin star too, huh?”

      “Yeah it’s amazing what I could get done without that annoying pastry cook holding me back always trying to get in my pants.”

      She shoots me a glare and I grin, “I missed you, you know,” I say quietly. I’m acutely aware that most of the dining room is still trying to figure out what I’m doing out here amongst the mortals, talking to this random American girl sitting alone with a rose.

      “I missed you too, and…” She looks down, toying with her fingers before she looks up at me, those big brown eyes of hers looking right into mine. “Oliver, I’m so sorry for-”

      “Leaving?”

      “I was going to say ‘being a coward, and an idiot’, but yeah, that too.”

      I clear my throat and lean down closer to whisper to her, “Could you speak up a bit for the shit-head with the camera back there?” I say quietly, winking at her.

      “I said I’m sorry for being a coward and an idiot!” Her voice thunders across the dining room, silencing everyone. Forks clatter to plates, conversations stops, faces turn our way.

      “Uh, Chloe-”

      I look at her like she’s crazy, and I start to sit but she shakes her head and holds her hand out, “No, wait, don’t sit.”

      “What?”

      She looks at me, her eyes wide, and her bottom lip sucked between her teeth. “Don’t sit, I have to ask you something first.”

      I frown and I’m about to damn well sit anyways and ask her what the hell she’s doing here and why she’s acting so mental when suddenly she’s getting out of her seat and onto the floor.

      “Chloe!” I hiss, “Seriously, are you drunk? This is fucking ridicu-”

      “Oliver Beckett?” And suddenly, there’s a box in her hand.

      A box with a ring inside of it.

      You have got to be fucking kidding me.

      Chloe looks up at me, her chest rising and falling and a blush creeping across her cheeks, “Will you marry me?”

      I don’t remember anything past that except the applause; from guests, and waiters, and all the cooks in the kitchen leaning out of the doors. I remember picking her up into my arms and kissing her, kissing her with everything I have because they’re the last lips I ever want to kiss in this world.

      “You have to say it, you know,” she whispers into my lips.

      I pull back and wink at her, “That a fact, huh?”

      “Mhmm,” she nods.

      “Well in that case, yeah, that’s a big fuckin’ ‘yes’, luv,” I say.

      She giggles and hugs me tighter, and then I’m picking her up and spinning her around as the whole fucking place goes wild.

      “You’re fucking mental, you know,” I whisper into her ear.

      She laughs, “Oh, you don’t know the half of it,” she says, grinning as she kisses me. “I didn’t even get a return ticket.”

      “Where are you staying?”

      “No idea.”

      “Job?”

      “Looking for a baker?”

      I laugh and wrap my arms around her as I pick her up and twirl her around again in front of the crowds and the staff and the cameras and all that shit. “You know, I could always use a cupcake girl.”

      She pokes me in the chest, “Dick.”

      I kiss her, “Tease.”

      She looks into my eyes, “By the way, have I ever mentioned that I love you?”

      “You never had to.”

      “Well, I love you, Oliver Beckett,” she says softly, grinning from ear to ear. “I love every crude, cocky, cheeky inch of you.”

      And then she’s in my arms. “I love you too,” I whisper in her ear, “And you play your cards right and you might just get buggered something proper with all of my inches”

      She laughs as she kisses me, and the crowd goes wild.
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        Chloe

      

    
    
      
        Two Years Later.

      

      I grin as I watch Oliver fidget with the sign on the inside of the glass front door to Ella.

      Close for the holiday weekend, it says, and I smile while I wait outside by the car as I watch him meticulously level it. “You know, I can promise you that the restaurant will be here when we get back.”

      He smirks at me through the glass before he finally steps back, nods at his handiwork, and walks out the door to join me. “Just remember where we parked it, yeah?” He says with a sly wink.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      “Closing for three days over the holidays?” Oliver snorts. “Fuck no, but I think we might lose our minds if we don’t.”

      I laugh. “No, I mean, my mom coming, and her meeting Danny?”

      Oliver arches a brow at me as he checks his watch. “Well her plane lands in two hours. Bit late for second thoughts, luv. Besides, after the convincing it took to get her to come back to the general vicinity of Europe, let alone London?” He whistles.

      OK, so it took both of us, pleading to get Mom to come over for Christmas. I mean what was she going to do, spend it alone in our house back home? I mean it’s not like I could fly.

      Third trimester and all that.

      Ultimately, I think it was Oliver promising that Barney was still boozing it up somewhere in the Casino circuit of Italy and would not be anywhere close to London that convinced her. Introducing her to Danny Cole again was not my idea, but Oliver insists they hit it off the first time.

      “I’m really not sure about that.”

      Oliver grins at me. “And why ever not?”

      I know what he’s up to, and arch my brow at him. “Um, because he’s little bit crude and crass and-”

      “And a bit like me, yeah?”

      “Honestly, yes.”

      He laughs.

      “And my mom is a little more level; she’s a little bit more prim and proper I guess. Just a little bit-”

      “Like you?”

      I smirk as Oliver turns the key in the lock of the front door to Ella and throws an arm over my shoulder. “Yeah, bizarre that one. Imagine that; the uptight prude and the bossy scoundrel.” He winks at me. “Right, can’t see that one possibly working out,” he says, leaning down to kiss the top of my head.

      Life is complicated. Oliver and his dad have talked, but infrequently, but I think they both know they need space from each other. Of course if Barney ever comes near my mom again, I think even Oliver might toss him out a window.

      Jolie is still around; we even pass it infrequently on strolls around our new South Bank neighborhood, which is sort of sweet considering our history there. Of course, it’s not exactly bustling the same way it was a year ago, when Oliver and I were there and before the Times review was published.

      I didn’t end up reading it until much later, after I’d decided I was an idiot and came running back to the heart I’d left in London. But the review ended up being decent for Jolie, but amazing for Oliver. A “classic case of ego run amok in the management ranks” I believe they said, regarding Barney’s drunken fight with Oliver and subsequent public firing. “An efficient, if not creatively stifling environment for the best thing to hit the London food circuit since Danny Cole, and probably better.”

      Yeah, that stoked my husband’s ego in ways it couldn’t possibly need, but I also couldn’t have been prouder.

      Oh, right, yeah; husband. I guess I forgot to mention that little detail.

      Oliver and I were married six months after I came back to London, in a small ceremony back in L.A., actually.

      Barney and Delia, who are apparently and quite unbelievably still together, were not invited.

      Danny did come though, grinning the whole time like he couldn’t possibly be prouder of Oliver. Marco managed to come out as well, and ended up being so taken with the food scene in L.A. that he ended up staying and landing a pretty great job.

      Apparently, there’s something about a girl involved too, but that’s a whole other story.

      Our story though, is right where it needs to be. Danny and Oliver are about to go in as investors on another project, which should ideally free up some time for when our baby boy comes, which can’t be soon enough. And honestly, if I hear one more “bun in the oven” joke - yeah, no, I get it, and yes you’re very hilarious - I might go a little crazy.

      So somehow, like random ingredients percolating and mixing together to make something wonderful, two opposites became one, perfect, delicious whole.

      Oliver glances up at the grey London sky. “Looks like snow.” I grin as wraps his arms around me in the chilly air as he leans in and kisses me. “I love you,” he murmurs, his hand coming down to rest on top of my swollen belly. “Both of you.”

      “I love you too,” I say, kissing him. “And I know she can’t wait to meet you.”

      “Oh it’s a she now, is it?” Oliver grins. We’ve decided to wait and be surprised, not that it stops either of us from guessing.

      “Oh of course it is!” I smile at him. “As if the world needs one more male Beckett running around.”

      Oliver grins. “Very fair point.” He glances at his watch. “Now, get in the car, luv. Let’s go do Christmas.”

      “Yes, chef,” I managed to get out, before his lips sear to mine just as the snow begins to fall.

      
        ~ The End ~
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      To my husband, for indulging me in my wild ideas and giving me wings to fly.

      To K, for being incredible.

      To Lee, for demanding that I dream.
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        Reagan

      

    
    
      “They’re fucking what?!” I almost drop the glass of champagne in my hand as I feel the floor practically drop out from beneath my feet.

      My campaign manager Donald’s face is impassive and steely - pretty much like it always is even in crisis meltdown situations like this - with his bushy grey eyebrows furrowing slightly like they do when he’s got news for me neither of us want to hear.

      “They’re pulling out, Reagan; entirely.” I see him reach out of habit for the phantom pack of cigarettes in his shirt pocket that hasn’t been there for five years; the frown in his eyebrows deepening.

      “All of it?”

      He sticks a pen between his lips instead of his old vice and glowers at me; “Every damn penny.”

      I swear fiercely under my breath, clenching my hand tight and digging my nails into my palm as the reality of the situation hits me like a wet blanket; “How fucked are we?”

      Donald tenses his face; he hates when I swear, especially in public and especially in public when there are cameras everywhere. “Lower your voice, Reagan” He mutters through the pen in his teeth, looking at me like I’m an ill-behaved child in that way that drives me crazy.

      In the movie version of my life, Donald is the kind and sagely grandfatherly type who guides me along a path of adorable metaphors and teary-eyed life lessons to victory. In reality, he’s cold, calculating, and robotically efficient at keeping me in line with his battle plans. But then again, kindly grandfatherly types doling out anachronisms like they were candy don’t win elections; robots do.

      “They were forty percent of our campaign.”

      I can feel the breath leave my lungs as the room spins around me; my lips moving soundlessly as my brain searches for the words to possible use here. This simply can’t be happening; not after we’ve worked so freaking hard to get to where we are.

      Donald glares at me as he furiously chews on his poor pen; “Maybe next time, you’ll stay on the damn speech I give you instead of going off on one of your ‘save the world’ tangents, Reagan. You know they’re going to jump down you throat for that kind of things because-”

      His phone beeps and he frowns, trailing off as he shakes his head and mutters at whatever’s just popped up, but I can pretty much take my pick of what he was going to say anyways: ‘Because I’m a girl,’ or ‘Because I’m the youngest person to ever run for the State Senate of New York,’ or my favorite, ‘Because I’m the daughter of the late William Archer; billionaire philanthropist-slash-arms-dealer, depending on who’s opinion you ask.’

      To most people, I’m either the next great American Dream for politics, or a nut-job, which plays nicely to the split media opinion of eager-eyed media darling or poor little rich girl, depending on which new station you like to watch.

      I hang my head; running was one thing, but dropping out like this is going to be a news anchor joke for years.

      “So this is it then? We’re done, just like that?” I can hear my voice from outside my body, my ears ringing and my jaw clenching in that way Donald always tells me not to do in front of cameras because it makes me look aggressive. I look down at the trembling glass of champagne in my hand, suddenly wishing it was the size of a movie-theater cup.

      “What?” My campaign manager takes the mangled pen from his mouth and briefly wrinkles his face at it, as if just noticing how gross a habit it is. He looks up at me, a stony look on his face; “No of course not,” He snaps, a bit more condescendingly than I need right now; “We’ve been approached by another new donor who sees a lot of promise in our campaign.”

      I feel myself exhale for the first time in what seems like an hour and start to shake my head; “Well Jesus, Donald, you scared the living-“

      “Now, you aren’t going to like it, of course, but try to let go of personal baggage for once,” He interrupts me, his voice low as he glares at me; “Try to remember that this is about more than just you?”

      Instantly, I narrow my eyes as suddenly every one of my gut instincts start to tingle at the look on his face and the tone in his voice; “Donald-” I start to shake my head, my jaw clenching as I feel the anger and the heat rising in my cheeks; “No, absolutely not! It’s not even an option!”

      Even though we’re off in the corner of the big open gallery of the museum where we’ve been throwing the now seemingly-useless campaign fundraiser, people around us turn to stare at my outburst. Donald shushes me again as if I’m some child acting out; “It’s our only option, Reagan.” He huffs, “Look, we all get that you don’t want your Father’s company’s money, but it is the only move here.”

      Donald’s rolling his eyes at me in the obnoxiously patronizing way that makes my blood boil, and for the eight-hundredth time, I have to remind myself that he’s really good at this job, otherwise I’d have blown up in his face and told him where to stick it a month ago.

      “Now, there’s a man here from Archer Holdings to meet with you, and he’d like to talk with you-”

      “Ms. Archer, they need some shots with some of the museum trustees.” I’m still shaking my head furiously, my mouth open and closing like a fish out of water, when one of my staffers scurries over and starts to tug me by the arm; yanking me away from Donald before I can even come up with anything to say. I turn back to over my shoulder to yell something like ‘We’re not done talking about this,’ but they’re already pushing me in front of the wall of flashing lights and clicking cameras and back into the spotlight where I can’t look like I want so break something.

      [image: ]
* * *

      By the time they’re done, my face is feeling sore from all the fake smiles, and my palms are slick from other people’s sweaty handshakes; the hazards of the campaign trail they never tell you about.

      I’m extricating myself from the stuffy museum board of directors and scanning the room for another glass of champagne when I hear it - his voice; the voice from my past and the voice I haven’t heard in five years.

      “Hey, Princess.”

      I turn and he’s just there, standing in the flesh right in front of me. I feel my breath catch in my throat as I suddenly look up into the bluest, most piercing eyes I’ve ever seen, and then I feel my pulse actually skip a beat as I fully grasp the man they’re attached to. He’s even more gorgeous than he was back then, in that unbelievable, magazine-model way.

      His dark hair is slicked back to one side, and beneath those stunning eyes is a cocky grin stretched across a strong, chiseled jaw, marked on one side by just the faintest white line of a scar across his clean-shaved chin. He’s the same infuriatingly hot dichotomy he was five years ago; the perfectly tailored tuxedo and gleaming silver watch on his wrist screaming money, but the teasing glimpses of tattoo ink creeping out from beneath his French cuff sleeves or the neck of his linen shirt. His lips part as he grins at me.

      I know those lips.

      Suddenly Donald is there, beaming at this stunningly good looking man as if he’s the one running for a Senate seat instead of me; “Ahh, good, you’ve met!”

      I’d almost want to laugh if my body wasn’t suddenly froze in time where I stand.

      Yeah, we’ve met.

      I completely tune Donald out as I lock eyes with the brooding and handsome man grinning that goddamn smug smile at me that hasn’t changed a bit in five fucking years. He might be a little bit older and a little bit more polished looking now, but suddenly my body is remembering exactly how I know Hudson Banks.

      I  know how his body feels pressed against mine, how his hands feel on the skin at the small of my back, and how his lips taste. This time, we’re sipping champagne at a $5,000 a ticket political fundraising event, instead of moaning into each other’s mouths as he grinds that hardness into my thigh, making my whole body melt for him.

      It’s been five years since that night; five years since I was at my lowest - drunk, confused, and grieving. Five years since I completely embarrassed myself  by dragging this man away from the crowds at my father’s wake and attacking him like some sort of hot mess, and five years since he pushed me away from him and suddenly walked out, leaving me utterly mortified and even worse than I was before.

      And in five Goddamn years, I haven’t been able to get him out of my head.

      Donald is smiling benignly at me as he fawns over the smugly handsome man grinning that cocky smirk at me; “As I was saying, Mr. Banks, as you may know, works for your father’s comp-“

      “We’ve met” I say it with an icy tone, trying to look everywhere else in the room but Hudson’s eyes; “And this isn’t happening, Donald.” I shake my head, my jaw set as I grind my teeth together. I’m furious, and of course embarrassed like I was that night all over again, and all I want to do is walk away from this entire horrible exchange right now.

      “It is happening, Reagan.” Donald’s voice is firm and he shoots me a warning look; “This is happening or there is no campaign-“

      “Then fine, there’s no campaign. It’s been a pleasure working with you, Donald.” I spit out.

      “Well, nice to see you haven’t changed at all, Ray.” He says with a chuckle. He’s got that fucking smirk on his face, that cocky grin that I once found unbelievably attractive, and then I feel my face burn red as I realize I still do.

      He’s even more attractive now than he was back then; healthier, his eyes even sharper, those broad shoulders even stronger looking as they stretch the tuxedo just enough to show off. I’m remembering those shoulders now, and the way my hand felt hot against that hard, chiseled chest; his hands on my skin as I breathed and whimpered into his mouth.

      My hand is shaking, and I grip the champagne flute tighter, willing it to stop. I do not get this way over guys, especially a prick who tried to take advantage of my grief; winding me up around his finger before shoving me away, quite literally. Hudson Banks is a fucking head-case; some ex-military jock who somehow found his way into my Father’s good graces and wound up running a whole division of his company. I shake my head again, suddenly realizing I actually would rather there not be a campaign than take my father’s money; especially if it’s coming from Hudson fucking Banks, however stupidly good looking and sexy he looks in that damn tuxedo with those piercing blue eyes the color of a stormy sea.

      I’m dimly aware of Donald hissing at me as I shove the champagne flute into his hands and walk away, ignoring the cameras, the stuffy museum trustees, my campaign aides, and especially the hot asshole in the tuxedo, as I march right out through the museum foyer and out the door.
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        Hudson

      

    
    
      She storms out of the foyer and through the double glass doors into the museum courtyard, and I’m shaking my head and following her.

      Of course I’m following; like I’ve been following her for longer than she’s ever known and in spite of how damn bratty she gets.

      It’s cold out here in the open-air courtyard, and the city lights and sounds are only slightly muffled by the four walls of the museum around us.

      She whirls on me with a look of fury on her face, her mouth open ready to spit fire and brimstone and vitriol at me like I know she is, when suddenly she’s slipping on the ice under her heeled feet. I move faster than my brain even knows how to; years of training and reflex just making the body move on its own accord I guess, and I’m catching her before my head even totally registers that she’s falling.

      Fuck, she feels amazing in my arms. She’s come out here without a coat on in that classic hot-headed Reagan way, and as my arms go around her, I can feel the heat from her skin against my palms through the low-cut open part at the back of her dress. Her hands clutch at my jacket lapels, one seizing my arm as she gasp and tumbles right into my chest. I close my eyes for the briefest moments, smelling her perfume or shampoo, or whatever voodoo magic she’s using to bring my head completely to a stop as I just hold for a frozen moment in time.

      You know, smelling her, like a totally normal person.

      “Put me down,” Her voice is high and whispered, but she’s not fighting or struggling against me. I’m still frozen, feeling her hand against my chest and my shoulder like that; her hair in my face and her scent just enslaving me.

      “Hudson!” She sounds more insistent this time, and now she’s pushing at my chest; “The last thing I need is some photographer snapping pictures of me canoodling with some hot prick in a tuxedo.”

      I pull my face back to grin into hers; “So, five years later and you’re still thinking about my hot prick, huh?” I smirk at her, still relishing the feel of her in my arms, and doing everything I can, even if it’s obnoxious, to keep her there even a moment longer.

      Reagan rolls her eyes; “Emphasis prick,” she huffs out, squirming out of my arms and stepping away from me.

      “Hey, your words not mine, sweet stuff.” I wince inside, regretting saying it even before it leaves my mouth.

      Why the fuck can’t I just be normal around her? There’s something about the way she talks to me - the way she’s always talked to me - that brings out the fighter in me when all I want to do is be normal around her. Well, that’s of course not the only thing I want to do with her when I’m around her, but I let that thought simmer away for the time being. It doesn’t help that she’s sexy as hell standing here in the freezing cold with her red hair looking wild and fierce and wearing that ridiculously hot black dress with her nipples poking through. I can feel my cock stir in my pants, and I shake my head, trying to tear my eyes away from her perfect tits in that perfect dress with her perfect nipp-

      “In your dreams, asshole.”

      You have no fucking idea, babe, I think inside, gritting my teeth and trying to will my erection to go away. Instead, like I always do with her, the snark comes out instead. “You know honey, Donald’s right about you.” I can see her bristling at the word honey and add that one to the list of probably slightly offensive names she clearly hates.

      “What?”

      “You do have a hell of a mouth on you.”

      She smirks at me, all sass and sexiness; “Oh, honey, you have no idea.”

      I groan inside, feeling my cock go rock-hard inside my tuxedo pants. I don’t know if she means for it to come out as innuendo-laden as it does, but before I can even think about it too hard, she whirls to march away from me and suddenly she’s slipping on the ice all over again. I lunge again, catching her once more before she falls.

      “Stop touching me, Hudson!”

      “Well stop fucking falling then!”

      We glare at each other for a second, and it’s taking everything I have to meet her eyes and not to stare at her trembling lower lip, or further down to where I can clearly see her nipples poking out of her sheer gown. Somehow, somehow, chivalry wins out over my dick, and I let her go, putting her back on her feet. She shivers, and before I know it I’m shrugging my tux jacket off and pushing it towards her.

      “Stop it, I don’t want that.” Her eyes flare defiantly, all the while rubbing her arms with her chilling looking hands.

      “It’s freezing out here”

      “Well I’m fine!”

      I grit my teeth and roll my eyes; “Have you seriously always this fucking obstinate?”

      “It’s my ‘political edge’,” she sneers out.

      “Well, that’s one word for bitchy.” I cringe again inside, wondering how the hell I can go about murdering the voice inside my head that keeps insisting on letting everything out.

      She frowns at me, reaching up to push a loose lock of hair behind her ear and just looking so damn cute standing there shivering; “Is there a fucking point to all this?”

      Ugh, yes, if I could just stop acting like an asshole and ruining it.

      I clear my throat; “Yes, actually. Archer Holdings believes in your campaign.” Christ I sound like I’m giving a board meeting address.

      She purses her lips and clenches her jaw at the name; “Fantastic, well tell them to vote however their little hearts desire in the election. I’ll have my people send over some lawn signs and buttons if they’d like.”

      “Cute” I mutter, seeing her frowning mouth turn up slightly at the corners.

      “So, what, is my Dad trying to buy my love from beyond the grave or something?”

      I grimace, feeling my muscles tense and hands clench, before I have to remind myself that she never knew William Archer like I did; like we did.

      When he found me, I had nothing; less than nothing really. None of us did back then, until he dragged us back from the brinks of our own personal hells. And when I say ‘Nothing,’ I don’t just mean in the material possessions sense of the word either. When a man is broken inside as I was - like all three us were - there's almost no coming back from it. In the very bottom depths of my own nightmare, with the shit I'd seen and the even worse shit I'd done, I'd given up on myself; almost.

      "When a man gives up on himself, that's when he's truly gone" He'd said to me that first night, sitting in that shit-ass bar as he’d pulled the bottle away from my shaky hand when I'd reached for another drink. "And you don't seem like you're gone; not yet."

      'But Goddamn close to it’ is what I would've said, looking at me that night.

      I asked him later what he saw in any of us when he found us in that shithole of a slum-bar on the outskirts of Kinshasa, in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. I was curious about me when I asked him, but Bryce had been way worse than even I was back then with his addictions. William’s only response had been a single word: "Promise."

      'Promise' is what turned three shell-shocked, burned-out, drugged out soldiers for hire to the worst dictators on Earth into the disciplined new men of means we were today. We'd never be the man who saved us, but we'd pledged our lives to getting a close as possible.

      And a promise - not just any promise but THE promise - is what brings me out here in the freezing cold, looking at Reagan Archer and wondering how in the world a guy who'd lived through the shit I'd lived through is having the hardest time in the world trying to figure out what the hell to say to her.
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        Reagan

      

    
    
      
        P A S T

      

      “Reagan! Ray! Do not make me late!”

      “What? I’m here, jeez.” I stomp down the stairs from the second floor landing with a scowl on my face, a scowl that only deepens when Quinn and my Aunt Kelly coo and aww and gush over the frilly, stupid pink dress I’m wearing as I make my appearance.

      “Oh Reagan, you look adorable, honey!” Aunt Kelly gushes; clutching her hands together eagerly before digging in her purse for her camera.

      I groan; “No! No pictures!” I make a face as the flash goes off regardless, setting my jaw even harder as I stomp the rest of the way down the stairs. I am fourteen years old, still very firmly in the grasp of my anti-dress tomboy phase, and I absolutely hate that I’m dressed up like a freaking cabbage patch doll.

      “Well I love my dress!” Chelsea comes bounding down the stairs, and even Quinn rolls her eyes at the exuberance. Chelsea is ten and firmly believes she’s actually a Disney princess.

      “Well you look very pretty young lady!” Aunt Kelly can’t help herself  as she snaps another couple of pictures, the flashes making me turn away and shield my eyes.

      “Well I look stupid, stop it.” I groan, pushing her fussing hands away from the dress; “Why do I have to wear this dumb thing?”

      “Because it’s my graduation, that’s why, Ray-Ray.” Quinn giggles and sticks her tongue out as I make a lunge at her, only to be held back by Aunt Kelly.

      “Reagan!” She scolds, looking at my firmly. Aunt Kelly is one of those sweet motherly types who is incapable of looking mad no matter how hard she tries, and even at thirteen, I think I’m aware of this fact and impressed with her attempt anyways.

      “She started it! I hate that name!”

      Aunt Kelly turns and gives Quinn another equally as unimposing stern look; “Be nice to your sister, she is wearing the dress after all.”

      “What’s the point? It’s not like Dad’s going to show up anyways.”

      The silence that descends over the bottom of the stairs is palpable, and I instantly regret opening my mouth as Chelsea’s face falls and the tears start to well up in her eyes. Even always-cool Quinn looks like I slapped her in the face, and my Aunt’s face goes a shade whiter; “Now Reag-“

      “Fuck you, Reagan.” Quinn spits at me as she turns and storms out the front door.

      I don’t know it yet, but me and my big mouth have a long, illustrious future ahead of us.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      Hudson gets weird when I mention my Dad, which only drives the wedge that’s already between us even deeper; the wedge being that I didn’t know my own Father half as well as he did.

      “Look, let’s go get a drink or something and I’ll explain.”

      He can not be serious.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.” I remember the last time with him when drinks were involved, and immediately regret it as I feel my face grow hot.

      “Will you fucking relax?” He snaps, looking irritated and still holding out his jacket to me even though we both know I’m not going to take it; “Look, this isn’t about us-“

      “There is no ‘us’, Hudson,” I sneer. I know I’m covering for my own embarrassment with this bitchy act, but I can’t seem to stop myself. Besides, what other way is there to act towards Hudson?

      “Yeah, no shit, babe.”

      I glare at him.

      “Listen, Red,” He scowls at me, his blue eyes somehow looking even hotter when they’re fierce like that. I make a conscious effort to look at his chin instead.

      “Believe it or not, this is about your campaign, which people are actually interested in seeing work out for you.” He shakes his head at me, as if I’m some petulant child; “Get over it being your Father’s compan-“

      “Are you shitting me?” I can feel the fury rising inside as I cut him off and stare at him in disbelief; “You think this is just about me trying to act out or snub my Dad? Do I look like I’m fucking twelve years old?”

      “Twelve year olds are better behaved, Princess.” He grins at me.

      “Don’t call me that!” I snap shrilly; “I don’t want the money because I am not taking campaign donations from a gun manufacturer!” Half my damn platform is about cleaning up the streets and keeping firearms out of the hands of kids; how the hell did Donald OK this?

      Hudson purses his lips - those perfect, totally kissable-

      “We got out of all that, it’s nothing we do anymore.” He says evenly, his eyes staring into mine.

      “Sure.”

      He sighs loudly, rolling his eyes at me; “Jesus, have you always been this ridiculous? Look, just come have a fucking drink with me and I’ll explain everything.”

      I know the sneering face I make at him plays entirely into his calling me childish but I just don’t care. I turn back to the doors and see Donald standing behind them back inside the museum, giving me a scowl and shaking his head, and I can practically feel his disapproval from here.

      “Fine; let’s go.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “This is your car?”

      He looks up from the passenger door he’s opened for me with a smug expression; “Yep”

      Of course it is; I roll my eyes, wondering for the ninth time since we walked out of my own fundraising event why on earth I said yes to this.

      The sleek black vintage Charger is sexy as hell, but it’s just so overtly masculine and absurdly macho that I just shake my head as I slide into the passenger side of the bench seat.  A car like this, of course, usually says that you’re making up for something else. I instantly feel my face flush scarlet with the memory of that one moment and the size of that thickness pressing against me as he kissed me.

      Hudson Banks isn’t making up for a thing with this car.

      I jump from my naughty daydream when his hand brushes my knee as he reaches for the shifter; “Easy there, hands-y,” I quip, shooting him a look.

      “Oh, relax and put your seatbelt on, Senator.”

      I’m about to respond when he roars away from the curb fast enough to take the breath from my lungs and send a surge of adrenaline right through my core as we tear off into the cold city night.
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* * *

      The place we end up going is way fancy; like, the kind of bar that’s got so much class you can hardly get away with just calling it a “bar” anymore at all. As we’re ushered in, I’m suddenly glad we’re dressed the way we are, with him in a tuxedo and me in my gown. Although something tells me when I see the Benjamin that Hudson palms the maitre-d that he’d be seated wearing nothing at all.

      Images of Hudson’s chiseled, shirtless torso, and the big hint of what’s hidden lower flood my mind as we take a seat at the far end of the elegant bar-top.

      “What are you drinking?”

      “Huh?” I shake my head, feeling my cheeks burn as I try and clear my head of the dirty fantasies throbbing and undulating through my brain involving the man sitting next me. This is the man I need to loath and despise on pretty much every principal I have, not the man whose cock I should be fantasizing about. I don’t really drink much, and I can actually still feel the half-glass of champagne I had back at the fundraiser buzzing through me, but I shrug apologetically at the bartender anyways; “Oh, uh, wine I guess? Something white?”

      He smiles and turns to Hudson with a curt nod before he moves down to the other end of the bar.

      “He knows what I want,” Hudson says with a wink. He lets his eyes linger down the neck of my dress as he grins; the subtext that I should know what he wants too isn’t exactly lost on me. I clear my throat and look away.

      I let my eyes wander around the demurely lit, sleek and modern-looking room that reeks of money, taking the place in; “Come here often?” The place is full of gorgeous women; all young and hot and digging - and Hudson looks like he’s made out of solid gold.

      “Often enough, sure.”

      Yeah I bet, I think, eyeing the trio of skanks giggling and batting their eyes in Hudson’s direction from the other end of the bar. The jealousy takes me by surprise, and find myself shaking my head; confused by it. Why on earth am I so heated about this? There is no ‘Hudson and I’; it was one night, five fucking years ago, and we basically just kissed.

      Well, kissed with his shirt half undone and his hand on my skin, teasing across my hip and sliding down across the wetness at the front of my panties. I cough again to clear my throat and my thoughts as the bartender returns with my wine, and something that looks like it jumped off the kids menu at a chain restaurant that he sets down in front of Hudson.

      “Uh, what the hell is that?”

      Hudson shrugs as he takes a sip out of the straw; well, after he pushes aside the ridiculous little bouquet of thin orange slices and maraschino cherries adorning the top of it; “It’s a Shirley Temple.” He says matter-of-factly.

      I snort, a grin teasing my lips; “Are you serious?”

      He looks at me like I’m an idiot; “Of course I am, they’re delicious.”

      I grin in spite of myself, seeing the glimmer of his own in return as his blue eyes flash at me; “Right, if you’re seven years old.”

      “I don’t really drink anymore.”

      I laugh, and it comes out harsher than intended; “Since when?”

      “Since-” He wags his head side to side as if weighing something; “I just don’t anymore.”

      I stare at him and then the glass of wine I didn’t really want anyways; “Well why are we at a bar to talk then if you don’t drink?”

      He turns and winks at me, that smug smile totally back and spread across his face; “Because you looked like you needed one.”

      I take a big slug from my glass, certainly as an excuse to tear my eyes away from him, but also because the way he looks at me really does make me need a drink.

      “You know you’re sunk without the money, right?” It’s hard to take the guy seriously - no matter how fucking sexy he looks in that tux with the tattoos peeking out - with that stupid straw in between his lips and the cherry stems tickling his nose, but his words jolt me back to our reason for being here just the same.

      “Fine.”

      He looks surprised; “Fine?”

      “I said fine, OK?” As much as I hate to admit it, I know he’s right. I know the whole run is over without the campaign money from Archer Holdings, I just hate giving him the satisfaction of hearing me tell him he’s right. He looks impressed with himself; like he’s “won” and I’m submitting to him, and not in the way that just won’t get out of my thoughts being this close to him. “I just don’t see why you had to be here though,” I glare at him; “Don’t you have interns, or fucking servants or whatever to do this sort of thing for you?”

      He smirks at the ‘servants’ line; “Well, there’s a bit more to it than that.” I raise an eyebrow and his eyes sparkle as he winks at me; “It’s not just the money.”

      Oh really.

      “Well, what then.” I’m getting tired of feeling like he’s playing with me, especially since in my head he’s playing with me in a very different way and it’s distracting me to the point of anxious.

      “You’re pissing a lot of people off with your platform.” He says the words carefully, as if choosing them as he utters them.

      “I’m making a lot of people happy with my platform, which is why I’m way ahead in the polls, actually.” Now it’s my turn to be smug as I sit back and sip on my wine.

      He turns to face me fully, his face the most serious I’ve seen from him yet; “Let’s just say that there are things out there that you don’t see that I do,” His eyes drop to the front of my gown and he grins for just a hair of a second; just long enough to tell me he can see how erect my nipples are before he drags his eyes back up to mine

      I roll my eyes; “You know, those of us who don’t make a buck selling guns to third-world war-zones have a slightly more positive outlook on the world.” Ok I’ll admit I need my father’s company’s money, but I don’t need Hudson’s negativity packaged along with it.

      He wraps his soft lips around his straw and sucks gently, his eyes never leaving mine as he sips on his Shirley Temple, and it’s probably the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen involving grenadine. I feel an aching pull deep inside that brings a fresh flush to my cheeks, and I can feel my nipples hardening beneath my gown even more despite the warmth of the room. God damn you, Hudson Banks.

      “Well, those of us who have been around those third-world war zones don’t have the luxury of that fantasy, which is why I’ll be sticking around to make sure you’re ok.”

      I frown; “Excuse me?”

      “Me; around. I’m going to be watching you during the campaign.” He grins, and the motion pulls the skin of his neck just enough that I catch another glimpse of the dark ink there just under his collar, and I’m instantly fascinated with knowing what else is under that shirt before I shake the thought from my head. “Maybe you should think of it as less someone watching you and more just Archer Holdings looking after its investment,” He arches his brow as he sips at his Shirley Temple; “Which is you, in this scenario.”

      I can feel my blood begin to boil as I struggle to keep my temper in check; “You can’t be serious,” I mutter to him through gritted teeth; “I don’t need a bodyguard.”

      Hudson shrugs nonchalantly, that smug look never leaving his face; “Well, agree to disagree then.”

      I can feel the heat rising in my face to match the growing volume of my voice; “I’m serious, Hudson, I’m not doing this. I’ll call Dona-“

      “Donald agrees with me, actually.”

      Dammit; this is a setup. Donald’s not worried about something happening to me, he’s worried about me going off his by-the-book script and doing something to shake up the campaign in a way he can’t control. Hudson might think he needs to “protect me” or whatever, but I know the real reason for all this is so Donald can have someone babysit me.

      Fuck that.

      I’m out of my seat and storming across the room before Hudson can put down his stupid kids drink. At the front door, I feel his strong hand grab my arm, pulling me around. “Relax, Reag-“

      “Do not tell me to ‘relax’!” I hate when people say that to me.”

      “Fine, don’t relax then;” His voice is stoney, even though he’s still got that stupid smug look on his chiseled jaw. “Look, where are you going?”

      God, the nannying starts already.

      “Home, Hudson. I’m going home.” I yank my arm out of his grasp and turn back towards the door.

      “I’ll drive yo-“

      “I’m taking the train or a cab like a normal person.” I spit at him.

      “Fine, I’ll meet you there then I guess.”

      I freeze; “What do you mean?”

      He frowns; “Didn’t Donald tell- Oh. Fuck.” He chuckles and looks at the floor, a lock of his dark hair falling over his face. He runs a hand up through it and pushed it back as he raises his eye to look at me with that smug grin I’d just started to forget about; “Well, if you were mad before, you’re gonna be fuckin pissed now.”

      I shake my head; “Hudson what the fuck are you-“

      “I’m moving in, Reagan.”

      My jaw drops.

      “I mean my place would be better, and safer, but Donald and I both thought there was a snowball’s chance in you agreeing to that one, so your place it is.”

      That smug prick is grinning at me like this is hilarious; like HIM of all fucking people moving into the guest room of MY apartment is the funniest Goddamn joke in the world.

      I don’t even respond, I just turn on my heel and march out of the restaurant; guess I’m just fresh out of punchlines.
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        P A S T

      

      I’m back in the broiling heat, the shrieking chaos and the pure, undiluted hell on Earth of war -  back in Helman Province; back in Afghanistan.

      My back’s to the wall, my pulse racing in my ears like a goddamn jet engine as I count to three before whipping around the corner and firing. The gun jolts in staccato, hammering pulses through my shoulder as I focus on the shelled-out office building where they’ve taken defensive positions. I barely even hear the mortar warning through my com before the Humvee forty feet to my left just fucking erupts in fire and light, and I can fucking feel the hot flash of death cross my face.

      I’m screaming as I run, ignoring everything in my earpiece and barely registering the singing sounds of bullets flying around me as I pound the turf as fast as I can towards the raging, burning hull of the truck. I’m ten feet from it, the heat almost unbearable when I can hear Logan’s voice barking in my ear; ‘NOT Bryce’s Humvee.’

      Yeah but who’s-

      Later, I’ll swear to everything in this world and the next that I could hear the fucking bullet the second before it tore through my shoulder.

      I’m down, face-down in the dust and ash as more metal screams over my head. And all I know in that moment is that despite every thought I have on freedom, and my country, and about good triumphing over evil, if I die there in that fucking desert, I’m going to have words to say to whatever God is waiting for me on the other side.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      I grunt and blink the sweat out of my eyes as I swing again, feeling the rivulets of moisture drip down my face and neck to dribble down over the ink and scars of my bare chest.

      The air burns in my lungs and my arms are one fire, but I just keep swinging; always swinging. The glove connects with the bag, every muscle in my arm screaming in pain and triumph at the perfect hit and the aching, numbing soreness I know will follow.

      Some guys when they got back, they drank or fucked it away; like I used to. Other guys like Bryce took it worse and turned to self medication, and the whole dark, broken dream that comes along for the ride with that.

      The fucked up part is, the pain never actually goes away. You can numb it a million different ways with drugs and sex and whatever else you can think of to distract you from the fact that part of your soul is missing, but it’s always there, right below the surface.

      I swing again, swallowing the burning in my throat as I pant, pushing myself harder, longer; don’t stop, never stop. My breaths coming short and hard, my head swimming as I connect with the bag again, and again, and again - I connect with the bag one more time before the pain is so real I can’t actually lift my arm again, and I collapse onto the living room floor. I can barely breath, or see through the sweat, but I laugh as I glance at my stopwatch and realize I’ve been punching this damn bag for an hour straight.

      I’m getting too old for this shit.

      I also realize I was supposed to call Logan when I got home and let him know how things went.

      Oh, yeah, you know, fantastic. Hey buddy, thanks for sending me into the fucking LION’S DEN back there with Reagan Archer.

      I know he and Bryce have no idea what happened with Reagan and I that one time - the time I got so close to everything before I let it all blow away - because if they did they’d have probably killed me by now. Well, Bryce maybe, but Logan for sure. But, I also know neither of them are blind. I mean, I’d like to think I play things close to the chest, but you don’t go through what we went through without being able to read the other guys like an open book.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Have you lost your fucking mind?!“

      I wince as I hold the phone away from my ear. Ok, I made two mistakes tonight. The first was taking Reagan Archer out to what was basically a thinly veiled date; the second - and maybe the dumber of the two - is telling Logan about it.

      I’m supposed to be at Reagan’s, but after the way she stormed out like that, I knew pushing it by going over anyways was not going to lead to good things. So I’m back at my penthouse, with two of my guys keeping a low-profile guard on her building.

      “Hudson, you’ve pulled some stupid shit, but this is beyond the fucking pale.” I can practically feel the venom leaking through the phone from his voice before he barks into the receiver again; “You fucking idiot!”

      “Logan!” I yell, reaching for the pack of emergency cigarettes I keep behind the spoons in my silverware drawer and tapping one out. "Look, it was stupid, I know. I-"

      "Did you fuck her?" Logan spits out, his voice ice cold; that tone he only takes when he’s about to fuck something up - like, in this instance, my face, the next time he sees me.

      "Wha- No! Come on man!” I stick the God-knows how old cigarette in my mouth and light it, coughing on the dry, ancient smoke that fills my lungs like burning sand.

      "Oh, and smoking; nice. Good fucking job, Hudson; hell of a night you're having."

      "Will you calm the fuck down!" I spit out, making a face. The cigarette tastes like a horse’s asshole; well, at least what I imagine the butt of a horse tastes like at least. “Of course I didn't, what’s wrong with you man? She’s not that kind-“

      "That wasn't meant as a dis on her, idiot. That's 'cause I know you."

      I suck at the horrible cigarette, feeling the bile rise in my burning throat. "The hell is that supposed to mea-"

      "The guy who slept his way through half of Italy and Turkey? The guy that almost got us shipped over to the fucking U.S. State Department in Cairo because he couldn't keep his fucking dick in his goddamn pan-“

      "That was a long time ago, bud.” My voice is beyond frosty. And it was. I’m a different guy now, and I’ve worked damn hard to get here.

      Logan is quiet on the other end of the line for a moment, his breathing coming in regular, controlled measures. Finally, he sighs. "I know; I know man." His voice is calmer, and he’s back to speaking to me like a normal person. "Look, I'm sorry, brother."

      "It's cool" I mutter out. That’s one thing about the three us; we might fight like the devil amongst ourselves sometime, but we’re always quick to tamp that fire out. I guess that’s what going through what we went through does to you.

      "You can't date her; you know that, right?"

      I stamp out the cigarette in my kitchen sink and turn on the viking range to clear the smell of smoke out of the place. "Yeah, I know that."

      "We're supposed to watch them, Hudson; that was the promise. To protect and help them, and make sure they're safe." Logan pauses; “That's it, brother. There are other fish in-"

      "Ok! I know! Fuck-“ I trail off as I walk back into the massive library off the kitchen where I’ve set up my boxing bag and stare out through the tinted floor-to-ceiling windows at the New York City skyline. The old me would have loved to show off this view to any and every girl I could charm up here, but I’ve stopped all that now; because of the promise.

      Well, and of course, because of her.

      Except I can’t let that happen; not what I want to let happen. I toss the phone onto the couch behind me after I hang up with Logan and turn to stare back out through the window at New York. All of this - the money, the penthouse with the view, the cars, the girls, the power - all of this means nothing, really. And I don’t need Logan telling me how I can’t bring her into all of my baggage; I already know that. I already know that I can’t let her in; it’s why I pushed her away before as much as it’s killed me for five fucking years thinking about it.

      I’m broken, and a girl like Reagan Archer is the last person on earth I need to sift through the pieces.
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        P A S T

      

      “I can’t go back, man.” Bryce’s eyes have a wild look in them, and even though he’s technically looking at me, it’s more like he’s looking through me. He’s rocking on the balls of his feet; “Fuck, man; fuck.”

      Logan looks up from where he’s pulling the bits of shrapnel fragments out of my arm and meets my eyes, quietly shaking his head; “It’s not like we haven’t discussed this before, Hud.”

      I nod grimly, wincing as he squirts disinfectant over the gash in my bicep he’s just pulled the piece of Humvee fender out of.

      Sure, we’d all thought it before, even talked about it when it was just the three of us. Any guy out here in this fucking hell on Earth is a liar if they tell you they’ve never even thought about the idea of just lighting out of there. Following orders and saying yes is the one thing they drill into your head more than anything else in training. Fuck; saying yes is the glue that hold the entire chain of command together. You say yes, you shut your damn mouth, and you follow your fucking orders; that’s the job. You don’t debate yourself, you don’t weigh anything against whatever moral compass you’ve got spinning inside, you just do it. If the call was bad, then it was bad, but you move on.

      Except what if you can’t? What if you hit that one wall of your spirit inside they never got through; the wall to the part inside that keeps you being human when you’re faced with the horrifically inhumane every single day?

      It’s just the three of us left now from the nine of us that found ourselves in the Taliban ambush. I swallow heavily and choke back the rage as I glance back at the first of the two Humvees we rolled in with; the one that hit the IED and lit up like the fucking Hindenburg before they even knew what happened.

      I look around us at the burning wreckage of the village. In war, bullets don’t discriminate between Taliban psychos trying to murder you and innocent villagers just trying to get the fuck out of the way, as much as you try to do so. I look at the bodies strewn across charred and cratered streets and in the smoldering ruins of what were homes, businesses…

      …Or a school, like the one that burns quietly like a funeral pyre behind us.

      Logan catches my glance and shakes his head fiercely; “That isn’t what we signed up for, man.” He follows my eyes to the burning school; neither of knowing but both of us hoping to God it was empty; “I’m here to fight for my country, not watch bombs drop out of the sky onto fucking schools.” He spits, his face shaking.

      “Drop out of the sky; right out of the sky.” Bryce is staring at the dirt in front of him and just rocking back and forth.

      “So, what, we just walk away? Here in the middle of the fucking desert?”

      Logan catches my eye and nods quietly; “The radio went out with that second IED hit; as far as they know back at base, the whole damn convoy got taken out.” He gives me a hard look; “This isn’t going to stop, Hudson. Every mission is going to be like this; every mission is going to be bad guys hiding behind kids and the guys back home hammering them with bombs anyways.”

      “You’re talking about desertion of duties during wartime, Logan.” I say my words slowly; “They shoot you for that.”

      “I’m going to shoot myself if I have to be part of something like that!“ Logan jabs his finger at the burning school across the shelled street at us, the flames still licking the burning Afghan air.

      “And it’s only desertion if they think you deserted. If you’re dead, well…” He trails of and looks up at the mountains on the horizon.

      “Where the fuck would we go, man? What do we do, fucking walk back to the States?”

      “I don’t think we do go back, Hud; ever.”

      I swallow heavily as I let his words sink in; we’d never go home.

      I mean it’s not like there’s anything left for me back there anyways. It’s not like my job at the garage before I enlisted was my dream career, and the only family that still even remembers who I am is my drunk asshole Dad, and if he remembers who I am between sips from that bottle, I’d be fucking shocked. Really, at this point the only family I’ve got are these two guys right here; my de facto brothers. I don’t know much about either of their lives before the Marines either, but I’ve heard enough to know they’re not much different than me.

      “So, where?”

      Logan’s face is grim; “Haul ass to the Chinese border, skip across and try and hook up with some of the Blackriver guys there.” He shrugs; “We’re not the first guys to do this, Hud, and the mercenary groups are always picking up guys with skills and a spotty background checks.”

      I grimace; “You want to be mercenaries? Out of the frying pan into the fire?”

      Logan’s laugh is hollow, and it ricochets sharply off the empty streets of the village; “Look around you, man; we’re already in the fucking fire!”

      Bryce looks up at Logan’s outburst, his eyes looking more focused for a moment as he nods; “We can’t go back, Hudson.”

      Yeah yeah, you can never go back, as they say. Except this time, I know they’re right. I’m already a completely different man than I was before, but I’ll be damned if I let them take the rest of me; “So, that’s our only option?”

      “We’re in hostile territory in an active war-zone, surrounded by countries that hate the United States and people that would kill each other to be the first to string us up or cut our fucking heads off,” Logan looks at me and his eyes soften for a second; “I don’t really see what other option we’ve got, man.”

      Fuck it; he’s right and we all know it. It’s go forward or go back, and we all know we can’t go back. I turn to Bryce and nod at his twisted ankle; “You ok to walk?”

      He shrugs, yanks the morphine pen out of his med-pack and stabs himself in the thigh with it; “Now I am.” He grins.

      Logan nods towards the pickup  parked next to burning sheep hut that looks relatively untouched; I’ll drive if you can navigate, Hud.”

      Fuck, we’re really doing this. “Any fucking idea where China is?”

      “East?” He chuckles, winking at me; “Out of the frying pan, Hud, and out of the fire.”
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* * *

      Months later though, it still feels like we’re very much in the fire.

      When we’re scraping by, making a living selling ourselves and our services and parts of our souls to whatever awful piece of shit will pay us the most, I know we all still feel the burn. When Logan goes a little crazy, and Bryce goes to the needle, and I decide to be just like my father and find peace in the bottom of a bottle, it sure as shit still feels like we’re in the fire.

      Maybe we can never go back, but we’ve also got no place left to go.

      We feel those flames for more than a year like that; the hurt and the pain searing itself into us every single day. That is, until the day we meet William Archer, and everything changes.

      

      
        REAGAN

        P R E S E N T

      

      I wake up to the sound of my apartment door slamming shut, and sit bolt upright.

      I live alone.

      I’m out of bed before my head is even fully awake, and I grab the first deadly weapon I can find, which happens to be one of the heels I wore last night. With the fiercest face I can muster with my heart hammering in my chest, I fling open my bedroom door and scream bloody murder as I brandish the stiletto at the figure standing in my hallway shrugging of a winter jacket.

      He turns and grins that cocky, arrogant smirk of his at me; “And a good morning to you too, Princess.”

      Hudson?!

      I freeze with the stiletto still brandished above my head, blinking as I stare at him trying to figure out just what the hell he's doing standing in my apartment and leering at me like that at 6:30 in the morning.

      "What- I mean, how-" I start to sputter, my mind still trying to piece together the reality him being here right now when I see his eyes dip for a moment, and his grin only gets bigger as his eyebrow arches along with his smirk.

      I am suddenly keenly aware of the fact that I'm standing in the hallway with him in nothing but a thin t-shirt and panties, and with a gasp, I'm dashing back into my room and slamming the door to the sound of his laughter. "What the fuck are you doing here?!" I shriek through the door as I press my forehead against the wood and groan to myself as my face burns bright with embarrassment. "How did you even get in?"

      Hudson is still laughing, and I can hear him jangling something against the other side of the door that sounds like keys; “Donald gave me a set," He chuckles, pointedly ignoring the first part of my questions. I yank on some pajama pants and fling the door open again just as he marches past my door into the kitchen. My eyes narrow at his back, trying to will my cheeks to stop being so damned red.

      "Aw, no battle-cry this time?" He turns and grins at me, his eyes twinkling. "I'm hurt."

      "Yeah well, break into my place again and you will be hurt." I mutter, feeling my ears burn as he only chuckles at my empty threat and breezes past me into the kitchen.

      I'm momentarily thrown off by suddenly realizing what he's wearing. He's not in a tux this time, and is instead curiously in running shorts and a black undershirt, despite the fact that it's freezing outside. I stare at him as he pokes his nose into my refrigerator, totally forgetting my train of thought as my eyes rove over the sleeves of tattoos running up his muscled and defined arms and across his chest and collarbone. I’ve seen them partially before I guess, but it’s only now seeing them in the daylight that I realize how beautiful they are. I recognize one image as the same Marine corp emblem that my father had inked onto his arm as well, but on Hudson the design is set into a twisting and complex background of other images and inked names.

      I’m once again drawn to his shorts and I wrinkle my brow; ”Wait, what are you wearing?"

      He frowns. "What do you wear to the gym?"

      "We're not at the gym, though."

      He grins. "Yeah, but we will be after we eat."

      "Excuse me?"

      He sighs heavily and rolls his eyes as he pulls away from the fridge with a carton of Almond milk in his hands. My jaw drops as I watch him open it before he brings it to his lips and takes a swig.

      "What are you doing?”

      "Oh relax, cupcake, I don't have cooties," He makes a face and stares at the carton in his hand before turning to me and shaking his head. "Almond milk? What the hell kind of-"

      "What, I'm lactose intolerant,” I grumble, brusquely pushing past him and trying to shove the fact that his arm just brushed against my side out of my head. I push the button on the espresso machine and turn back to him.

      Hudson snorts. "Of course you are."

      "Remind me why you're here again?" I say, feeling the temper rising in my voice. I'm taking the damn campaign money, and I'm even taking it knowing that I'm going to have to deal with Hudson as a direct consequence of that. But what I am not signing up for is him barging into my home and seeing me in my underwear at a 6:30 in the morning.

      "I told you last night, to protect our investment." He swigs from the carton of almond milk again before I rip it out of his hands and throw it away. Hudson grins at me, as if laughing at my admittedly childish behavior.

      "But why you," I say, venom dripping from my words.

      "You mean, besides having been a soldier?"

      "How could I forget" I snap.

      Actually, I don't know why I say that. I mean I vaguely know he served just from hearing my father mention it once or twice, but it’s not like I’ve ever heard Hudson say anything about it. For a moment, my eyes are drawn back to the marine emblem on his bicep, and as my gaze looks higher, for the first time I notice a shiny looking scar the size of a quarter on his upper shoulder.

      "Thanks, yeah I've been hitting the gym a lot recently."

      I shake my head and frown at him. "What?"

      Hudson is smirking at me, and he leans forward towards me, one arm reaching past my side to hold himself up against the countertop. He's suddenly very close to me - closer than I want him to be - and in spite of every part of me trying to stop it, I'm suddenly remembering the last time he had me pressed against something.

      "It's just that I saw you checking out my arms," He shrugs, looking so fucking arrogant and so fucking hot at the same time that it's make the gears in my head grind against each other.

      Even though I can feel the heat from his body he's so close to me, and my gut instinct wants to grab him and pull him crushing against my body, instead, I narrow my eyes at him. "Do shit lines like that ever work?"

      The smug look on his face drops for just a second; just long enough for me to know I've scored a hit against great unflappable, unshakable Hudson Banks.

      His smirk is back in a second though, and he's grinning as he pulls back from me and turns back to the fridge; “Oh you have no idea, Red.”

      I roll my eyes. "There's no reason for you to be here, you know." It's weird, wanting him to get the hell out of here but at the same time wanting him to stay so badly it hurts.

      "This isn't some sort of spy movie you know," I snap; “There isn't a terrorist outside about to crash through the window and murder or kidnap a State Senate candidate. The world is not all a terrible, dangerous place, Hudson.”

      He turns to me, slowly munching on what may or may not be Chinese food from a week ago. "Do you really think of the world like that?" He shakes his head. "That's adorable."

      "Damnit, Huds-"

      "The world is full of bad people, Reagan." He says quietly. For the first time since he's let himself into my apartment - or my life, for that matter - he doesn't have that obnoxiously smug grin on his face and it's like I'm actually seeing the real him, with clarity and without armor, for the first time.

      "Anyways," he says, breaking the moment and grinning as his armor goes right back up. "Go put some gym stuff on, let’s go."

      I frown, finally reaching for the much needed espresso that’s finally stopped dripping from the machine. "Why? And where are we going?"

      Hudson rolls his eyes. "To the gym, dummy. Unless you wanna work out in those cute panties you had on earlier, in which case I'm all for it."

      Yeah, moment of clarity shattered.

      I stare at Hudson like he's nuts before gesturing towards the icy-looking window with the wind whipping against it. "Are you kidding me? I'm not going to the gym, it's freezing outside!"

      "Seems like it's a little cold in here too, toots." He smirks and nods at my chest, and I look down to realize my nipples are poking out through my thin t-shirt. I hastily cross my arms over my chest.

      "What are you, ten? Seriously thought, I'm not going to-"

      He cuts me off by tapping a piece of paper printed with what looks suspiciously like a time-table and shaking his has as he grins at me. "Donald's schedule, Princess; not to be ignored."

      Something tells me arrogant, filthy rich, obnoxious and tattooed Hudson Conners doesn't give a flying shit about keeping schedules, and I know he's just doing this to get to me, which I am determined to not let happen.

      "Fine, let’s go." I turn and start to march down the hall back to my room.

      "Oh, panties it is then?" He calls after me, and I swear it’s almost as if I can feel his eyes on my butt, looking right through my pajamas.

      I slam the door to my room, shutting him off again.
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      “I don’t understand why I need to wear this fucking monkey suit.” I grow, shifting uncomfortably as the tailor pats the inside of my leg and secures the expensive fabric with a pin from his mouth.

      I look up at the Old Man, and he’s grinning at me in this mix of amusement and something I can’t quite place- it could be pride, but I’m honestly not sure I’ve ever seen that emotion on someone’s face directed at me.

      But, there’s a lot of new things in my world after meeting William Archer. New like being back in the States and working for his company, or like having more money than I know what to do with; new things like a new identity. “Hudson” is easy to keep, since it’s what the guys called me in the service after I got busted singing Billy Joel’s “New York State of Mind” in the shower one night when I thought I was the only one up. And I was all too happy to drop my Dad’s fuckin’ last name for my Mother’s maiden one.

      “You wear that fucking monkey suit, Hudson, because it’s your costume; it’s your disguise. That fucking monkey suit will open doors for you that would otherwise be closed - doors you never even imagined existed. It’s the mark of a man at a certain place in the world, and it lets those around him know what that place is.”

      I raise an eyebrow at him, grinning; “Did you rehearse that?” He’s chuckling and I shake my head; “You rehearsed it, didn’t you.”

      William shakes his head, exhaling slowly; “Shut up and turn around, Marine.”

      I mock salute and roll my eyes as I turn; “Yes si-“

      Well, shit.

      The man who looks back at me in the tri-fold floor-length mirror is like a me from another alternate reality.

      It’s me - those are my eyes looking back at me, but that’s the only thing I could possibly guess is the same, and it’s not just the suit. It’s everything about me that I almost don’t recognize, and my brain can’t even begin to process how much of a good thing that is. I need the old me to not be recognized, even by me; hell, especially by me. The old me needs to be purged in the fires of what’s to come, and the new direction my life is going in faster than I can almost catch up with.

      “So, what do you think.” The Old Man looks smug behind me as he looks at me through the mirror.

      “I think I- I look different?”

      William tilts his head toward the tailor, who nods before ducking out of the room; “You look like a person again, Hudson. You look like a man ready to finally be one.”

      I’m remembering that shitty dive in Kinshasa, when the first guy I’d seen in months that didn’t look like some kind of criminal or terrorist sat down next to me at the bar and introduced himself.

      “You know I’d never let you down, Sir, but are you sure- I mean, just because we were in the Marin-“

      “If you think I’m ‘hooking you up’ with a job like this just because we share a common military history-” He trails off, shaking his head; “I do not make decisions like this lightly, Hudson. You of all people should know that.”

      I nod.

      “The company needs someone like you; someone like all three of you actually. We need men who can react.” He steps closer to me, his eyes boring into mine. “We need men who’ve looked the devil in the face like you have and lived to know what it takes to walk away; what it means to keep a piece of your humanity when it seems like you can’t.” He smiles suddenly at me, breaking the spell; “So that’s why you’re wearing that fucking monkey suit, Hudson.”

      He smirks and winks at me; “Think of it as a uniform. I’d think even a Marine could wrap his grunt head around that way of looking at it”.

      I grin and look at myself in the mirror again, still amazed at the image looking back at me of the man I never imagined I could be.

      “It’s a responsibility, Hudson; that’s something else I don’t take lightly.” His voice is quieter, and when I look up I can see the solemn and somber look in his eyes.

      “Yes sir.”

      “You’ve come a long way, Hudson, but there are demons still on your back I’m going to need you to shake at some point.” I’m still drinking, and we both know that. I mean, I’m drinking less, but addiction is addiction no matter how you quantify it.

      “I need you in control, Hudson.” His eyes flash as he looks at the visage of the new me in the mirror; “Are you in control?”

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      This is getting ridiculous.

      This girl is way too hot for me to be doing this whole pseudo-bodyguard thing, even though I can tell she's the type that doesn't even know it. I honestly don’t know what the fuck Logan and Bryce were thinking; hell I don’t know what I was thinking signing up for this, but this is too much. I mean a man can only take so much.

      We’re at the gym, and she’s working out; in fucking yoga pants and the worlds tightest, clingiest tank top. I mean honestly, how am I supposed to fucking deal with that?

      At least the place is secure. Reagan might eschew her father’s money, but she’s got enough of it herself along with some sense to pick a gym that caters to the those who don’t want their picture being taken while they’re grunting out a squat or puffing away on a treadmill. The fact that we’re entirely alone in the gym has a secondary bonus too, in that no one’s around to see that I’m rock hard inside my gym shorts as I watch her.

      I mean, I’m trying to tear my eyes away from the ice queen herself here, except the ice queen happens to have a fantastic ass. And from where I’m sitting pretending to do arm curls on a bench behind her while she climbs the stair-master, it’s taking every ounce of my willpower not to grab her by the hips, yank those skin-tight yoga pants right off that ass, and bury my face between her legs.

      Jesus Christ, get a hold of yourself, psycho.

      She’s barely tolerating my being there, but she knows she’s stuck with me thanks to the board at Archer Holdings and thanks to Donald and his rigid schedule. I mean, I get it; she wants to be taken seriously as a real candidate and not just some pretty little rich girl with a killer smile (and a great rack, for that matter) who wants to play politics. But as annoying as he is, Donald does have a point; you gotta work those strong points, and Reagan's strong points do happen to include the fact that she's young and hot and fit. Give the people what they want, and all that.

      Hence, the mandatory gym visit on today's schedule.

      "Stare much?"

      I shake my head and drag my eyes up, seeing that she's stopped the machine and is giving me a strange look over her shoulder. Her straight red hair is pulled up in this adorable little ponytail, and I just want to grab it and use it to guide my-

      Jesus I need to get laid.

      "Huh?"

      She rolls her eyes. "I said, 'stare much', as in, quit staring at my ass, perv."

      Put on some fucking snow pants, or a burka or something and maybe I will I grumble to myself, knowing I probably still would.

      “Ray, your staff said you had a new bodyguard or someth-“

      I turn at the sound of the door to the weight room opening and instantly lock eyes with a younger, blonde version of Reagan.

      “Oh, it’s you.” She’s got the same look on her face Reagan had on this morning, without of course the distracting element of being Reagan; and of course, not standing there in just her panties.

      “Lovely, another warm welcome.” I plaster on my biggest, most fake smile for the Old Man’s youngest daughter and Reagan’s little sister; “Hello, Chelsea.”

      “What are you doing here, Hudson?”

      “Just waiting for smiles like yours, sweetheart.” I smirk at her. Jesus, do all these Archer girls walk around with chips on their shoulders all fucking day?

      “Don’t call her that.” Reagan’s snapping at me as she gets off the machine. She breezes past me, shouldering me out of the way as she goes to hug her sister; “What’s up, Chels?”

      I can see Chelsea’s stormy, guarded facade start to fall as her older sister hugs her, and then her face crumbles as the tears begin to drop.

      “It’s Andrew, he- with her!”

      I hate seeing girls cry. Seriously, no matter how bitchy Chelsea just was to me for a girl I’ve met all of like once, I instantly want to put my arms around them both and tell her that whatever it is, it’s going to be ok.

      Just then though, Reagan looks up and sees me staring at them. Her face curls into a snarl; “Do you mind?”

      I shrug, not ready to get bounced that easily; “What’s the problem?”

      Chelsea whirls on me with a sneer on her lips; “Oh what, billionaire womanizer Hudson Banks has some magical advice on cheating boyfriends I suppose?”

      It’s almost funny when you talk to people who clearly have no idea where you came from, and who you really are.

      “I do, actually;” I shrug again; “Ditch him.”

      Chelsea rolls her eyes; “Gee, thanks, Hudson but it’s not that simpl-“

      “No, it really is.” Reagan is staring at me with a strange mix of loathing and curiosity, but I force myself to concentrate on Chelsea.

      “He’s not going to suddenly just change, Chelsea. As a former lying, cheating asshole, I feel pretty confident in telling you that.” I level my eyes at her. “Just ditch him.”

      I can see her frown begin to fade as my words sink in. “You’re a strong, confident, beautiful girl, Chelsea, and you don’t need dead-weight like whoever this total idiot is holding you down.”

      Chelsea’s fierce look is gone as stares at me with a whole new, much nicer expression on her face; “Um, thanks Hudson.” She looks confused for a second, as if amused that those words came out of my mouth, before her face suddenly breaks into a big grin as she smiles at me; all traces of her former sneer gone.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Reagan shooting a venomous look at her sister, as if she’s somehow traitorous just for not acting like a total bitch to me like Reagan is. I’m almost ashamed to admit the sense of smug satisfaction I get in seeing it.

      “He really is kind of an idiot, isn’t he?” Chelsea shrugs in a defeated way, and I find myself opening even more.

      “To cheat on an Archer girl like you?” I shrug and wink at her; “Total idiot; must be blind too, which almost makes me feel bad for him.”

      Chelsea blushes and grins at me and I see Reagan roll her eyes dramatically and turn back to reach for the water bottle she’s left on the stair-master machine. For whatever reason, I suddenly feel compelled to push her buttons even more on this.

      “Why don’t we all go out to lunch? My treat, of course.”

      Chelsea’s nodding eagerly but Reagan cuts her off; “Thanks but no thanks, we came here in gym clothes, remember?”

      I wave off her concerns like they’re nothing, because they aren’t with the resources I have; “I’ll have one of my guys bring something here for you to wear. Just go hit the shower and I’ll be sure there’s a selection waiting for you when you’re done.”

      The dichotomy between Chelsea’s impressed and beaming face and Reagan’s look of “are you kidding me” disdain almost makes me laugh, but I compose myself; “So, that’s a yes then?”

      I can see just the tell-tale signs of a smile teasing the corners of Reagan’s frown as she shakes her head at me; “Who are you, God.”

      “Just ‘Hudson’ will do.”

      She rolls her eyes; “You know what I fucking mea-“

      “Well right now, I’m your lunch date. So go hit the showers sweet-cheeks.”
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      “So, how was Dad last night?”

      Chelsea looks up from her homework and frowns at me. I’m supposed to be doing the same thing, especially since I’ve just started sending transcripts to colleges, but I’m mindlessly paging through TV channels instead. “You should have at least gotten on to say hi, Ray.”

      I shrug; “It sounded like you were having a hard time hearing him anyways, wherever he is.”

      “Angola.”

      “What?”

      “Angola; that where he is.”

      I roll my eyes and sneer; “Of course he is.”

      Chelsea slams her homework down and glares at me; “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means wherever there’s some third world conflict with terrible people willing to spend money of disputable origins, that’s pretty much where you can guarantee our father will be, Chelsea.”

      I turn back to the TV with a huff, but my younger sister jumps out of her chair, grabs the remote out of my hand, and shuts it off; “Meaning?”

      “Meaning Dad sells guns to bad people, Chelsea!” I shout at her. She flinches at the outburst but I keep going; “It means all of this” I’m gesturing around at the opulent home around us; “We have all of this because Dad is an arms dealer.”

      Chelsea’s face scrunches up in a frown and it looks like she’s about to cry; “You don’t know that, Reaga-“

      “I know how to put one and one together and get two, Chelsea.” She starts to snivel, and I feel the wind go out of my sails as I reach out and pull her into a hug; “Hey, I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t know that, Reagan!” She says again weekly as she presses her wet eyes into my shoulder.

      “I know,” I say, stroking her hair; “I should gotten on the phone yesterday. So, how did he sound?”

      “Good,” Chelsea pulls aways, her eyes red and wet looking.

      “Who’s yelling in here?” Quinn pokes her head into the room and frowns when she sees Chelsea; “Reagan-“

      “It’s nothing, we were just talking about Dad.”

      Quinn shrugs; “Oh yeah, he’s in Angola with The Guys.” She frowns at me; “You really should find the time to talk when he calls you know, it’s not exactly easy to make phone call from there.”

      I suppress the urge to growl; “So he’s with the guys in some remote corner of the globe instead of spending time here with us while you’re back on break, huh?” I roll my eyes; “Shocker.”

      Quinn makes a face; “Oh, did you want to go to the sub-Saharan conflict zone, Reagan? Were you just dying to take in the scenery with a dash of extreme poverty and active war zone?”

      “You know what I mean. I mean spending time with them all the time.”

      My older sister frowns; “It’s work, Reagan. And besides, you know they’re all military or whatever; it’s like a brotherhood thing.”

      I shrug; “Yeah but they just - I don’t know, they’re weird.”

      Quinn grins; “You mean hot.”

      “Um, not what I meant, but eh, I guess.”

      “You guess?” Quinn is grinning at me; “Uh, news to Reagan, they’re hot. Chels? You with me here?”

      Chelsea blushes and grins; “They’re super cute, Reagan.”

      “They’re old!”

      Quinn laughs; “Fuck you! Old? I think Hudson’s my age and Bryce is younger than that, bitch.”

      “Fine, whatever.” I reach for the TV remote.

      My older sister frowns again; “Did you finish your application essay for Columbia yet”

      I groan dramatically; “Yes, MOM.”

      She bristles, and I cringe; “Sorry.”

      “Just finish that application, dummy.”
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      “What, no Charger?” I smirk at Hudson as his driver brings the Bentley limo around to the back-door of the gym.

      He flashes that cocky grin at me as he opens the door for us; “Not today”.

      “Hmm, yeah, much too flashy,” I nod with phony enthusiasm; “Good thing you’ve got the Bentley limousine as a far more inconspicuous backup.”

      He shrugs; “What fun is money if you can’t spend it?”

      “Oh is there money you haven’t spent? I wasn’t aware of that” I smile sweetly at him, nodding towards the sleek, ultra-luxury Bentley.

      “Get in the car, Archer,” He smirks, his eyes glinting at me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Later as we’re finishing lunch on the rooftop terrace of the exclusive place he takes us, I frown as I watch him; half-listening to him as he doles out relationship advice to Chelsea.

      There’s a mystery to Hudson, almost as if there are two of him both sharing the same stupidly good-looking body. The one Hudson is arrogant and - wait, no, scratch that; both Hudson’s are arrogant. But while the one smug, cocky, overly-confident Hudson surrounds himself with luxury and and sarcasm and boorish behavior, there’s another one that I keep getting glimpses of, like the one sitting here talking to my sister.

      That Hudson is, well, utterly different. The second Hudson is fragile and partly broken; full of demons with fire in his eye. He’s the man with battle-scars and tattoos peeking out just enough from underneath that Armani armor to make me crazy to want to know which Hudson is the real one.

      Or are they both?

      But then of course, I’m reminded of who he is. I’m reminded that however charming and sober and put-together this new Hudson is, this is still one of the family of men my father surrounded himself with off in some remote corner of the globe when he was avoiding us - his real family. I remind myself that however handsome his face is, and however sweet he’s being to Chelsea right now, this man has an agenda in helping finance my campaign.

      My father might be gone, but Hudson Banks is here, as if he’s helping my Dad exert his will over me from beyond the grave, which is a bizarre and uncomfortable thought.

      Chelsea seems right as rain with him though, sitting there wrapped around Hudson’s finger. I shake my head at the sudden pang of, well, something that sure feels a whole lot like jealousy, even I know that’s impossible. But just the same, I find myself clenching my hand a little tighter around my water glass as Chelsea leans towards him, and puts her hand on his arm as she laughs at something he says.

      I mean it’s harmless; her mannerisms are far more sibling-like than anything flirty, but I still can’t seem to shake the possessive feeling, as if Hudson is mine somehow.

      But of course, he’s not ‘Mine,’ I’m not ‘His,’ and there’s nothing between us in that regard at all. He made that perfectly clear back before, during that summer and then at my father’s house. And then of course, I have to remember what he did - or more importantly what he didn’t do that night back then. I have to close my eyes and remember just how shitty I felt when I came downstairs and saw him walking out the door with that girl-

      “Uh, Reagan?”

      “Hmm?” I look up, started from my thoughts to see them both looking at me, as if waiting for an answer to a question I never heard.

      Chelsea rolls her eyes at Hudson; “I told you she wasn’t listening.”

      Hudson grins at me as he twirls his empty espresso cup around the saucer; “I was telling Chelsea that you can’t get weighed down with what came before. You’ve just gotta keep your head up, because you never know when something new might come next.”

      I smile thinly at him, still mulling over everything I was thinking about before, but now also wondering which of the three of us that particular advice was really meant for.
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      “Jesus, Hudson,” Logan is shaking his head at me in that way that makes him seem like my older brother. I don’t actually have an older brother, but if I did, I know he’d be Logan giving me this exact look.

      “What?” I toss the keys to the valet who’s salivating over the sleek white McLaren behind me.

      “Not exactly the most subtle statement is it? What part of ‘blend in’ and ‘seamless’ doesn’t click with you?”

      I shrug, annoyed at Logan's tone; “I needed a car, man.” Right, that’s why you buy a million-dollar vehicle; because you ‘need a car’.

      But I’m New Rich - capital N, capital R - we all are, and goddamn does it feel good to fucking live a little without worrying about where the next buck is going to come from, or what piece of my soul I’m going to have to cut out in order to get it. New Rich also means, by the way, that I’m half in the bag - a factor which I’m consciously attempting to downplay to Logan since I’m supposed to be going sober these days.

      Of course, I’m twenty one years old, I’ve taken a bullet for my country, I want to forget the last two or three years of my life, and I’m worth three-hundred million dollars; anyone who thinks I’m not going to be drinking is fucking delusional.

      “You should get one, it’ll help you calm the fuck down a little.” I can see Logan tense up, his jaw tightening and his shoulders flexing beneath his suit.

      “Baaaabbe?” Oh, right, my date.

      I dance over to the other side of the car, to the bejeweled, shiny-manicured hand dangling out of the passenger side, and pull her out. She’s makes a face at me that I know she thinks is sexy, which is in reality kind of just stupid looking, but I push it out of the way and grin at her as I haul her out.

      I look up to see Logan shaking his head again;“Seriously?”

      “Logan! Manners!” I say dramatically, feeling the booze I slugged down earlier course through me as I jerk my thumb at him. I roll my eyes at my date who’s name is escaping me and who’s probably either too fucked up or too clueless to actually get the look of disdain Logan is throwing her way anyways.

      “It’s a birth- no, retirement?” I frown, realizing I’ve honestly forgotten why the fuck we’re here.

      “It’s a graduation party,” Logan growls through tightly-clenched teeth as he eyes me; “For the Old Man’s daughter.” He shakes his head as he peers at me; “Jesus Christ, Hud, have you been fucking drinking?”

      The valet pulls my car away and as I jaunt past Logan with the bimbo on my arm, I pat him on condescending on the shoulder; “Try and have a little fun, dude. We’re fuckin rich now.” I somehow walk away without him breaking one of my arms, and we stumble our way through the front doors of the Old Man’s castle-like estate.

      A hand shoots out and grabs my arm hard, and I whirl around, fire in my eyes.

      “Easy, Marine.” It’s William, and I’m instantly feeling like shit because I know I’m not supposed to be drinking, and I also know that he can see right through me and knows I have been. His eyes narrow at me, and I can see that he’s not mad per-say, he’s just disappointed.

      Jesus, why is it always ten thousand times worse when he people you want to look good for are disappointed instead of just plain angry at you.

      “Are you in control?”

      No. Yes. Maybe? Grab me a beer and I’ll let you know?

      I of course don’t say any of those things and just nod like an asshole instead. I’m not trashed or anything, but this man has risked so much and given me a life straight out of a fucking movie script; all on the foundation that I clean up and keep my shit together, and I’m blowing that.

      “I’m good, sir.”

      He nods slowly; “Good, I know Reagan is excited to meet you.”

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      I awake from the memory momentarily confused by the ceiling that stares blankly back at me until I remember that I’m in the guest bedroom at Reagan’s apartment.

      Technically, it was her mother’s place that she kept in the city to get away from it all, Reagan told me last night when we got in. But since she graduated, it’s apparently became Reagan’s de facto home.

      It might not be a mansion up in Greenwich, but it’s hardly slumming it either. It’s light in here, and airy, and even though we’re in Manhattan, the sounds of the city seem more of a background lull than the typical white noise grating on your ears. There’s a homey warmth to it that I realize quite starkly is something I’ve never known; not in the desert during our deployment, not in hiding after that, and certainly not in my shattered life before. Even with the money I have now, my penthouse is stark and modern and cold; the opposite of this place.

      This place has love.

      I wince as I roll out of bed, feeling the dull pain in my shoulder and partially regretting my workout last night. Reagan’s building has a pretty lame little gym in the basement, but when I realized there was a boxing bag there, I hit it hard last night when we got back. I wince again recalling that I fell asleep without showering last night; a problem that needs fixing right now.

      I groan, thinking about how I’d tried to shower the night before, only to realize when I’d walked down the hallway that the door was shut and the water was on. The dawning realization that only a thin piece of wood and possibly a shower curtain stood between me and a naked Reagan had gotten me so fucking hard that I’d felt my pulse roar in my ears like a fucking jet engine.

      The mental image of her, the hot water cascading down her perfect body, the steam rising around her, her hands lathering her skin with soap had me gripping the doorframe with an iron grip, wanting nothing more than to break down that door, crush her body to mine and take her right there in the damn shower.

      Obviously, my restraint is to be applauded, as I’d instead gone back to my guest room with a raging case of blue balls and a nonstop fantasy of Reagan wearing nothing but some soap bubbles dancing through my head as I’d fallen fitfully asleep.

      I’m still thinking about it, and I’m rock hard with my cock straining at my boxer-briefs as I poke my head out of the door and look around. Reagan might be what most people call an early riser, but I’m a Marine; “early” is a subjective term.

      I’m used to the five-nozzle automatic steam shower I’ve had installed at my penthouse these days, but there’s an old world nostalgia that hits me when I manually crank on the water in Reagan’s clawfoot tub. The loofa that played a very soapy and very x-rated roll in my dreams of her last night is hanging there on a hook by the shower-head, and a surge of lust hits me again as the scent of her soap and her shampoo hit me. I think of her standing in this very tub last night, her skin pink and wet, her breasts rising and falling as she breathes in the steam, and the water running over her stomach and her hips to trickle down between her legs.

      Jesus, get a fucking grip, man.

      I’m so hard thinking about Reagan that I’m practically about to rip through my briefs, so I shuck them down my thighs, and that’s when the door barges open.

      She’s clearly just stumbled out of bed, and it’s the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever seen. She’s wearing these thin little white panties that are clinging tightly to every curve of her hips and every crease between her thighs, and this sheer lacy nighty thing that I can see right fucking through.

      “I, oh-!” She trips over whatever she’s about to say as I whirl around, and then she’s just staring at my cock. Her mouth is open in this sexy as fuck way, and I can feel my dick actually jump as her tongue barely slides out to briefly wet her lip and then it just feels like time stops.

      We’re frozen in this moment, barely three feet away from each other and yet neither of us moving or saying a damn thing. And there is so much I want to say that I almost can’t think, but at the same time, I don’t want anything in the world to shatter this moment.

      We stand there in silence for the longest three full seconds in the world before she starts to slowly back away. She’s not leaving, she just backs up against the door frame, her eyes stuck on my erection.

      “Hudson-“ She breathes, her eyes wide and blinking quickly and her chest rising and falling with her breathing.

      Something about her saying my name like that breaks me from the freeze, and I’m moving towards her before I know what the fuck I’m doing. But dammit if she’s going to move, or leave, then she better fucking do it now before I crush those pouty, sexy fucking lips with mine and take her right here in the bathroom.

      I’m right in front of her, my pulse raging in my ears, her eyes still haven’t left my dick. Slowly, she draws them up, slowly shaking her head but her cheeks are bright red and her breath is coming in these cute little gasps. “You’re-“

      She swallows heavily and licks her lips again, and all I can think about is watching those lips wrap around my shaft.

      “Say it,” I growl out, my eyes flashing as I hold her trembling gaze with my own; “Say the word.” I want to tear those panties from her body and sink my cock into her right here against the bathroom wall, but I need her to tell me she wants me first. I’m already feeling like I’m breaking every vow and all the trust in the world with William and Logan and Bryce, and she has to make the first move or this is nothing, as much as I know we both want this right now.

      “We- we can’t-“

      I grab her wrist and push them back tight against the doorframe behind her. She whimpers and shivers, and this tiny moan falls from her lips, and God help me I’m going to take her right here in about three seconds.

      She arches her hips forward in just the smallest of movements, and my cock just grazes against the bare skin of her hip and she shivers; “Hudson-“

      “Say the word Reagan.” I growl, leaning down until I’m practically breathing the words against her lips. It’s taking everything I have not to shove my tongue into her mouth and fuck her right up against the wall; “Say the fucking word and I’ll-”

      “No!” She gasps, the spell suddenly broken as she pushes me back. My stomach drops as she’s whirling around and bolting out the bathroom door, leaving me standing here with heart in my throat and my cock rock hard.

      Day one of watching Reagan Archer; I am not going to survive this campaign.
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        Reagan

      

    
    
      
        P A S T

      

      I’m fussing with the hemline of the white dress again, even though Quinn and my friend Cassy have already told me a thousand times that it looks great on me. The problem is, the dress does look good, I’m just not sure it’s really me, you know?

      “Seriously, stop playing with it, you look hot.” Quinn is every inch the world-weary college girl home on break; twenty-one going on forty and totally jaded about, like, you know, everything.

      I make a face at her; “I’m not trying to look hot, Quinn, it’s a family graduation party.” A family event, I might add, that our Dad is actually around for.

      “Well, too bad, cause you look hot. That dress makes your tits look great, by the way.”

      “Quinn!”

      “Oh stop being a prude.” She sticks her tongue out at me before she stops and seems to look past me, and her brow arches and a little grin creeps across her face; “Well hello.” She slides her sunglasses down her nose an inch or so; “Don’t look now, but I’m pretty sure I’m not the only one that thinks you look hot in that dress.”

      “Huh?”

      “No, Reagan-” She hisses as I start to turn; “I said don’t look now!” But I’m ignoring my older sister as I turn around, and suddenly lock eyes with possibly the most attractive looking man I’ve ever seen. His piercing blue eyes flash at me, boring into me so much that I feel a warm flutter hit me even from 100 feet away across the gardens. He says something to the other suited guy he’s talking to, and suddenly he’s walking over to where we’re standing,  his eyes never really leaving me as he strides towards me.

      “Um, what do I do?” He’s definitely walking towards us, and I definitely have no idea what to say to a man that looks like that.

      Quinn laughs; “Ugh, you talk to him, psycho?” She sees me biting my cuticle and pulls my hand away from my mouth; “Yeah, don’t do that. Just, be normal and be yourself, ok?”

      Yeah but myself is an awkward, gawky bookworm, despite the sexy dress my sister picked out for me.

      “You know you are going to have to talk to guys at some point when you go to college, Ray,” she says grinning as she winks at me and starts to walk away.

      “Wait! Where are you going!” I hiss at her.

      She sticks her tongue out at me; “Go get get ‘im, tiger.”

      I’m opening my mouth to yell something at her back about deserting me when I hear his voice for the first time; “Congratulations, Reagan.”

      The voice is like honey and leather; smooth and smokey and yet older-sounding than the man who looks barely much older than I am standing in front of me.

      “Uh, hi.” I say, feeling flushed as I turn to him.

      Smooth; very smooth.

      Up close, I can see the tiniest glimpses of tattoo ink peeking out above his shirt collar or at the sleeves of his Armani suit, hinting at something much less polished beneath. A $5,000 suit and visible tattoos?Color me curious.

      Up close like this, I can see the thin white scar on his chin, and combined with that crazy charming smile and those hints of bad boy ink, I realize that more than just being the most attractive looking man I’ve ever met, he also might just be the most dangerous.

      I can feel my blush spreading up my cheeks as the thought hits me; the kind of blush that I hate because it makes my cheeks pink, which looks weird and not in a cute way if you’ve got red hair like mine. He’s grinning at me though with that totally charming and utterly disarming smile, and those piercing blue eyes are flashing and it’s like I’m under some kind of spell.

      …You know, the kind of spell where I apparently can’t say anything without sounding like a total weirdo; “So, how do you- I mean, how did you get-“

      Wow, was I really about to ask ‘how did you get invited?’ I shake my head; “Uh, sorry. I guess I meant to ask your name, not, you know, accuse you of party crashing or something.”

      He laughs, and the sound is like warm silk and smoke, which makes something tingle inside of me; “Oh, yeah sorry, I never even got to that part.”

      God that smile is freaking criminal it’s so attractive, it’s like I just want to-

      “Hudson,” My heart skips a beat; “Hudson Banks.”

      Shit. And just like that, I’m over it.

      “I work with- “

      “You work with my Dad.” I say evenly. Ok, spark gone; mystery butterflies dead.

      Hudson freaking Banks.

      I can’t believe I haven’t recognized him from the corporate gala event Dad threw a year or so back. Of course, back then I was too busy hating our Dad for dragging us to his stupid event and too busy sulking in the corner with a book to bother being introduced to anyone.

      Anyone like Hudson Banks; one of “The Guys” my father is always palling around with in whatever conflict zone he’s in this week. The charm suddenly looks more like smugness to me; the cool confidence now arrogance as I realize that this is one of the people it seems my father would rather spend time with than his own family at his own home.

      Hudson frowns a little, seeing the way my smile falls from my face, and he opens his perfect mouth to say something when suddenly something blonde and loud crashes into him; “Heeey baaabe.”

      I can see him wince, and see his jaw tense up, and I almost have to grin at his discomfort. I mean I thought my dress was a little too flirty for the occasion, but this girl looks like she might be a stripper.

      “Hiii, I’m Chastity.” She says, sticking out a hand covered in tacky looking jewelry with big fake nails.

      Ok, I take it back, this girl is definitely a stripper. I can’t even help but let the grin spread across my cheeks as I see the frown deepen on his. Whatever charm he was trying to work on me - and I refuse to admit that it was; working, that is - is now being totally shattered by this bimbo, and that thought is extremely amusing to me in that moment.

      Hudson clears his throat; “So, uh, you’re going to be in New York for college in the fall I hear?”

      I’m momentarily confused how he knows that, but I nod; “Yeah, Columbia. It was that or Cornell, but I really liked the idea of being in the city-“

      “Oh my God.” Hudson’s stripper-date has her mouth wide open, her eyes glazed as she shakes her head at me; “I totally gave up corn too. It has so many carbs it’s like crazy, am I right?”

      Wow.

      I can see Hudson’s eyes flash as he cringes, and it only makes me grin even more and nod enthusiastically at her; “That’s, uh, yeah that’s terrific. Good for you-”

      “Chastity.” She says with a smile, holding out her hand as if we didn’t just do this thirty seconds before; “Like the virtue.”

      I almost lose it completely; you just can’t make this stuff up, folks.

      Hudson clears his throat again, as if trying to clear how awkward an encounter this is; “Well, I’m in the city too you know, and I’d be happy to show you around sometime.”

      Oh, yeah, definitely, I think to myself; maybe we could go watch Chastity’s pole routine or something.

      What are you, jealous? I frown, quickly burying the voice in my head and the totally ludicrous notion that I could possibly feel jealousy involving a guy I’ve just met, who I already sort of hate just on principle.

      “Babe, I’m gonna go powder my nose, ok?” Chastity makes an exaggerated pantomime that even I get as a cocaine reference despite having never done drugs, before she giggles; “Oh, can I get my phone?”

      Hudson grits his teeth, clearly totally uncomfortable with this whole scenario as he slips his hand into his jacket pocket and pulls out her cellphone. It’s when the two little nip bottles of scotch fall out and hit the grass under our feet that his face falls, he groans.

      “That’s, uh, that’s not what it-” He looks up at me, his gorgeous blue eyes darting around my face as if they’re searching for something, and for the briefest of moments, I want to be that something.

      But this is Hudson Banks for crying out loud. Despite that charm and those eyes and that cocky, winning smile, this is the very last man on Earth I need to be anything for or with.

      “It was nice to meet you Hudson.” I say with a thin smile. He opens his mouth again, but I’m already walking quickly away, trying to convince myself not to turn around.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      My heart is pounding as I slam the door shut to my room.I’m pacing the floor, the blood roaring in my ears and hot across my face as I bring one of my fingers to my lips and chew at the cuticle; a habit I’ve been trying to kick since I was a kid.

      Shit; I just walked in on Hudson totally naked with those absolutely insane abs, those grooved muscles of his hips and that holy-fucking-shit HUGE cock. I can feel the blush bloom hotter through my face as I think of that particular part of him again; the part that had me staring and frozen like I was under a spell of some kind. It’s the part of him that has me wetter than I’ve ever been as the mental image of it sears itself into my brain.

      I’m used to living alone, but I can’t believe I just barged in through a closed bathroom door. And I stayed! Why on earth hadn’t I just turned on my heels and bolted as soon as I’d seen him, instead of staring at him and his- his cock like I was some sort of sex-starved, tongue-tied weirdo! And what was I thinking letting him get that close to me, so close that I actually felt him against my thigh like that.

      ‘Say the word, Reagan’

      My breath comes shaking as the desire floods through me, and I stop pacing to lean my forehead against the door. I have no idea where I possibly found the ability to say no, and as I feel my pulse throbbing in my ears and between my legs, I almost wish I could go back in time and try a different answer.

      “Reagan.”

      The knock at my door makes me jump, makes my heart leap into my throat; “Go away, Hudson.” I croak out. It takes every ounce of my control to keep my voice level and not betray the quaver I’m trying so hard to contain; “And learn to lock the damn door!”

      I can hear him growl in the hallway; “Will you just open this one and we can ta-“

      “There’s nothing to talk about.” My eyes are clenched tightly, my fingers digging into my palms as I chew at my lip, not sure if I want to will him to walk away or break the door down and take me right here and now. I can hear him swear under his breath on the other side of the door and then I jump at the sound of a palm slamming flat against the doorframe.

      “Damnit, Reagan, open-“

      “There’s nothing to talk about, Hudson.” I saw quietly; “Just lock the door next time.”

      Please don’t ask me to open this door again or I know I will, I think, chewing at my lip with my eyes closed tight. I’m so close to the edge that I know if he asks me again, there’s no way I’ll be able to say no. I clench my eyes closed even tighter, feeling my body shiver with desire and feeling the heat pulsing between my legs. Please, ask me-

      The door to the guest room slamming shut down the hallway makes me jump, and I let my breath out suddenly, realizing I’ve been holding it. I count to three, and then ten, and then fifty before I open my door. I poke my head out to see that the hallways is clear, before I slip out and pad barefoot to the bathroom.

      It’s still steamy in here from him, though I guess he never got a chance to take a shower before I barged in. There’s a bottle of aftershave lying on the sink next to a razor, and before I can stop myself, I’m holding the bottle to my nose and smelling his scent; letting it fill my senses as the steam of the room swirls around me.

      His aftershave hasn’t changed, and the smell instantly has me back there, back where we came so close. His hands are on me again, pushing me against the stone behind us as he kisses me; his hardness pressing hotly against my thigh through his pants.

      I blush crimson, knowing that as of seven minutes ago, I know exactly what that hardness looks like.

      I shake my head to clear it as I reach to turn on the water, trying to shake him out of my thoughts. The aftershave hasn’t changed, and as much as I want to think the man who wears it has with this whole new sober, healthy, helpful and positive Hudson, I know it’s just a new facade. People don’t change, not like that.

      But when I step under the hot spray of the water, he’s still in my head; all of him. And as much as I want him gone from my thoughts, as the water teases electrically over my skin, the vivid image of his rock-hard body and his big cock standing a foot away from where I stand now invade every corner of my brain.

      I’m wet; far wetter than I’d be just from standing under a shower head, and before I can stop it, I’m pushing my hands down over my hips and over my stomach, and sliding them lower. My fingers roll over my aching clit, making me gasp quietly as I lean my forehead against the tile wall. A moan as soft as the steam rising around me escapes my lips as I rub myself there, picturing Hudson standing hot and ripped and naked right in front of me, so close that I can feel the heat from his body, and then closer still as I feel the throbbing heat of his erection press against my thigh.

      I picture myself letting him go further then, instead of pushing him away like I did. His mouth is on mine, sliding down to suck one of my nipples into his mouth before he slides lower still until he’s sliding his tongue deep into my wetness as I buck against his mouth. I moan again, louder this time as I slide a finger over my entrance and push it inside. I’m squeezing my eyes shut tight, already feeling myself start to tumble as I rock my hips to grind my clit against the palm of my hand as I picture Hudson wrapping my legs around his muscled waist and sliding that big, hard-

      The bathroom door slams open; “Is my toothbrush-“

      “Hudson!” But it’s not a cry of anger or shock, or even surprise; it’s me crying out his name as I come. And gasping out his name as my body begins to shatter pushes me tumbling over that sweet edge as my climax explodes through me.

      “I- uh-” His voice is choked, and as I look up through the semi-frosted clear shower curtain, I see him staring at me as he backs out of the room. “Sorry.”

      The door shuts, and I slump against the wall, feeling like I want to turn to liquid and let the water pelting down on top of me carry me right down the drain along with it.

      It’s a frosted shower curtain, so- no, there’s no way-

      The water and the steam swirl around me as I slide to my knees in the tub and curl my legs up to my chin as I rock myself. He couldn’t have; God he couldn't have.
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        Hudson

      

    
    
      
        P A S T

      

      “Here, drink up.”

      Rob from accounting slides me a glass of amber liquid, and I wonder for the ninth time why the fuck I came out to a damn club tonight. To blend in, I guess? To go out with some of the “guys from the office” and be a normal person maybe? In any case, this is going from a stupid to a terrible idea really fast as I find myself staring at the glass in front of me with the hunger of a man who hasn’t eaten in a year.

      Some people keep a medallion of some kind around like some sort of stupid talisman or lucky charm that they can attach themselves to when they start to feel weak about relapsing.

      I carry the bullet they pulled out of my shoulder in my pocket.

      I smile at Rob and Hiro, and some guy who’s name I’m pretty sure is Mike; “Naw, I’m good, thanks though man.”

      Hiro frowns at me; “You did see the year on that bottle this shit came out of right?”

      I force out a laugh; “Yeah, looks like good stuff.” It looks like mana from the Gods and I want to guzzle the whole fucking bottle, but I can’t do that you fucking pricks.

      Rob looks at me quizzically; “Wait, are you really not gonna drink it? Seriously?”

      “Yeah, seriously. Thanks though.”

      “Dude, just have a fuckin drink.” Probably-Mike says, sipping on the scotch in his hand.

      “I said fucking no, ok?” I clench my fists, feeling the rage hit me harder than I was thinking it would. I need some new fucking friends.

      They all give me strange looks and I shake my head; “Sorry, I’ve just got a long day tomorrow at work.”

      That seems to be the magic word as Rob nods empathetically; “Old Man Archer got you working on the West Side Highway project huh?”

      No, actually I’m just distracted by the fact that I can’t get Old Man Archer’s DAUGHTER out of my fucking head for even a second.  “Mhmm, yeah, it’s a doozy.”

      There’s a tap on my shoulder, and I turn to see one-hundred-twenty pounds of sex just staring at me with dark brown eyes and a hot pink dress; “Hey, you wanna dance?”

      She’s hot, she’s dressed up, she’s smiling at me like that and batting those eyes; why not? Hey, a man’s gotta have some vices, and it’s not drinking, right?

      “Uh, sure.”

      And then we’re out in the heat and the sweat of the throngs of peoples dancing and moving to the thumping bass on the dance floor, and I’m just not feeling it. She’s all over me, her hands on my biceps as she tries to grind on me, and instead of getting turned on it’s just putting me off in a major way.

      “Look, just stop.”

      She looks at me like doesn’t hear what I said and leans in to try and kiss me. I push her back and hold her there with my hands on her arms; “I said stop.”

      She pouts; “Awww, you’re no fun.”

      “Ok.” I turn and start to push my way through the crowd when she grabs my hand; “Hey, lets just get out of here instead. I’ve got plenty to drink at my place.”

      Ok, this girl is seriously asking me to come home with her, I’m seriously about to say no, and I’m starting to wonder if there is seriously something wrong with me; “No, thanks.”

      She looks at me like I’m totally nuts, which I can’t exactly disagree with her on at that particular junction; “Well fuck you then, prick.”

      Yeah, fuck me, right?

      The guys I came with are out trying to score on the dance floor, so I just pay their tab as a goodbye before I just leave.

      Out on the street, I breathe, fingering the metal slug in my pocket and feeling the sharp tug of the addiction demons grabbing at my fucking throat. Me, Hudson Banks, turning down no-strings sex with a hot girl; something is definitely throwing the world and reality as we know it out of whack.

      I take out my phone and scroll through my contacts until I see her name. This is why the world is off it’s axis, I think as I stare at Reagan Archer’s number.

      Fuck, this is a bad idea.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      It’s hours later, and I’m still rock hard. All I can think about - the only possible real thought going through my head at all actually - is the memory of her calling my name like that.

      Jesus. I mean I couldn't totally see through the curtain, but I could enough that I can assume what she was doing, and assuming is enough to have me going out of my mind right now. It’s not just the way she said my name like that either, it’s knowing what she was doing, naked with that hot water steaming over her perfect skin, trickling over her hot body when she did say it.

      It’s knowing that she was uttering my name when she came, and that thought has kept me hard for hours since.

      I tried fixing the situation myself - by hand, if you will. I tried wrapping my hand around my throbbing hard cock and stroking it as I imagined Reagan’s perfect pouty lips wrapping around my dick. I tried to imagine that insane body of hers sliding down onto me, my cock sliding hotly through her wetness as she came for me - on me - calling my name.

      But it wasn't the same, not by a damn mile, and I just couldn't do it with being pissed at it not being the real thing.

      The apartment, completely unsurprisingly, has been silent since; like, pin-drop quiet. And I’m willing to bet she’d down the hall doing the exact same thing I am - sitting on a bed staring at a wall trying to get thoughts together enough to think about what the hell we do now.

      What we had before? Yeah, they call that sexual tension. Now? I don’t they have a name for whatever the fuck falls between sexual tension and fucking, but Goddamn if it isn’t so damn tense that I feel like I’m about to snap.

      I’m on my feet in a second; I can’t just stay in this tiny fucking guest room anymore. Her door is still closed when I go to the living room and turn on some mindless movie, thoughI think I hear the quietest intake of breath in the world as I walk past her door.

      I want to leave, well, sort of. I want to give her space is more accurate. I don’t want to leave at all, but something tells me Reagan will stay in her room indefinitely until I do. I whip out my phone and text my office to get two of my guys to come watch the place tonight so I can get the fuck out of here; so I can clear the air of whatever just happened back there.

      “Sorry for walking in on you.”

      Her voice makes me jump, and I’m amazed at how I never heard her coming; “Reagan-”

      “I’m sorry for walking in on you.” She repeats herself, her voice level and quite, her face neutral, as if she never said it the first time at all.

      “I- I’m sorry too, for, walking in on-”

      For walking in on you with your fingers buried in that sweet pussy that I’d love to cover with my mouth and lick until you couldn’t see straight is what I want to say. I don’t obviously, but it doesn’t stop me from congratulating myself on being such a smooth talker.

      “It’s fine,” She cuts off my thoughts; “Look, if we’re going to- I mean if you’re going to be around-“ She sighs, her hand coming up as she runs her fingers through her long hair; “That time before- you know, at my Da-“

      “This is my job, Reagan, I’m not going to get tripped up by-“

      “No, look, I’m just saying before was nothing, right?”

      I feel a tight clench somewhere deep inside my chest. ‘Before’, meaning ‘that kiss’. That kiss; the only kiss that’s ever mattered, anywhere. And yet I hear myself talking, and saying the opposite of everything I want to tell her; “Uh, yeah I guess so.”

      Fuck!

      “Good,” She breathes out, an expression that looks a lot like relief moving over her face; “OK, good.”

      Yeah, fucking awesome.

      “So before was nothing, right? I mean, I was drunk, you might've been drunk, I was grieving-“ I start to open my mouth, but she cuts me off again. “No no, it’s not like you were taking advantage or anything, Hudson, I’m just saying it was nothing, OK?”

      I’m not sure who she’s trying to convince harder here, me or her, but it fucking sucks either way.

      “We were horny and sad and drunk and just made- well, almost made a terrible mistake.”

      I’m nodding at her words, even though every single fiber of my being is raging otherwise inside.

      “I- I just wanted to get that out so we can be in the same place together without biting each other’s heads off or there being this sort of-“

      “Sexual tension?”

      She blushes as I say the word, and it’s so cute and so fucking predictable that I’m grinning at her.

      “I- I just wanted to say that now, before anything else popped up.”

      “Well I’ve only got the one, you know.”

      Her face goes bright red, and I can’t help but grin even wider

      “So, there’s nothing more to talk about then, right? No sexual tension or anything like that? We’re just doing our jobs and just working together without anything like that lingering?”

      “Sure.” I say thinly; “Listen, Reagan, I’m out of your hair tonight anyways, so you can relax.”

      “Oh, you are?” She looks quickly up at me, her expression hard to read.

      “Yeah, I’ve got two guys coming over to watch you instead.”

      “Wait, two strangers?” Her voice quavers for a second, her eyes looking nervous.

      “They’re good guys, Reagan. I think they’ll watch you better than I c-“

      “Hudson  I don’t want two strangers.”

      I sigh in exasperation; “Well what the hell do you want, Red? Because you don’t want these guys watching you, and it sure as shit seems like you don’t want me around-“

      “I do want you-“ She winces and shakes her as that adorable flush creeps up her cheeks; “I mean, I want you to stay and be the one watching me, if someone has to be doing it.”

      I stare at her with a puzzled look, trying to read her face.

      “Please?” Her voice is shy, naked in it’s honesty, and I find myself nodding as I open my phone to call off the two guards.

      Jesus, this girl is going to be the end of me.

      “Fine.”
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        P A S T

      

      The buzzing beneath my pillow shakes me awake, and I frown as I feel sleep begin to slide away from me. I’m grumbling to myself as I pull out the offending cellphone I must have fallen asleep with, blinking at its glaringly bright screen.

      The number isn’t familiar, but I do recognize the time that says it’s 3:45 in the morning, and with a muttered swear, I reject the call and shove the phone back under my head.

      The buzzing starts again just as I start to drift off. “Ugh, what?” I groan out loud, grinding my teeth as I see the same unknown number illuminating my screen and wrecking my sleep a second time. I’m tempted to answer just to tell them where they can stick it, but instead I just turn my phone off entirely.

      I’m yanking the covers up around me and burrowing deeper into my sleep when I hear the knock at my dorm-room door.

      What the actual fuck.

      “What?!” I know the disheveled, skate-punk-looking kid standing outside my door, but only through faint recognition as someone who lives on my floor on the other side of the dorm. “Can I help you?”

      “There’s, uh, someone here to see you.” He takes a sip from the atypical college red plastic solo cup in his hand.

      I furrow my brow at him; “Excuse me?”

      “Outside; there’s some dude who wants to see you.”

      “Who?”

      He shrugs. He looks high, or drunk. “I dunno, some guy just gave me a hundred bucks to come knock on your door and tell you to answer your phone.” He frowns and taps a finger to his forehead which would be comical if I hadn’t just been woken up at four in the morning.

      “Wait, no, that’s not it, he said to say ‘Answer your damn phone, Archer.’”

      I almost smirk.

      Hudson.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “A hundred dollars, huh? Just to get me outside?”

      Hudson is leaning against the side of a bright red Porsche convertible, his white oxford shirt unbuttoned at the neck and his sleeves rolled up, uncharacteristically showing off his tattoos.

      He grins and shrugs. “Eh, its the only cash I had in my wallet. Answer your damn phone next time.”

      “What do you want, Hudson.”

      Ok so part of me is thrilled that he’s shown up here like this at four in the morning like something out of a John Hughes movie; especially looking like that with his hair pushed back and that cocky grin and those tattoos peeking out down his forearms. The other part of me though - the sensible part of me - is wary of this for those exact reasons.

      “I want to show you something, get in.”

      I raise my eyebrows skeptically; “Have you been drinking or something?”

      “What? No, I don-“ He frowns and shakes his head; “No, Reagan, I haven’t.”

      I cock my head towards the red convertible; “What happened to the white one?”

      “I got bored. Look, just get in ok?”

      “Hudson, it’s four o’clock in the morning,” I’ve been at college for all of a month, and the work is already seriously piling up. I roll my eyes at him; “I need to sleep.”

      “No, what you need to do is get in the car.”

      He’s so insistent and so earnest about it that something wants me to say yes when I know I shouldn’t, and suddenly, I’m caving.

      “Let me just go change my-“

      “Nah, PJ’s are fine.” He winks at me; “C’mon Archer, quit being a diva and get in the car.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Hudson, predictably, drives like an insane person, and we’re roaring over the George Washington bridge in less time than I thought was physically possible. He whips us around a van and veers off onto the Palisades Parkway, and then we’re tearing away from the city and up the west bank of the Hudson River.

      We aren’t talking, but the stereo is playing an old Grateful Dead record, and I almost grin at how not expected this choice of music is for the Armani-suited wild man Hudson.

      He smirks as if reading my mind; “I’m a man of odd taste, Ms. Archer.”

      “What, like drunk bimbos and sports cars?” I smirk, unable to help but get that cheap shot in; “Yeah, so outside the lines for rich young finance guys in New York.”

      “I was going to say like night drives and girls in pajamas, actually.”

      I feel myself blushing as I turn and look out the window at the inky black of the river we’re following. I don’t know what this is that we’re doing out here, but I’m suddenly very curious to see where it goes.

      Hudson swerves off the main parkway, and then we’re speeding up; up a twisting, winding, and wooded road. The elevation climbs, and Hudson drives faster and higher, taking bend after bend with screeching tires until I’m holding onto the edges of my seat with white knuckles and gasping as the trees rush past us.

      And then suddenly, the darkness of the trees gives way, the sky opens up, and and we’re squealing to a stop. I can still feel my heart hammering from the drive, but I gasp as I look around the parking lot lookout where we’ve stopped. I can see the lights of the whole city from here, down along the black ribbon of the Hudson River, and its incredible.

      “I just thought you’d want to see the whole Hudson.” He says quietly from the seat next to me.

      I turn and see that he’s staring out at the view himself, and I grin; “Please tell me that’s a pickup line you’ve used before.”

      He laughs, his whole face breaking into a wide smile. “Not on a first date, Ray.”

      “Oh, is this a first date?” I smirk.

      “Is it?” He shrugs; “First date and I already get to see what you sleep in; not bad I’d sa-”

      I smack him on the arm with a laugh and he turns to grin at me; “No, Ray, it’s not a line; just something I wanted to show you.”

      We both turn back to the view for another minute of silence. I open my mouth to ask it but then stop myself, before changing my mind again; “You show this to a lot of girls?”

      A song ends on the album, and in the absolute silence of the car, he turns to me, his sharp eyes glinting in the light from the dash; “None, actually.”

      The music starts up again as we both sit back in our seats and just stare off into the predawn as civil twilight crests over the city; and its wonderful.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      OK, so being around Hudson is hard.

      Ugh, I need to get my mind out of the gutter. It’s difficult I should say, being around him. Mostly because the only thing I can think about at all is that cock of his I saw when I stumbled into the bathroom. I mean, it’s not enough that he’s rich, cocky, muscled and criminally attractive; the guy has to have an big dick too?

      I mean honestly, it’s distracting.

      He of course seems to have have totally moved on from seeing, well, whatever it is he thinks he saw. Although at this point, I’m fairly sure he knows exactly what he saw; and heard.

      I cringe a little, thinking about gasping his name out as my orgasm ripped through me, and then seeing him just standing there, staring at me. Whats worse is that I can’t I get my damned mind off of that image of him standing there totally naked and completely hard. And why can’t I help but wonder what or who he was thinking about that got him that way?

      His back is to me, as he reads through business emails of some kind on his phone in my living room, and I find myself chewing at my lip nervously, my mind a whirlwind. I mean, would it really be so bad?

      YES!

      The voice in my head screams, shaking me from my idle day-dreaming and making me realize with a  blush that I’ve been staring at Hudson’s back for the past five full minutes. YES, it would be bad like ruination of public image bad. I mean sleeping with the guy in charge of donating campaign funds? It’s not illegal or anything, but they’d fucking crucify me for that in the papers.

      I can almost see the headlines now, something like “Silly Little Rich Girl Predictably Bangs the Guy With Money; Bows Out of Campaign”.

      No, fuck that. What I need is to get images and thoughts of me banging Hudson out of my head, now.

      Of course, the pathetic amount of time it’s been since I’ve been involved in banging of any kind makes me groan, and I know that’s part of the problem. I mean there was Chet - yes, Chet, like something out of a fucking Archie comic - but that was over six months ago, and even then it was barely a thing.

      It was barely a thing so much that when I heard the whispers about him fucking his intern like a walking cliche, I remember feeling more sorry for whatever college poli-sci major had to lay there and fake it now that I wasn’t doing it than I did for myself.

      Erika, my “brand manager” (God I hate that title), of course want’s me to get back together with him, and is always talking about how much of a “complimentary companion” he is for a “power-woman” like myself.

      Yeah, because “complimentary companion” has “sexy” written all over it. And again my mind instead thinks of the hard-bodied, cocky Hudson. Hudson with the tattoos and the obnoxious bad-boy chip on his shoulder; Hudson with the dangerous glint in his eye and the fucking missile hanging between his legs. I’m pretty sure it would give Erika an aneurism if I announced that he was going to be my new “companion” of any kind.

      I’m still mulling all of this over in my head when Chelsea comes over later with takeout sushi.

      “So what do you think, Hudson?”

      I grumble into my yellowtail maki. I don’t know if I’m pissy because she’s decided to include him in what was going to be a sister get-together, or that she’s somehow getting along with him swimmingly. Or maybe I’m just generally feeling on edge because of the Hudson situation as a whole.

      “Your ex sounds like a dick, Chelsea,” He’s saying as he takes a bite of salmon. He sees me staring at him and grins as he makes an extra big show of sensually slurping the piece of fish between his lips while Chelsea is looking down at her own food. I make a face at him, which only gets him grinning more and more my own pulse beating faster.

      “Aw, thanks Hudson!” I’m still making my stink face at him when Chelsea looks up sees me, before she turns and nods her head at Hudson; “You know, you can always come hang with me if my sisters being a bitch, Hudson.”

      He chuckles right along with her as I stuff seaweed salad into my mouth and look away. It’s not flirty between them - she’s acting like more of a kid sister and him more like a conspiratorial brother than anything like that - but it’s still getting under my skin. It’s as if their closeness brings out some sort of bizarre jealousy in me, which is stupid because I don’t want or need to be close to Hudson.

      Keep saying that to yourself and maybe you’ll start to believe it.

      I’m interrupted from battling my inner dialogue by Chelsea poking me in the arm with a chopstick; “We should ask his opinion on your ex, Ray.”

      I blush as Hudson arches an eyebrow at me, a grin teasing his perfect lips; “Ex-boyfriend, huh?” Yeah, I definitely haven’t mentioned Chet to Hudson.

      “Let’s…not?” I’m staring daggers at my sister, but she’s either not getting the hint or just ignoring them anyways.

      “Oh c’mon! I bet Hudson has a ton to say about you and Chet.”

      I groan inside as Hudson grins wickedly at me; “Chet?” His cocky, smug mouth cracks even even wider as winks at me; “Oh, yeah, I think I’ve got loads to say about ‘Chet’.”

      “See?” Chelsea gives me a sassy look as she reaches past me for the ginger.

      “I’m sure you do.” I say icily.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “So, Chet, huh?”

      We’re cleaning up the kitchen after Chelsea leaves; Hudson rinsing out wine glasses and me drying them. It’s weirdly domestic, and probably the last thing I could ever imagine spending my Wednesday night doing with billionaire playboy Hudson Banks.

      “Chet is none of your business, actually,” I say, almost unable to hide my smirk. Is he jealous?

      “I’m just curious that’s all,” Hudson passes me a clean, dripping wet coffee cup.

      “Oh what, for security purposes?” I say sarcastically as I reach for the mug.

      “No I’m just curious for me actually.” I freeze with my hand on the lip of the coffee cup he’s holding in his hand, suddenly very curious where he’s going to go with this.

      Hudson grins, as if seeing right through the casual face I’m doing my best to maintain and seeing the eagerness within; “I’m honestly just wondering who could put up with you long enough to date, that’s all.”

      I roll my eyes, suddenly angry with myself for being such a weirdo about all of this; “Oh shut up.”

      Hudson laughs; “Oh I’m just kidding Red, jeez lighten up.” He casually reaches over and wraps his arm around my waist, and I freeze.

      “Stop.”

      “What?”

      I can feel the strength in his arms, and the heat in his fingers as they circle around my waist, drawing me closer to his body and I can feel the shiver run up my spine.

      “Just- don’t touch me like that.” I’m saying no because I need him to, not because I want him to. In fact, I desperately want him to keep touching me.

      Hudson frowns; “Jesus, Reagan, like what?” He drops his arm and steps back from me, and I’m instantly missing the heat of his body and the heat my body feels when he’s that close to me; “Ok, fine.”

      I swallow heavily; “Fine.” I know my cheeks are bright red, and the heated, needy desire pouring through my body and dampening my panties scream that I want anything but him to stop touching me, but I force myself to turn away from him.

      I gasp when he reaches out and grabs my arm, and my heart leaps into my throat as I feel him spin me around and press me up against the refrigerator. I’m flush against his body, feeling every ripple of his muscles, every inch of his skin on mine, and I let out the tiniest of moans in spite of myself. I can feel his hardness pressing hotly against me as his hands push my arms back against the cool metal of the fridge, and he leans down until I can feel his breath teasing across my lips.

      “Just so you know, I’m betting I could have you right here, right now, Princess. I’d only have to ask.”

      “Oh is that a fact, huh?” I give him my most defiant, carefree look, but I know by the way he grins that he can see right through that. And I know by the way my face is flushed and the way I know he can feel the heat between my legs on his thigh that neither of us are fooled by my little act.

      “Yeah, that’s a fact.” He growls, leaning closer still until his lips are barely millimeters away from mine.

      “Then why don’t you then.” My voice is breathy, and I hear the words muted as if I’m speaking underwater. I’m willing him to kiss me; willing him to lean down press that mouth to mine and take me right here in the kitchen; right up against the refrigerator.

      Please, please, please I beg inside my head, biting my lip and staring deep into his deep blue eyes and wanting nothing more than to feel him slide inside of me.

      I’m so wet and I can feel my heart just racing as we stare at each other. But I need him to make the move first. I’m running for a seat on the State Senate for crying out loud, I can’t be throwing myself at my bodyguard - or my campaign financier, or both, or whatever the hell Hudson is. I just can’t, and for that singular reason, every fiber of my being and every thudding beat of my pulse in my veins wants him to tear my panties off and fuck me right here.

      But he doesn’t, and the moment passes, and we both know it. Hudson moves away from me suddenly, his own chest rising quickly with his breath as he stares at me hungrily with a look I can’t quite read.

      “Like you said, Reagan; it’s nothing.”
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        P A S T

      

      “Are you drinking?” My older sister’s eyes are narrowed, red-rimmed as they are as she leans down to sniff the cup of soda she’s snatched out of my hands.

      “N-no.” I mumble out, fairly confident that there’s no way she’s going to smell the white wine I’ve dosed my diet-cola with. Yeah, I’m drinking white wine with coke; I was a very special breed of eighteen year old rebel.

      Quinn swears at me, even though I know damn well she’s had a few herself; “It’s a wake, Reagan, not an open bar,” She hisses; always the one in charge, especially now.

      “It’s not a wake, it’s a memorial vigil,” I say it tensely through gritted teeth.

      Quinn looks at me sadly, shaking her head; “Ray, he’s d-“

      “He’s missing, Quinn, he’s not dead.” Well, missing for three months, last seen near the Syrian border; presumed dead.

      My sister tenses her jaw and exhales through her teeth, either because she’s thinking it too, or more likely because she’s just not about to have this argument again with me, here of all places. “In any case, you’re not supposed to be drinking.”

      “So?” I sneer at her; “I’m mourning.” It’s really only half true; maybe even less actually.

      Of course I’m upset about my Father’s death, but the anger is still so present that it’s clouding my ability to really grasp that he’s gone. I’m angry that it’s felt like he’s been gone for years anyways; always off doing something in some random part in the world that he won’t tell us about and that I don’t want to know about anyways. I remember asking him once when I was much younger if what the kids at school had said were true.

      “Do you sell guns, Daddy?”

      “It’s complicated, honey.”

      Right, “complicated”. It’s bullshit like that, mixed with his complete absence from our lives - certainly after Mom died, but almost completely in the last three years - that have me spiking soda with wine like some sort of total amateur.

      I storm away from my sister, just in time to see the staff ushering Hudson into the room full of mourners along with the two other guys; Bryce and Logan. I barely know them - honestly, I hardly know much about Hudson really - but in that moment of them walking into my Dad’s funeral, I kind of hate them. I hate them because they were closer to my father than any of us ever were; the military sons he always wanted and never got. And in that moment, there at his funeral, their presence makes me feel like they have more of a right to be there then I do.

      Of course, his being there is also just another lingering question as to what we’ve been doing the past few weeks. Since our pre-dawn ride to Bear Mountain, there’ve been other late-night calls and other adrenaline-filled car rides. We talk all night somewhere, or just go for a drive, or he shows me some wild rooftop in the city I never knew existed. It’s platonic, but only on the surface. We smile and do weird things like shake hands after he drops me off at my dorm.

      But it wouldn’t take any sort of particular genius to see that below all that stuff lies something much more adult. Something powerful and aching and sensual, and barely contained lies beneath that “friend” surface, and every time he calls or every time I look into his eyes as he says goodnight to me, I feel like it’s going to come rushing out of us like a burst dam.

      And of course, his eyes spot me almost instantly across the crowd, and they linger, and I’m sure he can see the deep flush of red spreading across my cheeks before I hastily turn around.

      “Ms. Archer,” The deep voice shakes me from where my mind is somewhere lingering on Hudson, and I turn to the older man with the thick mustache who I vaguely remember meeting before. He’s military, and even though I’ve never bothered to learn what any of those pins and symbols mean, I’m pretty sure the amount of medals on his chest the golden oak leaves on his lapel mean he’s important.

      “Major Lawson, ma’am; United States Marine Corp.”

      He salutes me, and I’m sort of not really sure what I should be doing with someone so formal, so I end up awkwardly curtseying. The Major’s stern-looking mouth turns up slightly in the corners as he smiles in an almost grandfatherly way at me.

      “I was quite close with your father, Ms. Archer; in fact you and I have met before, though you were a little girl back then.” He breathes and turns away for a second before he looks me directly in the eye. “My deepest condolences for your loss, Reagan; William Archer was one of the finest men I ever knew.”

      Great, someone else telling me how great of a guy my Dad was. It would’ve been nice to have seen that for myself when he was still around.

      Instead though, I nod quietly; “Yes, he was.”

      He reaches out and takes my hand, and as I look into his face, I really do see the hurt and the pain of someone who truly knew my father. “I know he wasn’t always here for you girls, but you should know that your father was so proud of the women you all grew up to be, and I know he wished he could have told you that more often.”

      I realize in that moment of sadness in his eyes that while I lost the ghost of someone I should have known better, this man lost a friend.

      “Your father was a great man, Reagan, and if you don’t mind my saying, the apples have not fallen far from the tree.”

      I thank him again before he moves back into the crowd, and now I really do need that drink.

      

      
        HUDSON

        P R E S E N T

      

      A week later and I’m practically tearing my hair out over this fucking girl.

      It’s this fucked up mixture of frosty single-word banter with the girl I’m playing house with coupled with the fact that she’s been parading around the apartment in bra-less tank-tops and tiny little lounge shorts while she’s been practicing for her speeches or having conference calls with Donald and the rest of her team; it’s psychological torture is what it is.

      Part of me doesn’t want to believe she’s doing any of it on purpose; that sweet little Reagan Archer isn’t actually capable of the sort of tormenting sexual manipulation I’m being forced to endure. But I’ve made a vow to myself that if I see one more fucking glimpse of an upper thigh, or one more top of her breast just begging to slip out of the tight little tank top that’s hugging her tits and pressing tight against her nipples, than I will not be able to help what happens next between her and I.

      Thankfully she’s clothed here, at some teacher’s union meeting or wherever we are that she’s giving a speech to. Honestly, I hate crowds; hate the sounds and the noises and the way they make me nakedly aware of William Archer’s words: Blend in. Blending in is not something I do well with in crowds. And yet, here I am, standing here and enduring.

      Tell me again why the fuck I signed on for this?

      Reagan pushes past me to get to the stage, her shampoo in my nostrils and her fingertips just lingering over my wrist as she slips past me.

      Fuck. Oh, right, yeah that; that’s why I signed on for this.

      As grueling as it’s been when we’re alone and she’s driving me completely wild, we’ve also been going out to events and speeches and fundraisers, and that’s a whole new game. I’m seeing her more and more in the limelight like this, and I’m getting it; she’s amazing at this shit. As childish or as flustered as she gets when I tease her, or when we’re in the middle of this frosty bullshit cold-war, she’s fucking incredible at this whole politician thing. She exudes the confidence in front of crowds that you’re really only born with, and she acts the part and suddenly becomes older than her twenty-three years, and I get why she’s such a sensation.

      She even dresses older. I mean obviously there’s no place for yoga pants and bra-less t-shirts on a campaign trail or on a news blurb. But the problem is, even in those conservative long skirts or even those fucking pants suits, she’s still sexy as all hell. Jesus, when’s the last time I- hell, when’s the last time anyone has checked out a chick’s ass in a pants suit?

      But even as stunning as she looks, I’m still mesmerized by what she’s saying, and by her poise and her grace. And the people she speaks to go fucking nuts for her, and seeing that, I realize that she might actually win this thing.

      I’m grinning at her from off-stage, laughing right along with the rest of these teachers over some joke about PTA meetings that I don’t even get, when I feel a tap on my arm. Before I can even turn, the tap is turning into a hand which snakes its way through my arm, and then all of a sudden I realize I’ve been blind-sided with a hug.

      “Hiya handsome.”

      Rachel- No, Tiff- shit. I’ve met her before. She does something with events planning with a firm we worked with months ago, and it seems she’s about as forward now as she was then when she literally palmed me her hotel key; which, of course, I left on the bar.

      There’s persistence, and then there’s just plain skanky, and the latter is a total turn-off for me. I wonder briefly if the bartender I passed the key-card on to ever ended up having a great night back then.

      Samantha; that’s her name

      “So, how’re things, big guy?” She purrs out; oozing sex through the wildly inappropriate low-cut of her neck and hemline, and pressing her tits against my arm.

      I glance back at the stage, at Reagan, before I turn back to her. “I’m sort of working right now, actually.”

      “You? Work?” She giggles obnoxiously and runs a finger up my chest, and it’s annoying the shit out of me.

      “Yes, Samantha, I work.” I say irritably.

      “Well, you want to come work on me?” Jesus, subtlety is not in this girl’s vocabulary.

      For a half-second, part of me responds, if only because I’m still so on fucking on edge from the week of watching Reagan; seven days and nights of working out with her, watching her practice her speeches in fucking shorts and tank-tops and seeing just a peak of her panties one time when the skirt she was wearing around the apartment rode up to her ass as she bent over to pull her boots on.

      Yeah, that part of me responds, just for a half-second.

      But no; fuck no.

      “Maybe some other time, Sam,” I smile thinly at her and turn at the sound of applause just in time to see Reagan coming off the stage, and then I’m even more pissed that Samantha’s kept me from hearing the rest of her speech.

      “But boooo, I thought you’d be more fun.” Samantha wines, tugging on my arm and pressing her tits up against me even more.

      ‘Boo’? Is this girl fucking serious? I turn around again to yank my arm out of my grasp and give her a withering look, and when I turn back to the stage again, my eyes narrow and I growl.

      Reagan is talking and laughing with some douchey looking prep-school poster-boy, her hand on his arm as she laughs uproariously at something that’s just come out of his pompous-looking mouth. Erika, Reagan’s obnoxious “brand manager” is there too along with Donald, and the two of them are beaming like a couple of assholes at Reagan talking with this chump. The confusing surge of jealous only intensifies when they turn and nod at me before they all start to walk over to where I’m standing on the side of the stage with Samantha still hanging off of me.

      “Hudson!” Donald says to me, as if we’re old pals. His face is all red and puffy from smooching this guy’s ass.“I wanted to introduce you to Congressman Kennedy.”

      Oh you’ve gotta be fucking kidding me.

      The douchebag chuckles and puts his hand on Reagan’s shoulder for whatever reason he’s deemed that to be appropriate as he laughs, as if Donald’s just made the joke of the fucking century.

      I want to hit him.

      “Oh, no, not those Kennedy’s; I wish!” He chuckles again and Reagan is laughing right along with him; loudly.

      “Chet Kennedy,” He says, sticking his hand like he’s about to sell me a used car. Holy shit, this is Chet the ex boyfriend? If I wanted to hit him before, I want to knock him the fuck out now.

      “Nice to meet you,” I say as formally as possible, my voice frosty and leaden as I stick my hand out.

      “New York Legislature; Westchester County, of course.” He says, as if I should know what even means.

      His eyes drop to the ink peeking out from my cuff and I see this smirking, judging look pass across his face. I squeeze his hand extra hard, enjoying seeing him wince. Reagan’s eyes are boring in on me, with a look on her face that I can’t quite read.

      “Hiii! I’m Sam!” Fuck; she’s still fucking here and she’s still hanging off my arm. I glance at Reagan and see her eyes narrowing at Samantha before she slips her arm through Chet’s. My blood pressure immediately spikes through the ceiling.

      Donald and Erika are all over the two of them, gushing over every dip-shit comment that comes out of his mouth and making sure every damn photographer in the room gets a picture of him and Reagan with their arms linked. Samantha is still tied around my arm, and the whole thing is just like watching a slow-motion car-wreck in action as I stand there with my throat feeling tight and my rage bubbling just below the surface. I want a cigarette; hell, I kind of want a drink.

      Chet’s people come over and tear him away for something, and I can’t manage more than a barely perceivable nod as he tells me again how great it was to meet me. Donald’s shoots me a dirty look and taps the daily schedule printout in his hand against his watch, as if it’s my fucking fault that Chet has us running off schedule.

      I finally manage to shake the bimbo off my arm as he and Erika split, and then we’re alone on the side of the stage.

      “What?”

      Reagan’s shooting me this thin little smirk, her eyes flashing at me; “So, Sam-“

      I roll my eyes; “Not what you think.”

      “Oh and what would I be thinking, Hudson, and why would I possibly think that?” Her sarcastic smile is exaggeratedly fake.

      “Relax, Princess, she’s not my type.”

      Reagan bristles at the word; “And what type would that be that, Hudson? The kind that has something besides air between their ears?” She snorts, “She sure had me fooled.”

      For some reason, I grin; getting a weirdly smug sense of satisfaction from the fact that Reagan is clearly jealous. “Well what about you and Chet back there? You guys pick out color-schemes yet for the Lincoln bedroom?”

      Reagan rolls her eyes, “Oh give me a break-“ Her eyes land on me and she grins; “What, are you jealous?”

      I tense up inside, but I keep my voice cool; “What, of Chet and his collection of polo shirts and boat shoes?” I snort; “Uh, no, Reagan, I’m not.”

      “Oh, and what, is little miss Tits McGee back there supposed to make me jealous?”

      I want to laugh, but the fire in her eyes stops me, and I let out an exasperating sigh instead; “Jesus, what about our relationship would make you this jealous seeing that girl hanging off my arm?”

      “There is no ‘our relationship’, Hudson” She snaps, looking fierce and adorable at the same time.

      “Yeah, no shit, Princess.”

      I see her eyes blaze at me, and she opens her mouth to say something but then stops herself and shakes her head instead. “We’re late for the next appearance today, let’s go.” She says curtly, before turning on her heel and storming away, leaving me standing there watching her walk away.

      I want to kick myself for saying shit like that to her, but really, I know why I do it. I push her away like that because I can’t let her get close; not with the shit that I’m carrying around. Fuck; I saw hell on Earth in the desert, so why the fuck can’t I deal with this girl?
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      “What are you drinking?” Reagan’s been giving me this weird look from across the room for the past fifteen minutes while I’ve been giving my condolences to the rest of her family.

      I’ve finally extricated myself from Bryce and Logan, and some Aunt who I’ve never met before, and made my way over to where she’s sitting on the bottom step of the curved staircase in the foyer.

      “I’m not.”

      She frowns at me as she sips on the cup of what looks like coke but smells suspiciously like something else; “Well, it’s a funeral, you probably should be.”

      She clearly has been, as she leans into me and holds my gaze in that slightly glazed way a good couple of drinks will do to you.

      She sighs and looks into her cup. “Sorry, I forg- it’s just sort of weird being back here without him, even if he was barely every here anyways.”

      I nod, intimately knowing the feeling she’s describing, since it’s how I feel about everything, every day I wake up after coming back from what I did. “Yeah, I know the feeling.”

      She’s still staring into her cup, so I try and change the subject. “Hey so how’s art history going?”

      “Renaissance Art, and I switched to Political Science.”

      I can’t help but grin, knowing how much the Old Man would have smirked at that one. “Hey, that’s pretty coo-“

      “Do you want to go for a walk?” She’s looking up at me with that same look on her face that I can’t quite read, thought I can see a flare of wildness there that always manages to drag me into her.

      “Uh, sure?”

      No, bad idea, bad fucking idea asshole! I’ve been around enough girls in this exact same precursor to a mistake to know what “do you want to go for a walk” means. But when she stands and offers her hand, I’m still grabbing ahold and getting up to following her as she leads us away from the crowd.

      I follow her up the staircase and down the hallways, and I almost want to say some quip about ‘interesting walk, up here where your bedroom probably is’ but I don’t because that would be crass, and that’s something I’m working on.

      But we don’t go to her room anyways. We end up in the huge second floor library that’s practically two stories in itself. She’s running her fingers over the spines of leather books, almost wistfully, and when she looks back over her shoulder at me and smiles, I’m lost. She opens the double doors at the end of the room to the private stone terrace and steps out.

      Idiot; you fucking asshole idiot this is such a dumb fucking move.

      I need to leave. What I should be doing is turning right around and heading right back to that crowd of mourners downstairs morning my friend and her Father. But instead, I follow her out into the night air.

      She takes a deep breath and lets her head drop back as she stares up at the stars, and she’s so fucking beautiful and so fucking sad standing there that I want to put my arms around her and tell her I’m here, but I know I can’t and shouldn’t do that; not here, not now, not ever.

      “It’s nice out here; nice and quiet.” She turns and smiles at me; “Sorry, I just couldn’t be in there anymore.”

      I shrug; “I don’t really do crowds either.”

      She smiles and turns, and walks over to the stone balcony on the edge of the terrace. I’m tongue tied; me, for the first time ever at a loss of what to say; “He was a great-“

      “I don’t really want to talk about my Father right now.”

      She turns, her hands behind her as she leans back on the balcony, looking perfectly broken and like the perfect fix all tossed into one beautiful package. She smiles at me and bites her lip in this sexy, innocent way as she slowly raises one of her hands from behind her and starts to beckon me with one finger.

      No. Stop. Stop it.

      But I’m ignoring that voice inside my head as I walk in slow motion towards her. It’s like I’m walking underwater, in a dream, as I put one foot in front of the other, and before I know it I’m standing right in front of her.

      Her eyes are huge, and blue, and looking up at me with such sadness and such determination, and I can smell the lavender of her shampoo in her hair, and before the world can move another inch across it’s starry path, I’m kissing her. It’s fire, and passion, and it’s everything I’ve ever imagined kissing someone who matters feels like, and it’s like my whole life gets hit with a reset button; like I know after this I can start clean.

      She moans into my mouth, the sound both soft and completely sexy at the same time, and I find myself growling as I push myself against her. Her hands are at my neck, pulling at my tie and unbuttoning my shirt, and my hand is sliding over her thigh. I’m pushing her dress higher, feeling her shiver and whimper into me as my hand trails up until I feel lace, and heat, and-

      Protect them.

      The words hit me like slap across the face. Fuck; I can’t do this. I want to do this with every single fiber of everything I am, but what the fuck am I doing?

      I pull away from her; “Wait, hang on,” She’s leaning forward to kiss me again and I draw back further; “Reagan, hold on.”

      “What?” She’s looking at me like she messed up; like it’s her that’s doing something wrong, and that look just kills me.

      “I-“ What, tell her I can’t do this? Tell her it is her? Yeah, no, fuck that; I’m not doing that to her. “I- I just need to go get something for a sec.”

      She gives me a strange, nervous look as she bites her lip; “Oh-“

      Ah, shit, she thinks-

      “Ok, there might be one in my sister’s room, in the bedside table.” She looks so shy, so innocent, and so on the verge of breaking, and it’s giving me the fuel I need to walk away. I can’t let her get into me; can’t let her touch the wreck I am inside. Reset button? How fucking delusional am I? I’m broken, and in the way that can’t be fixed.

      “I’ll uh, I’ll see you soon.”

      And then I’m walking away; walking away from the one girl in the world I can’t get out of my head and regretting it and hating every step I take as I let the terrace and her and the memory of that one perfect moment in time slip away behind me.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      There’s something dreamlike about being back in the Old Man’s house in Greenwich, and I feel like I’m half-asleep as I wander through it.

      The strongest thing is, I’ve only ever been here a handful of times, but every single one sticks out like a dog-eared bookmark along the pages of my past.

      The kitchen has the lingering memories of swapping stories of trauma and horror with William over mushroom pizza; like our own fucked up little PTSD support group. There’s the guest-room upstairs, where he and I sat by day and night with Bryce for seven fucking days in a row while he detoxed off the junk; screaming his demons out at the ceiling while we held him down and kept him hydrated.

      I can remember parking myself in the library and reading every damn book the Old Man had on power and management and business when he set me up within Archer.

      And then of course, there’s the garden out back where I first met Reagan, and really, that’s the weirdest part. It’s not just that I haven’t been back here since William died, it’s that the last time I was here was when I kissed her.

      “Remind me again why we picked this place for the media Q&A?” I grin as I hear her walk up behind me where I’m staring off across the back gardens like a weirdo.

      It’s basically the first time she’s spoken to me since our little stupid blow-up yesterday, and I can tell she’s just as weirded out by being back at her Father’s place as I am which gives me a strange comfort. We both have our own ghosts about this place, but I can’t help but wonder if she’s thinking about that last time we were both here too.

      “One guess, but I’ll give you a hint; it starts with a ‘D’ and ends with ‘onald’.”

      She snorts, and as I turn to her, I see her look up at me like she’s about to say something.

      “Reagan! We’re live in two damn minutes!”

      Goddamnit, Donald.

      Reagan rolls her eyes and shakes her head, and with one last flickering look at me, she’s following her campaign manager back through the house to the front steps where they’re holding the press conference.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m anxious and restless; subtly shifting my weight from foot to foot, tensing my muscles, and generally feeling too warm under my dress-shirt. I start to roll the sleeves up too before Donald gives me the evil eye and mutters something about “not testing well with target demographics” as he scowls at my tattoos, so I leave them be with a scowl right back at him.  

      My nervousness of course has nothing to with Reagan talking to the media. No, fuck that, she’s flawless up there, looking every bit the political powerhouse behind the podium. Her answers are effortless, she’s direct and yet light, and she makes them laugh without even trying to play the comedian.

      No, what I’m fidgeting about is how I’m going to apologize to her about yesterday when we’re done here. There’s a nervous, rumbling energy inside of me that tumbles under the surface; the kind I usually only get when I’m strapping on my gloves for what I know is going to be a long, rough session with the bag, or when I think too long about the past. I want to tell her everything - all of it - and that quite honestly scares the shit out of me.

      I’m walking towards her with a grin on my face, ready to pull her away from all of this and just lay it all out, when mother-fucking Chet swoops out of nowhere with Donald tailing behind him like a puppy dog.

      And then it’s just a repeat of the previous day, where I’m gritting my teeth and trying to keep my cool while this asshole cracks stupid jokes and mugs for the cameras next to Reagan, using every ounce of my willpower to try and ignore the fact that he keeps touching her on the arm.

      And really, it’s not even Chet; it’s the thought of any guy putting their hands on her that makes me rage inside. The thought makes my fists clench up and brings me right back to where I was, drunk and fucked up in whatever shit-hole third world slum we were in at the time back then. I can’t help but think of my hands on her; my hands running down her sides, feeling the curve of her hips and the heat between her legs.

      Fuck, I mean I was so close to everything one time, and not just the prospect of fucking her, but I mean everything. That last time we were both here, I know it was something more and something deeper than just the idea of banging a chick. It was fucking way more than that, which is why five Goddamn years later I still can’t get it out of my head and still can’t get her out from under my skin.

      I think I even knew back then that when I kissed her for that first time, I was just done. With her, there was light, and peace, and finally a fucking silence to the blaring of my memories that scream through my head. I was so fucking close to knowing her, and letting her in before I ruined it.

      I realize I’ve been zoning out again as I hear Chet’s horrible little weasel laugh.

      “So I say, that’s how you putt a par-three, baby!” Donald erupts in laughter right along with him, and even Reagan is humoring him with a smile; the kind of smile I’ve barely seen tossed my way in days.

      “Am I right, Hudson?” Chet winks at me; “Yeah this guy knows what I’m talking about!”

      I have no fucking idea in the world what he’s talking about.

      “Hey so Hudson, remind me what it is you do over at Archer Holdings? You were a fighter pilot or something, right? Currahee!” Chet pumps his fist in the air like he’s at a football game or something.

      Seriously, punching this asshole in the face right here and right now would be an act of mercy.

      “I was a Marine, actually. And Currahee is the 101st Airborne; Army.”

      Reagan gives me a look, and I begrudgingly plaster a nicer, totally disingenuous look on my face; “I make sure the money flows in the right direction at Archer and just pretty much fix problems.”

      Chet grins and elbow’s me in the arm like we’re buddies; “Fix things, huh? So, you think you can fix this girl’s phone so she can call me back sometime?” Chet laughs hysterically at his own joke, with Donald right there with him clapping him on the back.

      No, but I can fix how fucking straight your teeth are in about five seconds, dickwad.

      But Reagan is laughing too, even though I know she can’t stand this clown either. She’s touching his arm and leaning into him, and I wince as a photographer flashes a quick shot of the two of them like that which I’m sure will end up on some stupid blog somewhere involving “romance on the campaign trail” or some other bullshit that Donald and Erika cook up.

      I want to hate all of this; all the fucking pageantry and the concocted narratives, and I definitely want to hate Reagan having her picture taken with this fucking guy.

      But deep down, I get it. I look around at the college volunteers clearing chairs from the front lawn; I see the campaign posters with her face on them, and the boxes of buttons and t-shirts with her name emblazoned across them, and I get it.

      Chet’s obnoxious, and vanilla, and a total talking head, but he fits the part. This is who she should be with, I think darkly to myself; not some fucked up broken toy soldier like me, with all the shit I’m still carrying around on my shoulders. This girl is fucking incredible, but her being with a guy like this just makes sense, and I’m fucking delusional to think otherwise.

      She laughs again at something stupid he says - the sound so perfect and so pure and good - and I can’t; I’m just done.

      I’m barely aware of Donald asking me where I’m going as I just walk away; away from the lights and the camera and Reagan and Chet.
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        Reagan

      

    
    
      
        P A S T

      

      I’m still trying to breath; still trying to get my racing heart to calm down enough for it to drop out of my throat and back into my chest where it belongs, even five minutes after he went back inside.

      I just kissed Hudson; I mean, holy shit.

      And not just any old “kiss” either; not some chaste princess-movie kiss, but a searing-hot, gravity-defying kiss that still has me grinning like an idiot and trying to feel the floor beneath my feet.

      Or did he kiss me? Does it matter? Does anything else in the world matter right now after that?

      Ten minutes after, I’ve calmed myself a little more, but I’m biting my lip nervously as I start to wonder about what comes next. I mean am I really going to do this with him? I mean it’s not like I’m a virgin or anything; well, not technically at least. That dubious technicality involves a spectacularly brief encounter with my date to senior prom.

      But this is Hudson we’re talking about; Hudson with the dangerously charming smile, Hudson with the practically legendary history of women trailing after him. I’ve been drinking, but I’m hardly drunk anymore; maybe from that kiss, but not from wine.

      But I’m worried now that there was a boldness and a confidence in me that I’m not used to when I pretty much dragged him up here, and now I’m starting to wonder how much longer that boldness is going to last me without his lips on mine.

      Fifteen minutes after he went inside, I decide I can’t just stand here out on the terrace tapping my feet, so I find myself walking back into the house. He’s not in Quinn’s room, not where I told him to look for condoms, and he’s not in mine, where I’m secretly hoping to find him waiting for me. Walking back downstairs is like slowly re-immersing myself into reality, as the shadowy murmuring sounds of family and mourners sucks me back into the now. I’m scanning the room for him, thinking maybe he got drawn back down for some sort of emergency or to help someone, but I’m still not seeing him.

      His back is to me, and he’s standing with a bunch of other suits in corner of the foyer, and I’m about to go up and tap him on the shoulder when I hear it, and the floor just drops out from under me; “..A girl like that is just another place to get your dick wet.”

      It’s his voice. The same man who just kissed me with a passion I never knew existed in the world, and who told me he’d be right back is now telling a bunch of his buddies that he fucked me.

      I’m backing away slowly, realizing that the pain inside my chest is the feeling of my heart just breaking.

      “Reagan, I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      I turn quickly to the woman I’ve never met before who probably worked for my father - someone else who probably knew him better than I did - and nod quickly; “Uh, thanks.”

      “He was a great man.” She looks at me plaintively, shaking her head and pursing her lips.

      “M-hmm.”

      When I look back, he’s gone, and I can feel the shattered pieces inside of me tumbling to the floor. I turn back to the women talking to me about my father, and it’s then that I see him. It’s right then, surrounded by the mourners and shadows and memories of my father, that I see the Hudson Banks - the man that just broke my heart - shuffling out the front door with the pretty blonde girl hanging off his arm and giggling at something he’s saying.

      He’s nodding quickly at the valet out front and helping the drunk-looking bimbo into the passenger seat of his car before he turns quickly, his eyes darting over the crowd quickly as if trying to make sure he’d not caught making this escape like this. He doesn’t see me - which is good because if we’d locked eyes in that moment, I’d have broken entirely - before he takes a quick breath, his face looking dark, and slides into the car.

      Then he’s roaring away, dust kicking up behind the car with the screaming giggle of her voice trailing out the window.

      And then he’s gone.

      There’s a sting; something piercing deep inside that threatens to take me to my knees right here as I realize what a complete fool I’ve been. And in that moment, I’m not even sure I’m mad at him; I’m mad at myself. I’m mad at being the silly little stupid girl I never wanted to be. I’m mad at letting my convictions and my armor and my sensibilities drop for just a second; only realizing now that it was just enough to get hurt.

      The tears start to come then, and another person I don’t know is hugging me and telling me how it’s all going to be ok. And with this stranger’s arms around me, I realize how awful I am that I’m standing there shedding tears over some bullshit crush on some bullshit shadow of a man named Hudson instead of my father, who I should be crying over.

      And then I’m tearing away and pushing my through the crowd, back up the stairs, past the Goddamn library and the terrace, and down to my room. I’m under the covers, my face pressed tight to my pillow as I sob; for my father, for me, for the pain of growing up and the bitterness of life.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      “Hudson!” I’m stomping up the staircase to the second floor, chasing him as he storms down the hallway

      “Goddamnit, Hudson where-”

      “Go back, Reagan.” He’s in the upstairs library, pushing open the double doors to the terrace where that kiss happened all those years before; back to the scene of the crime. I tense myself and tighten my jaw as I stand staring at the double doors across the room where he’s just gone through, feeling the licking tendrils of the shivering cold teasing through the crack where he’s left them not quite closed. I storm across the room, fling them open and step out into the chilly night; determined to corner him here.

      “What the fuck was that back there?”

      He turns, his face looking tight and tense and his sharp blue eyes blazing liquid fire as they stare at me; “It’s nothing, Reagan; just leave it. Oh and say hi to Chet for me.”

      I stare at him, feeling my own flame begin to churn inside of me; “You’re jealous? Of Chet?”

      “Of course I’m fucking jealous.” He growls it quietly, before he starts to stalk past me back into the house.

      “You know it wasn’t just that you rejected me and made me feel like a complete idiot.” My mouth spits the words out before my brain can stop me, and he freezes in the doorway.

      He whirls around, his eyes blazing that steely blue fire as he looks right into mine.

      “It wasn't just that you humiliated me, Hudson; after you led me on like that.” I take a shaky breath, realizing I’m about to say everything I’ve been wanting to tell him for five years; “I was young-“

      “So was I-“

      “You knew better!” The pained look in his eyes says it all, but I just can’t stop; “And you just left me there!” I can feel the tears begin to well up, hot and stinging my eyes as my heart races in my chest.

      “I was a mess, Reagan,” He says gruffly, a tightness to his voice; “I was broken and I didn’t want you to get dragged into my-“

      “You know what Hudson? Fuck you- it’s not that!”

      I’m desperately trying to keep it together and not let myself fly off the handle, but it feels like the whole stupid thing is about to give way.

      I feel my throat tighten, catching my breath in my throat. “It’s not even that you wound me up and left me feeling like a stupid little girl-”. My chest burns and my eyes sting as I glare at him, standing there with his smoldering gaze just burning into me. “I mean what was the point of pretending you even liked me like that for all that time Hudson?”

      I’m crying now and telling him this, and basically doing everything I don’t do as I just spill everything.

      “What was the point of making me feel like I was special or like you even wanted me?”

      “Jesus, Reagan, because I-“

      “I saw you!” Tears are rolling down my cheeks, fueled by the memory of him driving away all those years before; “I fucking saw you leaving with that girl, OK?” My breath hitches as I try and fight the tears. “And after nothing even happened with us, you went off and gloated to everyone that you fucked the boss’s daughter anyways!”

      His face crumbles into a frown; “Reagan, what the fuck are you talking abou-”

      “ ‘A girl like that is just another place to get your dick wet’, right Hudson? That’s what you fucking said, right?” Hudson’s face is tight and his eyes are flashing fire at me he takes a step forward and reaches for me, but I rip my arm away and turn away from him; “No, forget this, and fuck you, Hudson; fuck this whole thing, just leave me alo-”

      He grabs me, his grip tight on my arm, and I gasp as I feel him pull me around and yank me against his chest; “Will you listen to me!” He growls.

      I can feel my heart leap into my throat as he holds me tight against him, and I fall right into those eyes as the smell of him and the feel of his hands on my skin just draw me right in.

      “Don’t touch me!” But I know my fight is gone the second I find myself in his arms, and I’m not stopping him.

      He shoves me back against the ivy-covered wall behind me, his body so close to mine that I can feel his heat; “I gave that girl a ride home because she was wasted, and her boyfriend was being an asshole.”

      “Oh, please; fucking save me the bullshit Hudso-”

      “Logan.” He growls out; “Logan was her boyfriend. They fought, she was drunk, and I was going back to New York anyways; that’s why she was in my car.”

      His eyes pierce into me, and I’m trying to fight the cooling effect they’re having on my temper because I need to be mad; I need to scream at him and tell him I hate him because if I don’t I’ll explode. “You- you told that group of guys that we-!”

      “You didn’t hear the whole thing, did you.”

      The winter wind whips up over the terrace, and I shiver against him.

      “Those guys were a bunch of douchebag finance assholes who worked for Archer Holdings, and I bumped into them after I told Logan I’d take his girl home.”

      His eyes narrow as if he’s remembering the moment, and he sort of looks through me as he talks; “They were all bullshitting around, talking about girls and their conquests or whatever, when one of them said something about a pool they all had about sleeping with one of the Archer girls.”

      Hudson’s face glowers darkly, and his eyes flash with a fierce emotion; “One little prick said something especially foul about you, and yeah, what I said was; ‘if you think a girl like that is just another place to get your dick wet, we’re going to have a problem’ ”. Hudson’s eyes bore fiercely into mine.

      “I’m guessing you left before I told him I’d push him off the fucking roof if I ever heard him talk about you or your sisters like that again.”

      I stare at him, feeling the heat of his palms on my skin in stark contrast to the chill in the air around us. I want to believe him -  desperately want to believe him, by I’m still hanging onto that hate; that feeling of betrayal. I roll my eyes and sneer at him; “Oh, right, and you expect me to believe-”

      “Goddamnit, Reagan,” He snarls at me, his face strained and tight, and suddenly I know I’m watching that armor drop away and I’m seeing the real Hudson; “Do you have any fucking idea how hard it was to walk away from you?” He says softly; “How could you think I’d-”

      “Because thats you! That’s just fucking like you, Hudson!”

      “Not since you!” He barks.

      “What the hell is that suppose to me-”

      “Jesus, Reagan for once will you just shut the fuck up.” And then he’s kissing me, his lips crashing into mine hard as he presses me up against the stone behind me, and I feel my whole body fall into him

      But I yank myself back from him somehow, and before I can think it through, I’m smacking him across the face; “I’m not going to be just another notch you know!”

      And this time, I’m kissing him, smothering that look of wild bewilderment and primal fury on his face as I kiss him with everything I have. I feel his strong arms tighten around my waist, pulling me hard against him, and I moan into his mouth as I feel the throbbing between his legs pressing hotly against me.

      “You could never be ‘just another’ anything, Reagan Archer,” He growls into my kiss. “You couldn't be even if you tried.” And when he kisses me again, the whole world disappears around us.

      I grind into him, whimpering into his mouth as I feel his body hard against mine and feel his hands slide down to cup my ass. I’m shoving aside the voice inside my head that’s screaming at what a terrible idea all of this is, trying to smother it as Hudson smothers my mouth with his lips. I shouldn’t be kissing him like this, or moaning into his mouth as his hands grab my ass, or arching my back and rocking my pelvis against the thick hardness of his cock pressing at the front of his pants. No, I definitely shouldn’t be doing any of those things; not here, not now, and definitely not with Hudson Banks.

      “We- we shouldn’t be doing this!” I whimper out, moaning as he sucks my earlobe between his lips.

      “We should definitely be doing this,” He growls softly; “I can’t even tell you what I wanted to do with you the last time we were up here,” He says hotly into my ear, sending shivers through my whole body.

      Oh, I want to know everything he wanted to do with me; everything he wants to do with me; “Show me,” I whisper out, my voice heavy with lust, and I’m shocked at my own words even as true as they are.

      He’s yanking my prim and proper jacket off of me, and I’m shrugging it off my shoulders as I moan into his kiss.

      “Well, this, for one,” He tears my conservative blouse apart, sending the buttons scattering and making me gasp at the ferocity of him as I arch my back towards him as I feel his hands sliding over the thin lace of my bra, making my nipples pucker into hard points under his touch. His mouth slides down my neck, nipping at my skin as he kisses over the tops of my breasts. I whimper as he yanks my bra down, baring my nipples to his hungry eyes, and then I cry out as his lips wrap around one rosy nub; his tongue darting across and sending jolts of electricity shooting through my whole body.

      I arch my back and thrust my chest out towards him, gasping as his mouth sucks at my sensitive nipples; “Th- that’s all you’ve been waiting five years to do?” I moan out, biting my lip as my hands running up the muscles of his arm. He answers with his hand sliding up the inside of thigh, and I whimper as he pushes my conservative skirt up around my waist as his fingers find my heat.

      “No, Princess,” He says with heat in his voice as he brings his head up to stare into my eyes; “That is far from the only thing I’ve wanted to do to you for the last five fucking years.”

      He growls as his fingers slide beneath the edge of my soaking wet panties and slide through my folds. “God, you’re so fucking wet for me,” he husks into my lips, and I gasp, my hands clutching at his arm muscles as he pushes a finger inside.

      I kiss him with a ferocity as I feel him curl his finger inside of me, stroking that special place just inside and making me whimper and moan for him. No one has ever spoken to me like that before, and the barbaric animalism of it has me desperate for more.

      “Take off your shirt for me,” he says thickly, punctuating his words with a curl of his finger.

      “Jesus, are you always this bossy?” I say with a grin as I begin to pull the torn blouse from my shoulders.

      “Bossy?” He pulls back from lips with hungry grin on his face; “Princess, I have not even begun to show you bossy.”

      I gasp as he pulls his fingers from my center and spins me around suddenly, pushing me right up against the stone railing.

      “Bend over,” He growls out deeply, sending a chill down my spine.

      “What? Hudson-“

      “I said bend over.”

      And I’m doing it. I’m holding onto the stone and bending over for him, arching my ass out towards him and almost not even being able to handle how much it turns me on that he’s bossing me around like this.

      I’m not one to take orders, but listening to him has me wetter than anything. His hands on are on my hips, pushing my skirt up around my waist as he hooks his fingers into the waist of my panties. I shiver as he yanks them down over my ass, pulling them off my hips and down to my knees as he kneels behind me. But my surprise quickly turns to pleasure though as I feel his mouth on my pussy. I moan and grab tightly to the railing as his tongue pushes deep inside of me, and I can feel the reverberations through my whole body as he growls into me.

      He licks and eats me like a starving man, his hands grabbing tightly to my ass and pulling me against his face as he slides his tongue through my wetness. When he wraps his lips around my clit and flicks his tongue across it, it takes everything I have not to scream out over the whole estate.

      My hand is sliding across my breasts, pulling on my nipples as I whimper and moan and push myself back against his tongue. I know somewhere deep inside that we shouldn’t be doing this, or that someone could walk in and see us. But when he sucks my clit hard between his lips and slides a finger deep inside me, us not doing this is very quickly the very last thing on my mind.

      I want all of him; right here where we came so close before.

      I want to feel him slide that hard cock deep inside of me and fuck me right here, and I want to cry out his name without a care in the world about who hears as I come for him. I try to pull away from him, to draw off the sensation and wait, but his strong hands hold me firmly in place and his tongue and his finger only get more insistent.

      And when I hear him moan into my pussy, as if the sheer act of tasting me is so erotic to him that he can’t help but let go, it’s too much, and I explode. I bite down hard on my hand, the pain lancing through me almost heightening the pleasure as I come against his mouth.

      And as the white moon shines down on us hidden away on our terrace, I fucking scream his name into my hand as my whole body just shatters with the pure release.
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        Hudson

      

    
    
      
        P A S T

      

      “This is fucking impossible.” I slam the laptop shut, my eyes blurred from the rows and rows of spreadsheets I’ve been staring at.

      “What’s impossible?” Bryce looks at me coolly from across the office; always so calm, always so precise with his emotions in a way that I’m pretty sure I’ll never be able to be.

      “This,” I say, flipping the bird to the laptop in front of me.

      Bryce chuckles; “Mind over machine, Hudso-”

      “I’m not a fucking accountant, man.” I growl at him, standing to walk over towards the big windows looking out over the river that bears my name; or the opposite, I guess. “I mean we’re soldiers, Bryce. This?” I turn, pulling at the lapels of a suit that costs more than I used to spend on food in a year as I shake my head at him; “This isn’t us man. What the fuck was he thinking putting us in charge of shit like this?”

      Bryce is quiet, looking at me pointedly in that zen way he does that’d be infuriating if he wasn’t my brother; “No one ever said you were an accountant, Hudson.”

      “Ok, then what do you call looking at numbers all fucking da-”

      “I call it problem solving.”

      I arch my brow at him; “Excuse me?”

      “Problem solving. You’re not ‘being an accountant’, Hud, you’re looking for problems and finding solutions, which is what you’re good at.”

      I laugh; “You’ve met me, right?” I shake my head; “Dude, I am the problem most of the time.”

      “Ok, who figured out how to get us past that roadblock on the Chinese border?”

      I roll my eyes; “It’s called bribing, Bry-”

      “Who got us out of that detention center in Cairo after all that shit went down where they were going to sell us to the State Department?”

      “Oh, you mean the shit that went down because of me?”

      He rolls his eyes; “Somalia, Angola, the DRC; dude, you’ve saved our butts like two dozen times, and it’s because you know how to think your way out of a box.”

      “Bryce, you’re don’t know what you’re-”

      “Oh fuck off, Hudson.” He stands and walks over to the window; “When will you just admit to yourself that you’re a whole new man, and that the fuck-up you were died back there in the desert?” He looks at me with cool, stony eyes; “And when will you just learn how to take a fucking compliment, man?”

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      We’re back inside the house camped out on opposites sides of the sofa in the library looking out over the moon-lit grounds of her father’s house.

      If I had my way, she’d be on my lap, and preferably naked, instead of four feet away across the giant expanse of couch. But I know she’s right that we need to maintain distance; I know what this can’t look like.

      Of course, being this close to her when I can still taste her on my tongue is driving me nine different shades of crazy, and I shift again uncomfortably as my cock presses rock hard against my pants.

      She’s glowing in the im moonlight streaming in through the windows; her whole face lighting up in a way I’ve seen so rarely since walking back into her life as she grins at me from the other end of the sofa; “So, is that what you do to all the young female politicians that Archer Holdings funds?”

      “Oh, absolutely” I say with a totally straight face; “Although most of them don’t try and yank my hair out by the roots when they come on my tongue.”

      I can see the shade of red her face goes even from here, and even through the white light of the moon as she rolls her eyes; “Dick.”

      “Oh, is that what you were after?” I’m teasing her, but I shrug and start to reach for my zipper.

      “Hudson!” She hisses, her eyes darting to the wide open library doorway before her concerned look drops back to me and she sees the smirk on my face. “Asshole,” she says with a wry grin. She swings her feet up into the couch as she turns to face me; “So that’s how you used to get all those girls you’d parade around with? Just whip out the fishing rod and see what bites?”

      “Pretty much, yeah.” The banter is making me grin, and I can see her roll her eyes as she tries to hide the flash of smile on her face. “Of course, it helps to have a big rod.” I say with a sly wink, and I love seeing her face instantly get even redder as she buries it in her hands.

      “Well, I wouldn’t know.” She says primly; mock sophistication in her voice.

      I arch an eyebrow at her and she bites her lips and rolls her eyes, and I know she’s thinking about walking in on me in the bathroom; “I mean I wouldn’t know what it feels like.”

      “But you’re dying to, right?”

      My hand slides over her foot and up to her calf, and I can hear her sharp intake of breath; “Mayb-”

      “There you are!” Reagan jerks her feet away from me at the sound of Donald’s voice behind us as if she’d just had them in hot coals. I frown as I see her relaxed body instantly stiffen back to formal, political Reagan.

      “Goddamnit Reagan,” Donald grumbles, storming into the room towards us; “It is not ok to just walk away from mingling with those types of people like that; it sends a bad message.” He glares at me, his eyes narrowing as if trying to suss out why it is Reagan is here alone with me in the dark library.

      Good thing you didn’t come knocking fifteen minutes ago, dick, I think to myself.

      “What, ‘those type of people’ like Chet Kennedy?” Reagan rolls her eyes as she stands and smooths out her skirt; “I have far more important things to worry about than what dipshits like him think of m-“

      “Dammit we talked about this Reagan!” Donald fumes; “I don’t care if Chet Kennedy is literally Adolf Hitler; he tests amazingly well with your target demographic.”

      I can see her tensing up, the laid-back and relaxed Reagan of five minutes ago gone as she frowns; “So, what, are you trying to pimp me out for ratings, Donald?”

      “You better believe it.”

      She stares at him for a second before she shakes her head in disgust; “Fuck you.” She whirls on her heel and storms out of the room.

      “Jesus, Donald,” I mutter, standing as well and glowering at him; “I mean she hates the guy-”

      “You know, Hudson,” Donald interrupts, his eyes narrowing at me; “I see what you’re doing, and you’re not going to ruin this for me.”

      I furrow my brow; “For you?”

      “For the campaign.” He mutters, but I know what he means, and it puts me instantly on edge; “We both want the same thing for the campaign, Hudson.”

      “For Reagan, you mean.”

      He shrugs. “A campaign is a campaign; I’d have figured a big important business man like yourself would understand that,” he says with a sneer. “Reagan makes a great figurehead for that campaign, but it’s the run that’s important here.”

      “You mean it doesn’t matter if she wins or not, as long as the campaign is good?” My voice starts to rise as I shake my head in disgust at him. Because then you become the next wizard campaign manager for putting a twenty three year old girl up for a New York Senate seat and running a ‘good campaign’, even if she doesn’t win.

      “I don’t expect one of William’s army buddies to understand.”

      “Marines, dick.”

      Donald shakes his head. “Regardless, it’s nothing you’d understand. If Archer Holdings wants to finance the campaign, that’s great. And if they think you need to somehow protect her like some sort of bodyguard, fine, I’m even ok with that too.”

      He frowns and takes another step towards me before he sticks his finger out and pokes me in the chest; “But if you think there’s anything else for you here, I’m here to tell you that you are sorely mistaken.”

      “Fuck you, Donald.”

      “Look, you’re here to protect an investment, right?” He frowns at me again; “So do your fucking job. ‘Protect the investment’ doesn’t mean suddenly deciding you know more about running a candidate than I do, ok?”

      “You’re pushing her too hard.”

      “She’ll adapt and she’ll mold into what she needs to be.”

      I shake my head at him and his mechanical robot answers. “Jesus, Donald; are you fucking serious?”

      “Hudson, this isn’t the first time I’ve helped a trust-fund kid play politics you know.”

      I can feel my temper start to rage inside, my hands clutching at my side; “We both know she’s a lot more than that.”

      Donald just shrugs; “Look, I get it. She’s beautiful, charismatic, magnetic; she’s William’s daughter - I mean really Hudson, I get why you’re following her around like you are.”

      For a moment I bristle; suddenly wondering if Donald actually knows what’s going on between Reagan and I.

      “I mean I’m glad you’ve decided to be her friend like you’ve been-”

      Guess not

      “- And that’s exactly the kind of attraction we’re working for her target demographic.” He looks at me shrewdly. “Don’t fool yourself though, Reagan has an angle here, and that angle is to get elected, not be your pal.”

      “Donald, the only one playing shadow angles here is you.” I growl, feeling my jaw tense.

      He shrugs. “Look, you want to help her? Keep her locked down; keep her focused on what she needs to do.”

      He starts to walk out of the room before he pauses and turns at the door. “Stick to the plan, Hudson.” And then he’s gone, leaving me alone in this dark library full of ghosts and questions and my own shattered thoughts.
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      “Well I think it’s awesome,” Chelsea says, sipping on her coffee.

      “Thanks. I mean it’s just a low-level position for the campaign, but he’s a pretty strong incumbent, so it’ll be great experience to work for his office.”

      Chelsea grins, “Dad would’ve loved that you’re getting into politics you know.”

      “Not why I’m doing it, but fine.” I mutter.

      Chelsea huffs and slaps her hand down hard on the bench we’re camped out on in Central Park; “Ok, honestly, when are you going to let all of that go?”

      I scowl and look away from her; “What does it matter?”

      “It matters because it’s not healthy to keep letting it eat away at you like that! Ok, fine, we get it! Dad worked a lot, and he missed some stuff, and you’re mad about it!”

      “Are you not?” I snap at her.

      “We all have regrets, Reagan, but no, I’m not mad at him for working hard, or for Mom dying so young.”

      I look away again, wordless and angry.

      “He did what he could-”

      “Well it wasn’t good enough, now was it!?”

      Chelsea’s face tightens as she holds my furious look and shakes her head. “He’s dead, Reagan; you think you can get around to forgiving him now anyways?”

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      Donald is talking about polling points, or something to do with “provisional budgeting,” but I’m honestly not even hearing a word he says.

      It’s hardly been a handful of hours since what happened back at the house in Greenwich, and while we might be back in the City, my mind is still right back there on that balcony, watching my breath crystalize in the chill of the air as Hudson’s hot mouth devours me-

      “Reagan!”

      I snap out of my fantasy to see Donald shaking his head and snapping his fingers at me, Erika tut-tuting behind him like some sort of angry schoolmarm.

      “I need you to be here, Reagan,” He huffs, his face red; “If you’d rather daydream though, let me know now and I’ll quit wasting my time with this damn campaign.”

      I want to snap at him, but in all honestly, I know he’s right. We are way too deep into this campaign for me to be slacking off like this and letting myself be carried away by distractions.

      Fuck, is that what he is? I mean everything that we said back there at the house was so nakedly honest, and so real, and God did it feel real when his tongue slid into my pussy like that.

      But, Goddamnit, no! How fucking stupid am I to get involved with Hudson Banks of all freaking people! Never mind the past; the fact that he works for my largest campaign contributor, which I’m already going to get shit for sharing the same name with, is another huge blaring warning sign! I can’t even imagine the shit-storm my run would find itself in if the papers got ahold of the juicy tidbit that I was fucking my campaign contributor.

      Well, not fucking, yet.

      Yet; which means there’s still time to end this. I can stop this train wreck now right here before it goes any further; before the risk gets any bigger to the campaign, and to me. There’s too much at stake here, and it’s just not worth it.

      Now, if I could just convince myself of that.

      “I’m here, I’m sorry Donald.” I let the air out through pursed lips; “Honestly, I think I’m just tired and worn out from the day. You guys mind if we break here so I can go take a shower?”

      Donald grumbles but nods as I stand; “Just be ready to hit this tomorrow, ok? You’ve got that interview in the morning, the other one later after lunch, and then the gala event with Congressman Kennedy in the evening.”

      “I will.” Because tomorrow, I’m nipping this in the bud with Hudson and putting an end to the distractions.

      “Ooo! Don’t forget to use that facial scrub I got you! Reagan!” Erika say something else about cucumbers and tea-tree oil as I roll my eyes and leave them in the conference room.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The hotel we’re staying at in Midtown is exactly the kind of campaign expense I don’t particularly enjoy, even though I know it’s all part of the pageantry of the race. I’ve tried to tell Donald a million times that it’s ridiculous for me to be staying here, seeing as I live barely ten blocks away, but he’s insisted that at this point in my campaign, I need a “headquarters”.

      Right; what I need is a stiff drink to give me the courage to figure out what I’m going to say to Hudson. I pause for just a second outside his door, almost tempted to knock on it and just rip the band-aid off right then, but I stop myself, of course.

      Tightening the fist I was about to pound on his door with, I walk into my own room and close the door mercifully behind me.

      I feel a shiver as I strip off my clothes in the bathroom, still feeling the lingering graces of his touch on my body as I turn on the water. I still have no idea what I'm going to say to him, but I'm bracing myself to do it anyways; it’s the only realistic thing to do at this point.

      The shower spray is bliss; hot, sudsy, and steamy to the point where I can just let go a little bit and let it all just take me away. So much so, in fact, that I don’t even hear the door to the bathroom open until it shuts, at which point I practically jump out of my skin. My scream freezes in my throat as he yanks the shower curtain back and smirks at me.

      "Hudson!" I gasp, my hands clutching at my chest. "What the fuck!"

      He grins wickedly and shushes me.

      "Are you fucking insane?!" I husk at him, still meekly covering myself with my hands as if he hasn't seen me naked before; as if he hadn't just had his mouth on my pussy barely hours before. “Donald and Erika are in the conference room right down the hall, get out of here!" I hiss at him through clenched teeth.

      He smirks at me. "Well I guess that means you'd better keep quiet then."

      "Hud-"

      He pulls off his towel, and he's rock hard, his erection throbbing as he grins at me and steps into the shower with me.

      "Hudson, I-“ I can feel my resolve cracking; already forgetting all those poetic words I'd been putting together in my head to tell him why we couldn't continue this exact behavior anymore. He's steps close to me, so close I can feel my own body betraying me; warming, and wanting him nearer still.

      "We can't- we can't do this-”

      "Reagan," His voice is low and growling. "I'm going to kiss you on the count of five. And if you don't want me to do that, you're going to have to tell me, because after that, you're going to have to stop me."

      Goddamnit, why won't he listen to me? I can't do this, as much as every fiber of my being wants to. He steps closer to me, so close that I can practically feel his skin on mine, though he's still not touching me. The water trickles over his chiseled and inked chest, over the scars and the muscles there.

      "Hudson-“

      "One."

      "Dammit, get out of the shower!" I whisper noncommittally, barely believing the words myself.

      "Two."

      His hand reaches up and he trails his fingertips across the arm I've still got covering my breasts, making me shiver despite the steam from the shower. But we can not fucking do this! It could ruin the whole campaign and everything that I've worked so hard for.

      "Three."

      I'm wet; so fucking wet and ready for him that it's making my knees feel weak. But we can't-

      "Four."

      "Hudson, shut up."

      My resolve crumbles completely and I slide my hands into his hair and kiss him fiercely, as if I'd fly away without my lips on his another second.

      He growls as his strong arms wrap tightly around me, his hands sliding over my skin and grabbing me as he pulls me tight against his skin. I moan into his mouth, feeling his cock throb hotly pressed between us. His hand slides around over my hip and down between my legs to stroke my clit, and I pull away from his kiss and gasp as I feel him slip his fingers inside of me. I rock against him, whimpering his name as the water cascades over our skin; over his scars and ink and over everything that's ever separated us.

      I drop my hands to his cock, shuttling my hand up and down his enormous hardness as he curls his fingers inside of me, stroking against that sweet spot. I'm so close as I feel him growl into my neck, and it's taking everything I have not to cry out loud and scream his name as he coaxes me closer and closer to that sweet edge.

      He bites my earlobe between his teeth. "Come for me, Reagan. Come for me right now."

      When I do scream this time, I muffle it into his shoulder. My whole body shudders against him as my orgasm shatters through me, and I clutch him to me tightly, as if he might float away.
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      It’s the pretending to care that gets old after a while.

      It’s exhausting really, pretending I’m interested in what they’re saying, or their opinions on the menu, or in them as people when really, I just don’t care. I’m going out with girls because I know I should, and I know it’s something I need to do to get my mind off of her, but it never helps. If anything, it just makes it worse.

      A year later, and here I am out with some other redhead who only even vaguely looks like her, who’s chattering at me across the dinner table about - fuck, actually I have no idea. I

      ’m dating because I know a man of my position should be dating cute women in skimpy dresses at fancy restaurants. I mean let’s face it, there’s already enough weird shit about me to make me stand out more than I ever want to; being that weird guy who never goes out or is never seen with a hot girl on his arm is just a reputation I don’t need if I’m trying to blend in.

      When I drop her back off at her apartment, she looks at me like I’m completely nuts when I politely decline her invitation to come up for for coffee “and maybe a little cream and sugar”. Besides it being such an over-the-top line, I’m just not interested.

      I mean shit, the old me would’ve had her dress off halfway up the stairs; hell, the old me would’ve probably fucked her in the bathroom of that 5-star restaurant. But the new me feels pulled in too many directions, and is hounded by too many demons, and is haunted by the memory of the one perfect girl who no one is ever going to replace.

      And as I roar away from the redhead’s apartment, I wonder just how in the hell I’m ever going to get Reagan Archer out of my fucking head.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      We’re giggling like fucking teenager as we stumble out of the shower, barely toweled off and leaving wet footprints across the carpet.

      She pushes me back in this big stuffed chair by the window of her room, and before I know it, she’s kneeling at my feet. When her lips wrap around my cock, it’s fucking miles better than every single one of the multitude of fantasies I’ve had of this exact moment.

      Her tongue slides across the underside of me as she begins to gently suck, and I’m just done. I’m gasping for breath with my hands running through her long red hair as she moans and swirls her tongue around me. When I warn her, she only moans louder and sucks me deeper, and I explode inside her mouth as I gasp out her name.

      She giggles as she pulls away, wiping her mouth in this way that would look just plain slutty with literally any other girl in the world but her; on her it just looks incredible. She smiles shyly up at me as I try to form words though the fog in my head. Our eyes meet and then I’m pulling her up into my lap and kissing her neck and feeling her whimper softly into my ear.

      “You trying to kill me, Red?” I growl, nipping at her earlobe and loving the way it makes her gasp.

      “No but I’m starting to see the appeal all those other girls found in you.”

      She’s giggling, teasing me, and I groan as bring her lips to mine. “There are no other girls but you, you know that right?” She’s kissing me, and then as her hand drops to my lap she starts to giggle again

      “Oh my God-”

      “What?”

      She laughs - the sound so fucking beautiful and musical; “Hudson-” Her eyes are wide and her cheeks are blushing bright red as she nods at my cock, standing straight up between us.

      “You’re still, um-” She’s trails off, and I shrug, not being able to help but add in a smug smirk at the fact that I’m still hard. Reagan bites her lip. “Do you- um, do you have one?”

      Fuck. Of course I don’t. The old me had them stuffed into every pocket I owned, but of the course the second the new me needs one more than a dying man needs water in the desert, I’m without. She sees the hesitation on my face and smirks as she reaches for her purse on the table next to us; rummaging around before coming out with a little foil packet in her hand and an adorable pink glow to her cheeks. I raise my eyebrows teasingly and she rolls her eyes. “You should probably check and make sure it isn’t expired.”

      She’s grinning at me as our eyes meet, and I feel so fucking close to this girl without even being inside her that it practically knocks the wind out of me. I’m not used to feeling this emotionally exposed with someone; this naked. In fact, even with all the women before, I’m fairy certain in that moment that I’ve never felt quite like this before; the sobering epiphany hits me that this is what making love feels like.

      She looks at me, so innocently, and so full of need that I’m suddenly terrified of shattering everything that she with the burden of what I carry.

      “Reagan, you know we don’t have to do thi-”

      “Hudson will you shut up and fuck me already?” She leans down and kisses me, sucking my lip between her teeth, and that pushes me right over the edge.

      I tear open the packet and roll the condom down over my length before my hands are grabbing her ass and moving her up to my tip as she squeals. And then I’m feeling her slide down on to me, and it’s like heaven and I could die right here.

      She’s like warm silk around me as we move together like the movement of an ocean; rocking together like a tide upon a shore. I’m gentle at first, but the way she starts to dig her fingernails into my shoulders and the way she bounces up and down my length making these sexy as hell little cooing sounds has me grabbing her harder and pumping my hips to meet hers. She grinding against me and whimpering as my hands grab the soft skin of her ass hard enough to leave marks as I start to fuck her hard.

      I can feel her tightening around me, her muscles clutching at me and her mouth hanging open as I kiss her and then slide my lips to ear.

      “Come for me, Reagan; fucking come for me right now.”

      I muffle her screams with my mouth this time as she goes to pieces around me, and it’s more than I can take. I see stars as I roar my release into her kiss and explode inside of her.

      When we’ve caught our escaping breaths and racing hearts and moved to the bed, I’m curled up next to her. And for the first time in maybe ever, I’m not counting down the seconds until I can leave.

      She yawns into my chest as she snuggles against me, worming her way deeper into my arms. “We shouldn’t fall asleep like this” she says sleepily.

      I nod, feeling my own eyelids weighing heavily down. “Definitely not.”

      I can feel her lips smiling against my skin. “But Hudson, would it really be so bad if…”

      I’m waiting for a full five seconds for her to finish her sentence until I grin as I hear the soft rhythmic breathing of her sleep. Before I can even convince myself to stop, I’m holding her tightly against my body as I let sleep take me under, and for the first since longer than I can honestly remember, I don’t dream at all.

      And it’s wonderful.
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      I quietly hang up the phone and stare at the wall of my apartment for a second before I let the air out in a slow stream. The empty, sort of blank feeling inside is weird, especially since I know I should be feeling something much more right now. When your friend calls to tell you that your boyfriend’s been cheating on you, there’s a certain way you’re supposed to feel and react.

      Except, I just don’t.

      And a lot of that might be because there wasn’t exactly a whole lot there anyways with Chet. He was more like a companion, and kind of an annoying one at that than any sort of romantic role.

      Movies are full of dramatic encounters and fiery kisses and unbridled passion, and I know that’s all Hollywood bullshit, but I also know that I’ve seen that sort of passion. I’ve felt it, if only once and if only for one brief kiss, but that one kiss with him is better and more memorable than anything I’ve known since.

      So, no, I’m not mad that Chet’s apparently been fucking one of his interns, I’m just sort of sad, I guess.

      I open my phone, and almost like second nature, I’m scrolling down through my contacts until I see Hudson’s number there on my screen.

      It’s right where it’s been for over a year now, sitting there in front of my face with my thumb hanging half an inch above it but never actually touching it and actually going through with calling him. I don’t even know what the hell I’d say to him at this point, even though for a while I was so mad I even wrote down all the poisonous vitriol I wanted to hurl at him. But now- now it just seems like a faded and sad dream.

      Wow, look at me. I’ve just been cheated on and dumped by my boyfriend, but all I can think about is the man who broke my heart a full year ago. I take a deep breath and look at the number once more, and I know it’s time.

      I know it’s time to let him go.

      I slide my thumb across his number, and before I can stop myself, I’m hitting the little red “x” there to delete the contact.

      And just like that, he’s gone.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      There’s the usual fog that accompanies waking up when I first open my eyes, and as sunlight glows around the drawn curtains, I find myself lazily stretching as I yawn and roll over - right into Hudson.

      Suddenly I’m wide awake and panicking, and I jump out of bed and back away from it, as if being near him somehow makes it more real and more than I can handle right now.

      Holy shit, I slept with Hudson.

      My hand flies to my mouth as my eyes go wide, suddenly thinking of all the repercussions that could come of this; my campaign, the funding from Archer Holdings; God, the media if they got ahold of this?

      I realize I’m pacing and chewing at my cuticles again, and I force myself to stop as I turn and look at him, still sleeping heavily in bed.

      The covers are pulled most of the way down on his torso as he lies on his stomach, and my eyes trace over the inked and scarred skin there; his back rising and falling slowly with his breathing. A flush creeps into my face as I think about last night with him, and how freaking incredible he felt in that first delicious moment of penetration.

      There’s a feeling of stinging guilt that I’m standing here regretting last night while I stare at the man that’s made me happier in one night than I’ve felt in a long time. But then the panic hits me again.

      Fuck, I mean what if somebody heard us? My face gets hot as I try and think how loud I might have gotten the previous night. Or what if someone puts two-and-two together when they see that Hudson's bedroom door is wide open and his bed still made?

      He stirs in the bed suddenly as he begins to wake up, and for some bizarre reason I’m suddenly keenly aware and awkward about the fact that I’m standing there naked, despite what happened the previous night. I grab the first thing I see - his dress shirt - and throw it on; quickly buttoning it as he opens his eyes and starts to sit up in bed.

      “Morning,” He grins at me, blinking sleep from his eyes.

      God he looks incredible sitting in my bed like that; so peaceful, so naked, and so - I flush - so hard.

      He arches a brow at me and then smirks as he nods to the sizable tent in the sheet in his lap. “You know, as good as you look right now in that shirt, I think you should probably take it off and come back to bed, darlin.” And for a moment, doing just that sounds like the most amazing thing in the world.

      …That is, until there’s a startling knock on my door and Erika’s chipper, annoying voice hollering through about the interview I need to to be ready to leave for in thirty minutes.

      And just like that, the fantasy of curling up with Hudson and letting the world just float away without us is shattered as the very real reality hits me like a ton of bricks.

      “You need to get out of here!” I hiss at him, feeling panicked as I throw his pants at him.

      His grin falters as his brow furrows; “Relax, Reag-“

      “I can’t relax, Hudson; don’t fucking tell me to relax!”

      “Reagan, it’s just one fucking interview for what, some stupid NYU school paper?” He’s sitting up on the edge of the bed while I run around the room like a crazy person trying to hide the signs of the previous night as I yank on my black dress pants and hunt around for a clean blouse. “Look just skip it.”

      I whirl on him, feeling furious that he’s just sitting there while I’m in panic mode. “Because that would be stupid and a big mistake.”

      He rolls his eyes; “Oh, please, a big mista-”

      “Kind of like last night.”

      He freezes, his eyes narrowing at me as a shadow passes over his face. I cringe, instantly feeling like a total crazy bitch for letting it slip out like that; “Shit, Hudson, I didn’t mean it like-”

      “No, forget it, you’re right.” He’s up and yanking his pants on with his back to me, and my heart drops as I realize the fantasy veil of last night has completed dropped and we’re standing in the naked reality of today.

      “Mistakes happen, right?” He shrugs and flashes a thin smile at me, and right there I see his armor go right back up.

      “You should get to that interview, I’ll- I need to-“ He’s at the door, opening it slowly as he peaks out and checks the hallway; “I’ve got some shit to do anyways.” He turns and looks at me coo;ly; “Don’t worry, we’ll pretend this whole little mistake never happened.”

      And just like that, he’s slamming the door behind him and slamming the chapter shut on whatever happened last night.

      Fuck.
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* * *

      I subtly peep under the table at the phone I’ve ever-so-secretly slipped out of my purse. There are plenty of messages of course, but I frown when I see that his number isn’t among them. Part of me hoped he’d still just show up at my first interview today, but he never did.

      “Oh, stop it, Ray!”

      I glance up, trying to look as innocent as possible as Quinn glares at me from across the diner table, even though I know she’s busted me; “What?” Leave it to family to totally burst your bubble on feeling subtle or sneaky.

      “We said no phones! That’s what!”

      I roll my eyes, “Quinn, you do know I’m running for State Sen-”

      “Yeah and when you win, you’ll have even less time for your boring, non-famous sisters.” Chelsea butts in.

      Ten minutes; we’ve been sitting at lunch for ten minutes and they’re already ganging up on me. I sigh dramatically as I slip the phone back in my bag and sling it over my chair; “Fiiiine. So what should we talk about?”

      “How about the fact that you’re a major political figure and you’re still dragging us to shitty brunch diners like this place.” Quinn says, wrinkling her nose at the plain white cup of coffee in front of her.

      “Hey, this place is an institution, you know. Plus it’s freaking delicious; I’d eat here every day if it wouldn’t give Donald and Erika conniptions.”

      “And what would Hudson think?”

      Chelsea’s snarky grin catches me off-guard, and I stumble; “W-What do you mean?”

      “I mean about you eating pancakes and scrambled cheesy eggs every day.”

      I shrug as nonchalantly as I can; “I’m sure I’ve got no idea what he thinks about anything.”

      Like, me, for instance.

      Quinn grins at me, and I steel myself, afraid she’ll sniff out what I’m really thinking about him like some sort of sex-bloodhound; “So how is spending all that time with Hotsun going, anyways?”

      I groan; “Qui-”

      “What?! Have you fucking seen him!” She says with mock indignance; “He’s like-”

      “Packaged sex.” Chelsea butts in, making the two of them devolve into giggles and my face into total guilty embarrassment.

      “Guys, he’s not-”

      “Oh my God, Ray, why are you fighting her on that? She’s totally right and you know it. Hudson is like, James Bond, but with super hot tattoos and a body off the cover of a romance novel.” She arches her eyebrows at me; “Hey, I mean if you don’t want that, I mean I’m single-”

      “Quinn I think you stole quite enough boyfriends from me in high school.”

      They both immediately beam at me as I realize my slip-up and die a little inside.

      “Oh. My. God.” Quinn’s jaw drops.

      “Guys, no, that is not what I-”

      “No fucking way!” Chelsea stares at me with a grin on her face. She and Liz turn towards each other and start giggling again.

      “Wait, no, it is not like- stop that!” People are starting to turn and look our way, and even in this greasy little diner in midtown, I know it’s a matter of time before someone realizes who I am and starts to get really interested in what we’re talking about so animatedly.

      “Guys, seriously!” I hiss; “Keep it down!”

      Chelsea is beaming at me; “Hudson fucking Banks?”

      “I think it’s more ‘Hudson fucking our sister’, actually.” Quinn quips, with the predicted giggle from Chelsea and the deeper shade of red on my face.

      I shake my head much to animatedly; “No way, of course not, he’s horrible.”

      Quinn shrugs; “Well, I mean he’s crude I guess, but horrible?”

      “Ugh! He’s one of Dad’s thugs!” I’m not sure who I’m trying to convince more, me or them.

      “So?” Chelsea shrugs; “Ok, he worked for Dad; big deal. It’s not like he’s our brother or something.”

      I make a face into my coffee; “Eww?”

      Chelsea sighs; “No, I just mean what would be so weird about hooking up with Hudson?”

      “Um, because besides that, how about the fact that Dad ditched us for him and his other adopt-a-veteran pals all the fucking time?”

      Chelsea looks quickly down and Quinn shakes her head at me; “You need to let that one go sometime, Ray. You know Dad had his reasons for-”

      “Ok, fine, whatever.” Not the conversation I want have in the middle of a political campaign sitting in a diner.

      We sit in silence for another moment before I open my mouth again; “Ok, how about that he’s technically my campaign financier? Hello? Conflict of interest much?”

      Quinn shrugs; “Archer Holdings is your campaign financier, not Hudson. So what’s the harm?”

      I slam the coffee cup down harder than I intend, spilling the lukewarm liquid onto the countertop; “Because I feel like an idiot for sleeping with him after what happened at Dad’s wak-”

      I freeze and clasp my hands to my mouth as the whole table goes silent, my sisters staring at me with open mouths.

      Oh, fuck.

      “Wait, what? You did sleep with him?!” Chelsea is wide-eyed and grinning at me.

      “You hussy!” Quinn clucks her teeth like a mother hen; “And oh my God; what did you do get up to at a wake?!”

      And it’s right there, with room-temperature coffee all over my hands, sitting in a crappy little midtown diner in the middle of the afternoon that I start to cry.

      Quinn immediately changes her whole tune as she jumps out the booth and crams in on my side, her arms going around me as the tears and the sniffles come pouring out of me.

      “Hey, hey now Ray.”

      “I’m horrible!” I moan into my hands, feeling Quinn’s arms tighten around me.

      “No, hon, you’re not.”

      “But at Dad’s fucking funer-”

      “You were emotional and lost, and you needed something to grab onto; and he was there.” She nuzzles my hair like she used to do when we were kids; “That’s not being horrible, Ray, that’s just being human.” She says softly.

      Chelsea reaches across the table and takes one of my hands, patting it dry of coffee as I look up at her miserably; “And Hudson isn’t so terrible you know.”

      “I know,” I sniff.

      Quinn leans down to peer into my face with that wicked grin back on her face; “So, you slept with him, huh?”

      I feel a horrible mixture of relief and embarrassment and sadness wash over me at the way things got left this morning with him, especially with the previous night being so incredible, and I nod quietly.

      Quinn chuckles; “So was it good?”

      “Of course it was good, or she wouldn’t be so upset right now!” Chelsea says as she squeezes my hands, and I giggle in spite of myself.

      “Oh, ok, details, now.”

      I laugh again and roll my eyes; “Quinn!” Chelsea throws a balled-up napkin at our older sister, and then we’re all laughing, and I can already feel the weight lifting from my shoulders.

      Suddenly though, Quinn turns and looks at me skeptically; “Hang on.” She bites her lip; “No, forget it.”

      “Gah! Quinn! What?” I say, wiping my eyes on her arm.

      She gives me a look a the mascara marks I leave on her sweater before she shakes her head; “No, it’s just- I don’t know, you’ve just never really struck me as the casual hook-up type, that’s all.”

      I frown; “What do you mean?”

      She frowns; “I mean with Hudson,” She shrugs; “Hey I guess the campaign really is good at getting you out of your comfort zo- Oh fuck, honey-”

      My face starts to crumble again, and Chelsea reaches across the table to smack Quinn’s hand.

      “Soooo…not necessarily a casual thing.”

      I dump my head in my hands; “I don’t know! No? Maybe?” Ugh; I fucking hate crying like this over some guy like some sort of movie cliche. But damnit if Hudson hasn’t wormed right under my skin.

      “It’s complicated, I guess.”

      Chelsea smirks at me; “Ray, your whole life is complicated; maybe you need a little simplicity.”

      I exhale loudly; “I should let the whole thing go, shouldn’t I?”

      My younger, somehow far wiser sister grins at me as she squeezes my hand; “No, I’m saying you clearly have a lot more feelings about Hudson than I think you’re even admitting to yourself, and like always, you’re overthinking it.”

      “So-”

      “So you like him, and I’m betting he likes you. So just tell him, Reagan.” Quinn says.

      Across the table, Chelsea nods and shrugs; “Try simple for change, Ray.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          19

        

        Hudson

      

    
    
      
        P R E S E N T

      

      I end up getting a grand total of two jabs into my warm-up before I throw off my gloves with a snarl and head for the shower.

      There’s a brief hesitation right before I step under the spray; as if a tiny part of me is reluctant to wash the smell and the feel and the memory of her off of my skin.

      ‘A big mistake…kind of like last night.’

      I step under the water and slam the shower-door shut.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I don’t know why or even how I find myself at the cable network building where her second interview of the day is being filmed, but fuck it, I’m there. That’s what’s so twisted about this whole Reagan situation; I don’t want to be around her, but apparently I can’t seem to stay away either.

      The interview has already started as I stand just outside the light behind the cameras off-stage, watching her and trying not to let the fact that she’s laughing and smiling and just plain gorgeous get under my skin so much.

      “Hey babe.” Samantha’s voice slithers into my ear as she comes up behind me and wraps her arms around me, as if we’ve even met more than three times.

      “What are you doing here, Sam?” I hiss at her quietly, though not quietly enough to avoid getting an evil look from one of the stage managers. Is this girl following me or something?

      She slaps my chest playfully and rolls her eyes, as if I’ve just said a joke of some kind; “Uh, because I intern for the Archer campaign? Duh?”

      Oh fuck. Reagan’s immediately furious reaction to my having Samantha on my arm before suddenly makes way more sense; because she’s a campaign intern, kind of like the type of campaign intern that she broke up with that idiot Chet for fucking.

      The pieces slide a bit more together and I cringe as I think about it.

      She answers a question with a line I don’t hear but that makes the older news anchor chuckle. But then as she looks up with a smile on her face, she suddenly sees me standing there behind the cameras with Samantha hanging off my arm, and her smile fades instantly. She’s glaring at me, so much so that I even see the stage manager signal for another camera angle.

      There’s a bit of smug satisfaction with seeing her jealous like that, but it’s an empty victory considering the way shit went down this morning and the two pieces I’ve just put together, and I can’t even find a crumb of victory in it.

      The interview ends, and I finally get Samantha to get off my arm by promising to call her later even though I’ve certainly never saved her number anywhere. I almost want to smile at the predictability of Reagan marching right up to me after she yanks off her microphone, but I keep it under wraps at the look in her face.

      “I thought you weren’t coming.” Her eyes flash past me at Sam walking away behind me and her eyes narrow a little’ “So how’s Sam?”

      I reach out and put my hand on her arm; “Calm down, it’s not what it looks-”

      “Don’t tell me to-” She stops and takes a deep breath; “Hudson I don’t care,” She shrugs my hand off and takes one small and yet infinitely giant step back; “We’re both adults here, you can do whatever you want.”

      I take a step towards her, my voice low and growling; “You know what I want.”

      She opens her mouth but then shuts it abruptly as she nods towards the sound of Samantha giggling obnoxiously at something across the room; “Yeah, I guess I do. Have fun, Hudson.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I feel like a fucking idiot when I knock on her door, about to escort her to fucking Chet Kennedy’s “gala” event; whatever the fuck that is. I’m literally driving the girl I can’t get out of my fucking head into the arms of her shitty ex-boyfriend.

      The old Hudson would have punched this Hudson in the nuts and told him to sack up.

      She opens the door though, and any and all rational thought just flushes right out of my mind as I stare at her. She looks stunning. I mean, she always looks amazing, but the short, slinky, form-fitting little black dress she’s wearing is like a punch right to my gut, and I find myself just opening and closing my mouth as I let my eyes roam over her.

      And then of course the thought hits me that she isn’t wearing this for me, and I frown.

      “Well?”

      Her voice startles me out of my freeze and I jerk my head up; “Jesus, why are you wearing that?” I immediately cringe; Nice man, nice.

      Her lip curls into a snarl. “Well fuck you too, Hudson.”

      “No, I mean -  isn’t this a formal-”

      “It’s black tie, black cocktail dress; isn’t that your circle of things?”

      Yeah, hardly.

      “I’m just saying you look nice.”

      “Gee, thanks. Funny way of showing it.”

      I roll my eyes; “Listen, Ray-”

      “Can we go please?” She looks at me sharply; “I’ve got a date waiting for me.”

      I freeze. “Excuse me?”

      She taps her heeled foot on the ground; “I said can we go.”

      “You know what I mean, that second fucking part.” I growl.

      She smiles at me, as if she know’s she’s just scored a hit on me; “My date, Hudson. Chet’s waiting for me.”

      I can feel my blood pressure jump through my skull as I grind my teeth and clench my fists. I know exactly what she’s doing, but the shittiest part is, it’s working.

      “You’re dating Chet again?”

      She shrugs, like it’s the most obvious thing in the world; like last night never happened.

      I can still imagine the way her lips felt wrapping around my cock, or the way her hair smelled and the way her skin felt so warm and alive when she slid down onto me. I’m instantly thinking how it incredible she felt rocking up and down on top of me, and the sounds of her cries as she came.

      And suddenly, I’m rock-hard inside my pants, which is thoroughly confusing with the angry scowl she’s giving me in our current situation. All I want to do is kiss her hard right here in the doorway. I want to shove her up against the door, lift up that teeny little black dress she’s wearing and remind her exactly how good last night felt since she’s clearly pretending to have forgotten.

      “Reagan can we just fucking talk about this like adults instead of acting like children?”

      She stares daggers into my eyes; “I am acting like an adult, Hudson. Now can we please go so I can get on with being an adult with my date?”

      Chet, who I get to fucking drive her to. Who I get to watch her moon over all night at this stupid fucking ‘gala’ while everyone fawns over the two of them and takes their pictures and tells them what an incredible ‘power-couple’ they are.

      In recovery and in the program, they talk about “relapse triggers” like  “feelings of frustration,” or “expecting too much of other people.”

      If you can ball every single one of those triggers into one damn thing, it’s called “Chet Kennedy’s stupid fucking gala event that I have to take Reagan to.”

      I’m furious; raging inside like a bomb about to explode. But I swallow it, all of it, as I look at her sharply; “Fine. Let’s go.”

      This is fucking ridiculous.
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      “Hang on, are you serious?” Quinn glances at Chelsea, and they both turn to look at me skeptically.

      “Yeah, I’m serious.” I roll my eyes at them, “What, you don’t think I can do it?”

      “Oh, no, it’s not that Ray!” Chelsea says quickly, shaking her head; “It’s just, uh, I mean it’s just that you’re-”

      “You’re twenty-two, Reagan.” Quinn says evenly, frowning slightly.

      “So?”

      She rolls her eyes; “Ok, you’re twenty-two, and you have zero political experience. That might be a problem here.”

      “Quinn, I do have a degree in political science, and I’ve spent the last two years working with Chet on his campaign stuff.”

      Quinn snorts and Chelsea opens and closes her mouth quickly as if she’s trying to figure out what to say to that.

      “OK, OK, laugh it up, I know. Chet’s…Chet, but the experience with the campaign is real, guys. It - I don’t know - it got me moving and got me thinking about stuff like I never have.”

      “But Ray, the Senate?” Chelsea looks worried.

      “State Senate, but yeah.” I shrug; “If you’re gonna dream, dream big right?”

      Quinn grins; “You’re actually going to do this, aren’t you?” I nod and she rolls her eyes; “You’re fucking insane, you know that right?”

      “Well, with endorsements like that!” Chelsea laughs and turns to look at me; “So when do we start?”

      

      
        PRESENT

      

      “So I told you about getting my amateur pilot’s license, right?” I raise my eyebrows towards Chet, nodding as I plaster a dopey, fake smile across my face.

      I’m not really listening to a word he says though, since I’m concentrating on not looking at the scowling Hudson standing right there with us. Hudson who’s alternating between rolling his eyes at practically everything Chet says and glowering at me every time I very purposely laugh at it.

      I might be laughing on the outside, but inside I’m scowling just as hard as he is now. I mean where the fuck does he get off being so possessively alpha about me talking with Chet when he’s the one that had Samantha and her tits hanging off of him barely hours after we’d slept together. It’s classic fucking Hudson.

      But if anything, I’m more scared than pissed, as much as I don’t want to admit it. In fact, I’m doing my damnedest to ignore it, since I’m scared what me being jealous of Hudson with another girl really means, especially after what I talked about with Quinn and Chelsea.

      “So what do you think, Hud?” Chet’s nodding his head and wagging his eyebrows at Hudson, who’s piercing scowl and pointed silence he seems to be oblivious of. “Pretty soon you and I can get up there together and do a little ace piloting, huh Iceman?”

      “Why would I do that.” There’s almost a humor in the way Hudson does nothing to hide the disdain in his voice or the plaintive ‘I don’t fucking care’ look on his face when he speaks to Chet, but I bury that humor with a scowl instead.

      Chet sighs dramatically. “Well hell man! I thought they taught you guys how to fly planes in the Air Force!”

      Hudson’s eyes narrow at Chet. “I’m sure they do teach people to fly planes in the Air Force,” He says, his voice icy.

      Chet snaps his fingers and shakes his head; “Right, right! Ranger, right?”

      Hudson’s fist clenches at his side; “Marine.”

      “Ahhh, well, I was close!”

      Hudson’s eyes very plainly say “no, you weren’t” but he mercifully keeps his mouth shut. Unfortunately, Chet doesn’t.

      “Well you’ve still got planes with the Marines, right? Don’t they take you up in them to to get pushed out or something?” He chuckles and I see Hudson’s jaw tighten. “I thought that was your guys’ thing!”

      Hudson smiles broadly at Chet, his eyes like a shark’s. “Oh it is! I’d be happy to show you sometime if you wan-”

      “Don’t you have some other place to be,” I hiss at him.

      “Whatever you say, Princess,” he mutters sarcastically to me, and I jump as I feel his hand quickly swat at my butt behind me where Chet can’t see. He narrows his eyes like he’s about to say something to me, but he turns sharply on his heel and walks away instead, without another word to either of us.

      “I’m, uh, I’m sorry about that.” I shrug and try to smile at Chet’s smirking face; “He gets-”

      He gets, what, possessive? Dominant? My body hotter and my pussy wetter than anything I’ve ever felt before?

      “He gets feisty sometimes.”

      Feisty, right.

      My mind is instantly flooded with thoughts of just how “feisty” he got the other night when his hands were on my ass, bouncing me up and down his cock. I swallow hastily, trying to force the flush from my face.

      Chet just chuckles in this affected, eye-rolling way as he sips the martini in his hand. “Oh, he’s just looking out for you.” He arches a brow at me, giving me what I’m sure he believes is his most charming smile. “Can’t say I blame the guy. If I had my way, I’d be looking all over you too.”

      The thought of Chet looking at me anywhere close to the way Hudson does makes me nauseous, but I smile at him anyways as if I totally get what he’s saying.

      “Say, you know speaking of which, I’ve been thinking a lot, Reagan.”

      Shit. I think I know exactly where this conversation is headed, and it’s not one I really ever need to have with him.

      “Chet, I-”

      “No, now hang on now, Ray,” He puts his arm around my shoulders, and if we weren't surrounded by people and press, I’d already be pushing him off me and telling him where to stick it. But I know I’m supposed to behave myself, and after the near miss disaster of being found with Hudson in my damn bedroom, I feel like playing by the rules might be a good thing.

      “You know-” Chet looks around before he leans close, “Can we talk somewhere a bit more private?”

      I don’t even know what to say as he’s suddenly leading me to the side of the large ballroom and down a darkened hallway away from the crowds and music.

      “Chet where are we goin-”

      “Ray, baby, I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry you had to find out about that; before I mean, about me and that staffer.”

      I stare at him incredulously; “Wait, that’s your apology?” I almost want to laugh at how insanely cliche this guy is;. “You’re sorry that I found out? Not that you were fucking one of your interns like some sort of politician cliche out of a movie-script?”

      Chet smiles and nods his head patronizingly at me. “Now, let’s not be crude, Reagan. You know these sort of relationships sometimes just happen in politics.”

      I roll my eyes; “No, Chet, I don’t know that.” But I’m also done having this conversation, and I just shake my head. “You know what, fine; apology accepted.”

      I turn to leave, when I feel his hand grab my arm, tightly.

      “Oh I’m so glad, Reagan.” He’s grinning that smarmy smile at me again, and I’m suddenly on edge; “I think we’re going to have a lot more luck the second time, I can feel it.” And then before I know what’s happening, he’s yanking me towards him and trying to kiss me.

      I sputter and push away from him; “Chet!” I can feel my pulse racing, roaring in my ears like an engine as the adrenaline spikes; “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      He’s still holding my arm, and he chuckles; “Oh, c’mon babe, don’t tell me you haven’t missed a little of the ole’ Chet magic.”

      I open my mouth to say something but he just keeps going.

      “You remember, Reagan, just like the old times huh?” He’s pressing me back against the wall behind me, and I’m feeling every inch of my skin crawl as my throat freezes up. He leans close, running his hand up the front of my dress and making me cringe in revulsion. “You look so tense, bab-”

      In the blink of an eye, his arm is suddenly getting wrenched away from me and behind his back. There’s a snapping sound, and he’s screaming.

      Hudson - Hudson - snarls like fucking wild animal as he brings his fist crashing down across Chet’s face, sending blood splattering from his nose as he cries out and drops to his knees on the ground. He’s holding his face and staring up at the utterly ferocious looking Hudson, and he’s screeching as Hudson’s fist crashes into his face again.

      And then I’m yelling - screaming even - and suddenly there’s the sounds of running footsteps as security comes thundering around the corner.

      Hudson snarls as two of them grab his arms. "Not me, you fucking idiots," He spits out, nodding towards the sniveling Congressmen on the ground cradling his limp arm as the blood pours down his face.

      I can barely nod as they look at me for verification, feeling as though I’m moving in slow motion as Hudson shakes them free and jerks his head around to stare at me.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I- I-” I’m stammering, my mouth opening and closing without words.

      “Reagan.”

      Hudson’s voice is sharp, and I jerk my head to stare at him; “What?”

      “Are you hurt.”

      I shake my head quietly. “No.”

      “Then lets go, now.”

      It’s not until we’re outside that the shock really hits me, and suddenly I find myself angry, and I’m angry at Hudson for some reason. I’m angry that I needed rescuing; that somehow I need him at all. We’re right by his car when I shake my hand out of his and stop suddenly in my tracks. Hudson turns to me and I suddenly snap. “I don’t need rescuing you know.”

      He frowns. “Could’ve fooled me, Princess.”

      I narrow my eyes at him; “I mean in general, I don’t need you saving me or anything. I mean I’m the normal one here, Hudson; you’re the one with all the baggage that needs rescuing.”

      He looks at me coolly as he steps closer to me; “Is that a fact? You think I need rescuing?”

      I purse my lips and frown, crossing my arms over my chest; “Mhmm.” And then he’s right in front of me, and I can feel my own body betray me at his proximity; my pulse starting to race and my breath coming quicker.

      “You know,” he growls, smirking that smug smile as he leans so close to my face that our lips are almost touching; “We’d probably get along better if you’d just stop pretending you don’t want me.”

      “You’re fucking delusional, I don’t want you at all,” I sneer at him, knowing how totally unconvincing that sounds and feeling more like I’m trying to convince myself than him.

      “Oh, so it’s Chet you want in there? Is that it?”

      “Shut up, you don’t know what I want, Hudson.” His eyes flash at me, and he’s so close to me that I could just breath and kiss him.

      “Yes, I do.” He growls lowly, his eyes flashing at me, and I gasp as he takes my hand and places it against the front of his pants. He’s rock hard inside, and I can feel my own body throb with desire as I feel how aroused he is for me. And I know he’s right, too; I know he sees right through my bullshit and little bratty outburst and sees exactly what I want.

      The side door to the museum slams open and Donald comes huffing out, looking furious and red in the face as he starts to scream something at Hudson.

      “Get in the fucking car, Archer.” He whispers into my ear, sending a shiver right through me and making me tingle somewhere deep inside.

      “Fine” I spit out, as if I’m letting him take me away, even though its the only thing in the world I want in that moment.
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      I duck and weave, dancing back to try and avoid Logan's hook, but I of course catch it in the side anyways. I can feel the sweat stinging my eyes, and my shoulder’s throbbing in that way that I know I should give it a rest, but I know I won’t.

      I also know that Logan's going to beat me like he does every time we box like this, but that doesn’t stop me from putting up a fight anyways. That’s pretty much the first thing he taught after showing me how to lace up the gloves; always put up a fight.

      I swing wildly, feeling fatigued to the point of sloppiness as I swing through air where his face used to be. He’s grinning at me, looking like he’s barely out of breath as he skips away before ducking back in to land another hit against my jaw.

      “You wanna yield?” He’s taunting me, and we both know it. We also both know these little bouts of ours only end when I can’t physically lift my arm anymore or when I hit the ground too many times.

      “Getting tired, old man?” I grin at him, knowing this gets right under his skin; “I mean thirty’s creeping up there buddy, I can let you go take a breather if you wan-” I see fucking stars as his glove catches me right above the left eye, and then the world is spinning as I land on my back on the floor of the ring.

      Bryce taps the bell, shaking his head as I turn to shake my head at him; “Nope, fuck off Hudson, I’m calling it.”

      “Aww c’mon man! I had him!”

      Logan snorts as he bends down to give me a hand up; “Oh, definitely, Hud. Closest one yet.”

      “Dick.”

      He grins at me; “Hey, someday you might even land a punch on me, which’ll be the surprise of the century.”

      I’m swatting at him with my glove when Bryce swears under his breath; “I got one better for you.”

      I glance over at him, hunched over his laptop screen with his jaw hanging open and furrow my brow; “What?” He’s slowly shaking  his head, his eyes skimming whatever he’s reading. “Dude, what?”

      Bryce raises his head to look at us with a crooked grin on his face. “Reagan Archer just announced her candidacy for New York State Senate.”

      Well, huh.
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      “Where the fuck are we going?”

      I grit my teeth and try to stop myself from saying anything; from telling her she’s being a brat, from telling her I’m sick of this bullshit - hell, from telling her all the shit I’m dying to tell her if I could only figure out how.

      “Hudson!” She’s yelling now; “You can’t just fucking kidnap me you know. Aren’t you Mr. ‘Low-Profile’? I’m pretty sure kidnapping Legislative candidates gets you high-profile faster than you can-“

      “Will you shut up?” I finally bark at her, my hands gripping the wheel tight as we screech around a corner, narrowly missing some idiot hipster out riding a fixie bicycle in the fucking snow.

      “We’re going to my place.”

      She frowns; “Why, you’ve never taken me to your place bef-“

      “Because it’s safe there, that’s why.” I turn and stare at her, our eyes meeting with a sort of burning spark that keeps me looking at her for far longer than I should considering I’m driving a damn car. I tear my gaze away and accelerate around a taxi.

      “Is it?” She says quietly, and when I turn back this time, her look is hungrier; more naked.

      I turn back to the road, and without warning I slide my hand up high on her thigh. I can hear her breath catch, and feel the thrum of her pulse hot under her skin.

      “Don’t you dare think you’re going to-”

      Her words end in a gasp as I slide my hand right up under her dress to the heated and damp fabric of her panties and I grin; “Ahh, yeah, you don’t want me at all, right?”

      She bites her lip and shakes her; “Mm-mm, nope; not at all.”

      I gun the engine, letting the horses fucking rip under the hood as I stroke my finger up over her panties; tracing her sex through the wet material and relishing in the quiet moan she valiantly tries but ultimately fails to swallow.

      We’re speeding through streets now, the engine roaring as I dodge cars and blow through lights. My finger slides beneath the side of her panties and strokes her lips, and she rocks her hips towards me.

      “Still sure you don’t want me?”

      “Definitely,” she gasps, her breathing comes ragged as I stroke my finger through her wetness and roll my thumb over her clit. She drops her head back and willing spreads her legs wider, and I know I’ve got her close as I roar around another corner.

      “Oh, well that’s good then, because we’re here.”

      I screech the car to a purr in front of my building and withdraw my fingers from her panties. She whirls to stare at me, and the look she gives me as her jaw drops is pure, undiluted frustration, and I love it.

      “Better cover up, Senator,” I say with a shit-eating grin as I nod towards the approaching valet. Reagan scrambles to pull her skirt back down, shooting daggers at me as I chuckle and step out of the car. I toss the keys to Richard, the valet, outside my building and usher the fuming Reagan through the front door.

      The brusqueness is to minimize the exposure to possible photographers who might see where she’s headed, but also because I’ve got this insane need to be alone with her as quickly as fucking possible. I hurry us across the glossy marble floor of my lobby and yank her into one of the ultra-modern glass and metal elevators.

      Reagan’s skirt is riding high on her thigh, and as the doors close, she starts to smooth the material down.

      “Stop it.”

      She pauses, and looks at me sharply; “Excuse me?”

      “I said leave it. Don’t smooth it down.”

      “You can’t just order me around like some sort of Lord of a castle you know,” She says tightly. But she blushes, and she doesn’t pull on the skirt anymore.

      The doors close, and it’s like the final stroke; the final straw on the back. They’ve barely shut before I’ve turned and pushed her up against the glass wall of the elevator, my lips devouring hers as she moans into mine. The elevator begins to rise out of the bank, and as it does so, the view behind the glass surrounding us changes to the bright lights of the city. I grab her wrists and shove them against the wall, growling into her as I move my lips to nip at her earlobe.

      “Hudson, stop-”

      “Lift up your dress.” I tell her, my voice commanding as I move back up to kiss her hard; crushing her lips with mine.

      She gasps as she pulls away; “No-” Her eyes dart to the glass walls and the neon city-scape slowly dropping away behind her; “People might see-”

      “No one’s going to see.”

      I see her hesitate, and I whirl around and hit the emergency stop button on the elevator, making her gasp; “Are you fucking kidding m-”

      “I own the building,” I growl, before turning back, grabbing her by the wrists, and pushing her firmly back against the glass. My lips are barely touching hers, and I hear her moan ever so softly. “Now lift up your fucking dress.”

      I drop one of her arms, and she reaches down without hesitation and grabs the hem of her skirt. She’s pulling it up, and I can feel my cock throb as her clearly wet thong panties come into view. I slide my hand between her thighs, drawing it up until my fingers brush against her heat, and I grin wickedly as she shivers and moans again for me.

      “Hudson…” She’s whimpering as I stroke her wetness through her panties, teasing her and relishing the feel of her hips pushing back against my fingers; “Please…”

      Holy fuck, hearing her beg like that is one the hottest things I’ve ever heard, and it’s taking my all not to pull my cock out and fuck her right here in the elevator.

      “Tell me what you want,” I growl into her ear as I push her panties aside and roll my thumb over her clit.

      She moans wildly and bucks her hips towards me; “Please, Hudson!”

      “Not until you tell me what you want.” I whisper deeply into her ear, feeling her shudder against me.

      “Hudson, please.”

      She’s desperate, I can hear it in her voice as I lean in close and suck her earlobe between my lips; “Tell me, Reagan.”

      “I want you,” she moans out breathily.

      “What do you want, exactly.” I snarl into her ear, feeling her shiver against me.

      “I want your cock!” She gasps, and it sounds so fucking hot coming from her proper little mouth.

      “Where?” I growl, rolling my thumb over and around her clit in lazy, teasing circles.

      “Inside me! I want your cock in my pussy!”

      I groan, feeling my dick throbbing almost painfully against my zipper, but I’m not ready to give in and give her what she wants; not quite yet.

      “The other day, when I walked in on you in the shower,” Her face reddens and I can feel her get wetter. “You were thinking about me, weren’t you.”

      She whimpers, but she shuts her eyes tight and shakes her head side to side.

      “Reagan-”

      I curl a finger up against her opening and began to tease it inside, and she caves with a shuddering moan; “Yes! Oh God, yes! I was!”

      I reach back and slam the button again, and the elevator immediately begins to rise again.

      “And what were you doing, Reagan?” I husk into her ear, feeling her hands clutching at my shoulders and my biceps as I push her back against the glass elevator wall with her skirt around her waist and my hand in her panties. One of her legs wraps around my waist, and she pulls me tight against her. She shakes her head and she whimpers into my shoulder as I slowly tease her, my fingers curling through her wetness and making her rock against my hand.

      “Tell me,” I command, and she moans loudly.

      “Fuck! I was playing with myself! I was playing with my pussy!”

      The elevator door dings behind us as the doors open into my Penthouse, and she shrieks as I whirl her bodily around and throw us both to the floor inside.

      We’re on the ground, ripping at clothes and moaning into each other’s mouths; needing each other like something primal and animalistic. I literally tear her skirt in two up the seam as I rip it off of her, not stopping until I’ve popped every button on the side of it as she yanks my pants down.

      And then I’m rolling a condom on and I’m inside her, and it’s like pouring gasoline on the fire.

      Holy fuck.

      Cute, innocent little Reagan - smiling, friendly, baby kissing, hand-shaking girl next door Reagan Archer does not want it gentle, and we are not making love there on the floor of my penthouse.

      We fuck like animals; her legs wrapped tight around my waist as she claws at my back hard enough to draw blood. She gasps as I pull her head back by her hair, and I suck and bite at her neck hard enough to make sure her stylist will have a fucking heart attack the next day.

      She moves onto her knees, looking at me with pure lust over her shoulder as she reaches back to scratch my chest or grab my thigh, urging me on harder and faster, until I see white light and can’t even hold out any longer. She screams out her release, and as my mind goes numb, I forget anything and everything about the world and life as I come inside of her.

      We’re panting and sweaty on the floor, as she lazily raises her head from my chest and looks at me with a grin; “Now what?”

      “Now what; what?”

      She giggles, and the sound is fucking magical; “Now that you’ve got me here to your lair and torn all my clothes to shreds?”

      I reach down and grab her ass, feeling my cock stirring already. “I guess we’ll just have to stay here then, so I can keep you naked.”
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      After that first night at his penthouse, it’s like we’ve hit the reset button on the whole thing; whatever this thing is that Hudson and I have.

      But for the first time in probably ever, I don’t give one flying crap about labeling anything, or compartmentalizing it, or making it fit a certain parameter I’ve set for it.

      With him, I just let go.

      And things are just better with him around, and I don’t just mean the sex, though that’s of course mind blowing. It’s everything.

      Over the next two weeks, I just start to surge ahead in the polls, and I know it’s got everything to do with him and the way he makes me feel. Every speech I give, he’s there to the side, nodding silently; his eyes flashing at me and encouraging me.

      He’s helping me run speeches, late at night while I’m tucked against him without a stitch of clothing on. And for some reason the scripts I’ve run through once or twice with Hudson’s half-erect cock pressed against my back somehow just come out even better when I deliver them. Really, he’s giving me his undivided support, even if he really can’t give it in public.

      Which brings me back to the sex. Out of the public, it’s something else altogether.

      We’re sneaking around like fucking teenagers, screwing every chance we get and every wild place I let him drag me; like really every place. It’s like I can’t resist him, or I can’t say no when he looks at me the way he does.

      He takes me on the hood of his car, up on the top floor of a parking garage looking out over the New York harbor and the twinkling lights of the city, or against the floor to ceiling glass of his living room windows without me giving a care in the world.

      I arrive red-face and glowing, and barely on time for a stump speech at the city manager’s office because Hudson’s just had me bent over in the utility closet down the hall with his mouth on my pussy.

      Essentially, I’m better with him, and for two full weeks, we pretend that there’s no way anything in the world can touch that.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Yes, second row?”

      I’m at podium up in front of the Police Union offices surrounded by Donald, Erika, Hudson, and a few other staffers giving a quick press Q&A. This by now quite mundane and routine thing is made somewhat more interesting by the fact that I can literally still taste Hudson on my tongue from the hot and fast fun we had right before I stepped onto stage in an empty office.

      “Yeah hi, Marc with the Times,” The sweaty looking reporter with the ironic mustache suddenly looks right past me, to Hudson; “It’s Hudson, is it?”

      Hudson smirks and turns to look out the windows to the side of the conference room. “I believe that’s the East River, actually.” He grins as the murmurs and chuckles spread through the gathered reporters - mostly from the female contingent I notice - aided by his winning smile and that roguish charm it exudes.

      The reporter smiles thinly and nods before Hudson winks at him and nods; “Yes, it’s Hudson, last time I checked.”

      “Sir, if I may-”

      “All questions to Ms. Archer, if you would.” He cuts the man off succinctly as he nods towards me and takes a step back into the gathered staffers behind me.

      “Well, no actually, this one’s for you.”

      I frown as I look over my shoulder to see Hudson’s face darkening and his jaw tightening slightly. “Well then I’m all ears, Mar-”

      “You’re military, right?”

      Hudson’s jaw tightens even more, his lips thin, and I can see his eyes flash with some emotion I can’t quite place. He looks almost grim. “That’s correct, but again, I must ask that all questions be directed towards Ms. Ar-”

      “Right, yeah no, you said that. But the thing is, Mr. Banks, I don’t actually see anything about you anywhere.”

      The Times or not, I have no idea what this guy is going on about. I step up to the mic ready to cut him off; “Excuse me, Marc, but I think we should move on to oth-”

      “I’ve looked you up, Mr. Banks; public record and all that and I don’t see anything.”

      Hudson’s face is white and drawn tight, his shoulders rising and falling rapidly with his breath; “I’m not sure what you’re implying-”

      “Sir, I’m implying that there’s simply no record of you being in the U.S. Military.”

      Hudson’s face goes dark, his lips thin, and the hushed murmur has barely begun to spread through the crowd before he turns and abruptly leaves the stage. Donald is smiling his showman smile as he steps to the mic and says something about no further questions, but I’m already rushing off after Hudson.

      He’s gone by the time I get backstage, and my heart sinks as his phone goes right to voicemail when I try calling his cell.

      Whatever happened back there hit him somewhere deep, and somewhere where his armor doesn’t protect him, and all I want to do is tell him I don’t care and that whatever it is I’m here for him.

      Of course, I have to find him first, in order to tell him that though, wherever it is he’s gone to hide that he thinks is safe.

      I freeze, and just like that, I know exactly where he is as I run out the backdoor and hail a cab.
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      “Shit, man.” Logan shakes his head and looks at the floor; “I’m sorry, brother; I’m real sorry to hear that.”

      I’m not, though even I get that it would be weird to say that out loud.

      “How-” He coughs uncomfortably; “Shit, sorry man, that that’s none of my-”

      “Booze.” I shrug and look up at him with a wry grin; “Apparently what they say about apples and distances from trees is pretty spot on, huh?”

      “You’re not your father, Hudson.” Bryce says quietly.

      My father was a mean, fall-down drunk who I stopped talking to the day after my high school graduation when I enlisted. The only reason I even know about the neighbors finding him is because of a Google alert I set up for my old hometown newspaper’s online obituary report.

      I know Bryce is right; I’m not my father, but it’s still this grim fucking reminder about mortality. Besides, the man  I actually think of as any sort of actual Dad-figure in my life was the Old Man, and I’ve already grieved for that father.

      For a weird, brief moment, I think about calling Reagan, even though I know that door is shut. I want to call her and tell her, and just talk to her about her Dad and Dads in general. I want to hear her voice, even just once more, but I know calling would be a useless venture.

      “Do you wanna call someone? A sponsor maybe?”

      I know Logan is being serious, but I laugh out loud anyways; “No, man. I’m good.”
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      I’m sitting in my living room, in the dark, staring at a bottle when the front desk buzzes up that she’s in the lobby, and I’m ashamed to say I almost pretend I’m not home before I finally grumble a confirmation into the phone.

      I don’t turn when I hear her come in, not even when I hear her footsteps pause as she walks into the room. I just stare at the bottle of scotch sitting like some sort of monolith in front of me on the carved wood table.

      “Are you ok?”

      Her voice finally breaks the spell the amber liquid holds over me, and I turn to her, seeing the worry etched across her face.

      “That was nothing, back there, it was just-” I trail off and force a smile at her instead. I’m not comfortable feeling this exposed to her, knowing that the emotions and the baggage I usually cram down somewhere deep inside are threatening to rip me apart while she’s right in front of me, and the thought of that is almost more than I can stomach.

      “Look, this is nothing,” I nod at the bottle. “I’m not going to actually open it or anything, I just- I don’t know, I just like to look at it sometimes. I guess it helps in some weird way when I can stare it in the face and know I’m not going to let it get to me.” I shrug as I look at her standing there in the doorway of the dark room, silhouetted by the low light from the kitchen behind her.

      “I know you aren’t.” She steps hesitantly into the room. “Hudson, I don’t care what that asshole was talking about, and you don’t have tell me anything. I just want to know that you’re OK.”

      Jesus, how did I find this girl?

      “I’m- I’m fine.” But then I look into her eyes and it breaks me, breaks the bullshit. “Well, no, I’m not actually.” I close my eyes as she moves into the room, and when I feel her weight on the couch next to me and feel her wrap her arms around me, I just sink into her.

      “Reagan, there’s a lot about me-” I pull back to look her in the eyes, and she’s looking at me so innocently, and with such an intensity that I can’t even tell her. How can I ruin that smile and the light in those eyes with the literal hell I’ve seen; with what I’ve done.

      I kiss her instead, and I’m just like that, I’m losing myself in her. I’m lost in that kiss and i’ts better than any escape I’ve ever found in any bottle I’ve ever seen the bottom of.

      She’s pulling us both back onto the couch and I’m collapsing into her, tearing at her stiff formal clothes. I’m pulling off the vestiges that make her the prim, poised public Reagan to get to the sexy, animalistic primal Reagan that I know that lives deeper; the Reagan that comes out when we’re both naked and my mouth is on her pussy.

      She gasps as I slide my lips over her sex and push my tongue inside her, and she’s rocking against my face as her hands grip my hair and my name falls from her lips. Her hands are on my hips, pulling me onto the couch alongside her, and I groan into her wetness as she takes me in her mouth. Her lips are like heaven, her tongue dancing across me, and there’s something so sensual, so visceral about this that I almost don’t want to break away.

      But I have to have her; I need her in that moment. She’s my new vice, my everything.

      She pulls me into her as she lays back in the plush sofa, her legs wrapping around my waist to keep me inside as she rocks against me almost as hard as I push into her. We’re panting, kissing, grasping at each other like we’ll fly away if we don’t as we move together like one wave in an ocean, like a tempest.

      We’re both lost in the everything until the world shatters around us, as we both come screaming to the neon skyline.

      Her head is lying against my chest afterword, her fingers tracing an inked line across my skin.

      “Before, that time at my Dad’s-”

      “Ray-”

      “No, no, it’s not like that. You already explained all that, and I’m not mad that you didn’t take advantage of the situation, Hudson; believe me. I just want to know-”

      “Why I walked away, you mean?” The words are ones I’d never have imagined telling her before, though for some reason they come easy now.

      “Because I knew you were hurting; I was too.” I take a deep breath; “Reagan there’s so much he never told you, about everything.”

      I can hear her sniff against my chest; “I know,” She says quietly.

      “I had so much shit, so much pain inside. You- you don’t know, and you can’t know the things I’ve seen, Reagan,” I whisper out; “The things I’ve done-”

      Her lips kissing my chest stop me; “You don’t have to tell me.”

      Right, but being near me might be bad enough for you, I want to scream.

      I’ve come a long way from the broken man I was when her father found me, but I’m still toxic, and I know that. I still have the demons clawing at my back, the lust for vices I’ll have to deny myself for the rest of my life, and the recklessness of a man who’s already seen death. How can there be a place for a girl like her in all of that shit?

      She’s so good, and just so damn perfect and unbroken and undimmed by the darkness of the world that I can’t bare the thought of even telling her that darkness exists. She’s the light, and I can’t let my darkness swallow that up.

      “I want to, you know,” I say, running my hands through her hair and closing my eyes as she softly kisses my chest again; “I just- I just can’t; not yet.”

      “I’m here, you know, when you can.”

      I smile into her hair, wondering for the millionth time how all this is possible; “I know.”
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      I know as soon as I step off the stage that I’ve fucked up, even before my new campaign manager stomps over to me with that mean look on his face.

      “Oooo-kay, so, that was-” He shakes his head, sighing heavily at me like I’m some sort of disobedient child; “That was not good, Reagan.”

      I’m feeling flustered, and out of my element, and mad at myself for not going up there and being strong; “I know, I’m sorry, Donald.”

      “I give you a script for a reason, you know; stick to it.”

      I groan; “I know, I know, it’s just- I mean, I’m doing this because I have ideas, and visions, and projects that are important to me that I really want to make part of my platform in all of this. And I feel like if I ignore those things-”

      “If you ignore those things, you’ve got a shot at being elected.” Donald snaps at me.

      “Well then what’s the point? What about fighting for what you believe in? What about having passion for things that matter?”

      He sighs; “To get elected, Reagan. If that’s not your goal, than you may be wasting your money with me.” He takes off his glasses and looks at me sharply as he cleans them with his tie; “You do want to actually get elected, right?” I nod quietly. “Good, then keep your fluffy daydream ideas inside and stick to the damn script.”
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      I giggle as I push back against him, feeling his lips brush against the back of my neck and send shivers down my spine; “We need to stop this, I’m about to go on stage you know.” I bite my lip, wondering if that sounded even remotely more convincing to him than it did to me.

      “Stop what?” He growls into my ear, and I gasp as I feel his fingers slide up the inside of my thigh, under my relatively conservative knee-length skirt. I gasp as he finds what I know he was looking for, his fingers sliding over the gusset of my panties and only making me press back against him even more.

      “Mmm…that. Stop that.” I murmur, my eyes closing as he touches me there.

      “What, this?” His fingers slip under the seam of my panties and slide through my wetness. I suck my bottom lip between my teeth as I reach back behind me to the hardness in his pants, and I begin to stroke his length. “That’s not exactly doing much for your case here, Senator,” He whispers huskily into my ear.

      “Fine.” I grin as I hear him groan as I take my hand away from him, but suddenly I’m gasping as his other hand suddenly hikes my skirt all the way up to my waist behind me. Before I can even turn around, his hand is yanking my panties down over my thighs; “Don’t even think about it!” And I squirm to try and stop him, but not really all that hard.

      “Too late,” he says with a sly grin against my skin, as he pushes my panties down further until they drop down my legs to my heels.

      Welcome to a typical Thursday afternoon with Reagan and Hudson; sneaking around like we’re teenagers and fucking every chance we get; even when that chance is a chancing it in itself.

      We’re about to go out on stage to sit for this panel-type discussion with a news anchor about my platform and about me being the “fresh young face of politics” or something like that. Hudson’s going to be out there too actually, due to his association with Archer Holdings, and while he resisted at first, I managed to convince him.

      …Ok, so maybe I convinced him while I was fucking him, but that doesn’t make me any less of an amazing negotiator.

      Suddenly, I can feel him doing something behind me with his hand, as I hear a familiar sound, my eyes go wide; “Hudson!” I can feel it then, his bare, naked cock pressing hotly against the skin of my ass cheeks.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I hiss, peeking out from behind the curtain we’re hiding behind to glance out at the stage and seeing that they’re just about set up. He pushes the head of his cock down between my legs, and I’m suddenly moaning quietly as I feel him slide it across my opening.

      “Hudson, don’t even thi- oooh.” He growls into my ear as he pushes half of his length inside of me, and I can feel my knees go week as I ease back against him.

      “Oh, did you mean don’t even think about this?” He chuckles as he pushes his hips forward, sliding deeper into me.

      “Reagan!”

      Fuck. Erika is on stage, shielding her eyes from the lights and looking around the empty auditorium for me. With a moan, I’m pulling myself away from Hudson and pushing him back as I try and catch my breath; “Put that away!” I say with a giggle, eyeing his cock which is sticking out from his pants still glistening from me.

      He shrugs and grins at me; “Why?”

      “You’re incorrigible!” I roll my eyes at him before I see that he’s holding my panties on the end of one of his fingers; “Give me my panties.”

      “Oh, these?” With a smirk, he closes his hand around them and slides them into his jacket pocket.

      “Hudson!” I hiss, my face growing red; “I’m serio-”

      “Reagan!”

      Hudson’s cocky grin is plastered across his face as he gestures nods towards the stage and to Erika’s shrieking voice; “We better get out there, Senator.”
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* * *

      I’m still buzzing electrically from Hudson’s teasing while I smile at the woman sitting across from us. It’s Hudson and I sitting at one desk, and her at the other, at sort of angles to each other so that we can both also face the small assembled crowds and the live cameras.

      Yeah, live televisions with loose cannon Hudson Banks and a lingering sexual high still teasing my body from him; what could possibly go wrong in this scenario?

      “Well, Amy,” I’m saying; “Politics don’t exactly run in my family, but doing good does. You see, my Father-”

      “Now, forgive me for interrupting Ms. Archer, but Archer Holdings is, or at least was a major player in the international firearms market, was it not?”

      Well, this question had to come up sooner or later, and I’m prepared; “It was, Amy, but that was a long time ago. My Dad and a lot of very good friends of his, including Mr. Banks here, did a lot to change that.”

      “And Mr. Banks here is involved in your campaign?”

      “Oh I think I can take this one Amy, if you don’t mind.” He’s flashing that criminally charming smile at her, and I can see her cheeks flushing a little, even through all the lights and the makeup. Yeah, welcome to my world, honey.

      “I’m affiliated with Ms. Archer’s campaign, but only so much in that I consider myself a strong supporter of her platform.”

      I stiffen suddenly as I feel his hand drop to my thigh beneath the table, and my eyes shoot to his face, which is of course, totally impassive as he smiles at the news anchor.

      “Right, but you do work for Archer Ho-”

      “I do, but my personal involvement with Ms. Archer’s campaign -“ his hand slides up my thigh, and I’m scrambling to thrust my own hands beneath the table as well as unassumingly as I can to stop him; “- is totally separate from what I do with William Archer’s company.”

      His hand pushes my own away easily, and then I’m struggling to swallow and keep my face neutral as I feel his fingers slide over the lips of my pussy.

      Yeah, when exactly did I think it was a good move to go on live televisions with this man?

      “So, Ms. Archer-”

      I cough as Hudson’s fingers slip between my dripping wet lips, and Amy looks at me quizzically.

      “Sorry, Amy, I was just going to say that you can really just call me Reagan.” I smile at her innocently; “I think we’re on a first name basis here aren’t we?” She laughs along with the audience, and I turn my grinning face towards Hudson, who’s just sitting there grinning at me like the cat with the canary.

      Only in this case, it’s his fingers and my pussy.

      “Well, you know lots of people associate you with your father because of your last name, but I hope I’m not the first one to make a political reference about your first name!” Amy chuckles; yeah, yet another joke I’ve only heard about eight-million times since I started politics.

      “So anyways Reagan, why don’t you tell us a bit more about what it feels like to be the media sensation you’ve become since announcing your candidacy? I mean - and no offense meant here - State Senate races are rarely given the amount of limelight you’ve manages to shine onto the New York state primaries.”

      “Oh, no offense taken Amy, you see-”

      Hudson clears his throat; “If I could just insert something here, Amy.” I groan and grab the edge of the desk with white knuckles as I feel Hudson push two of his finger into my opening, sliding them deep inside of me. I glare up at him, but he’s still mugging for the camera.

      “I think Reagan’s strong suit is her ability to galvanize people and get them to pay attention. It’s all about rubbing people the right way.” I swallow my gasp as his thumb begins to roll over my aching clit, sending electric shocks through my whole body right there on live television.

      I decide right there that if I somehow make it off this stage, I’m going to murder him.

      The interview continues, and somehow I find myself on autopilot; answering Amy’s questions with answers that just sort of come to me while I sit there smiling at the cameras like a robot as Hudson’s magic fingers coax me higher and higher, until I’m terrified that I’m going to come right here on live television and give the whole fucking thing away.

      But then, the interview is over, and everyone is cheering at my apparently winning answers, and it’s right there, in the midst of everything clapping and cheering, that Hudson manages to completely push me over the edge of my climax.

      I cry out, but it just looks like I’m shouting my exuberance to my adoring voter base, instead of what it is I’m actually doing, which is having a fucking orgasm on live Goddamn TV.

      “I am going to kill you!” I hiss into his ear as we stand after it’s over; smoothing my skirt down and trying to find my breath.

      “Bring it, Red.” He grins, winking at me.

      Amy shakes my hand, and mercifully not Hudson’s, before he’s leading me out the stage door to the side parking lot.

      “What the fuck was that?” Donald is standing there waiting for us just outside with his arms crossed over his chubby chest and his face looking furious.

      “Uh, excuse me?” My voice falters as I suddenly have a horrible thought that he knows what Hudson was doing to me up there during the interview.

      “What happened to sticking to the Goddamned SCRIPT, Reagan!” Donald honestly looks furious, and I’m suddenly realizing that I never glanced down at his list of canned answers once during the whole thing. I did the whole interview off-the-cuff while Hudson was driving me wild; probably giving the answers I wanted to give instead of the boring, middle-of-the-road ones he wanted me to say.

      “I- I don’t now, it just felt natural to say what I wanted to say, Donald.”

      Hudson is tugging me away towards his car, and Donald is sputtering as he trails after us.“Where the hell do you think you’re going? Uh, excuse me, Hudson, I’m not done with my fucking candidate yet!”

      We’re at his car, and Hudson suddenly whirls on Donald; “Yes, you are.” He says, his voice deep and leaden as he stares down my campaign manager. He turns to me as he opens the passenger door; “Hop in, Senator.”
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* * *

      This time it’s me that hits the emergency button inside Hudson’s elevator, and the surprised look on his face only gets better when I just start to pull my clothes off right there.

      But when I turn around and press my hands against the glass and arch my ass back at him, I’m pretty sure that surprise turns into something else pretty quickly.

      He growls as he enters me, and then he fucks me like he owns me, and it’s exactly how I want him to fuck me. His grip is tight on my hip, even bringing his hand down to smack my ass and make me cry out against the glass and the neon New York skyline. He grabs me by the hair and turns my face into his kiss, and I’m clawing and screaming at the edges of my sanity as I feel his length fill me again and again and again.

      When I come, he’s right there with me, pressing his body flush to mine as we ride that wave together, our choked breaths coming as one as our heartbeats racing the other in a dead sprint.

      I have officially gone off-script; both with the campaign and with whatever it is I’m doing with Hudson, and quite honestly, I’ve never been happier.
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      A few nights later, we’re driving in my car and I’m almost insulted when she doesn’t ask me where we’re going, but I see the grin on her face out the corner of my eye as I take us over the George Washington bridge and onto the Palisades Parkway. I let the horses under the hood roar as I gun us up the west side of the Hudson, letting New York fall away behind us in the rearview mirror as we head into the night.

      Finally, I cave; “Well, shit, don’t you even want to know where we’re going?” Reagan’s face breaks into a wide smile; “I mean come on Archer, I prepared this whole little speech and everything.” I shake my head, feeling alive and on fire and more whole than I’ve felt in a very long time.

      “I’ve got an idea where we’re going, but please, lets hear this speech of yours.” She sticks her tongue out at me, her whole face lit up by the dash and her smile just flashing right into me.

      “Well, now I’ve forgotten it.” I shake my head as I sigh dramatically; “Your loss too, it was a good one.”

      She laughs that musical laugh of hers and slides over across the bench seat against me. And as my arm goes around her shoulders and draws her close, I realize I have and will never feel more like Steve McQueen than I do in that perfect moment. It’s just Reagan and I, the car, and the road, and it’s just fucking perfect.

      I know she thinks she knows where we’re going; to our place where the romance that didn’t, that couldn’t happen back then. But then is not now, and things are very different now with Reagan and I than they were back then a lifetime ago. I mean I was crazy about her back then, even if I didn’t know what to do with it. And now? Well now that I’m in lo- wow, shit. I feel my heart pound as I mull over that particular four-letter word, but I don’t even have to dwell on it to know its true.

      When we drive past the Bear Mountain turnoff I know she recognizes, I grin broadly seeing her glance back at the sign out of the corner of my eye. She looks at me with a sly look; “Alright, you got me.”

      “I’d say so.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      She’s cracking up by the time I park the car, and as we stroll arm and arm towards the entrance she looks at me and shakes her head; “Seriously? A Renaissance faire?”

      I grin; “Hey, might as well put that one semester to use huh?” She rolls her eyes and I pull her to me and kiss her hard as she melts into me. “You know,” I say, breaking away for a second; “I think it’s good for you to get out of that city sometimes. Now com’on Senator, let’s go get us some culture.”

      “Oh, culture? Is that what we’re here for?” She nods towards two guys dressed in actual metal armor chugging enormous steins of beer while a woman dressed as some sort of tavern wench with her tits half hanging out cheers them on and shouts things like “m’lord.”

      I shrug; “Well, you know, someone’s culture.”

      She laughs, hugging my arm tighter in the chill of the air, and then we’re laughing as she loops her arm through mine and we stroll through fair-grounds.

      “Why do I feel like I’m in high school or something right now?”

      I laugh; “Were you a big Dungeons and Dragon’s kid in high school?”

      “No!” She rolls her eyes at me in that adorable way that just makes me smile; “No I mean strolling around a fair like this, renaissance or not.”

      She shrugs; “I always wanted to stroll around a fairgrounds with some hot boy on my arm.” She raises her eyes and looks at me, a blush of pink spreading over her cheeks.

      “Oh, what, like you didn’t have guys beating down your door to stroll around anywhere with you back then?”

      She shrugs; “Nope, I guess not. C’mon, you met me during that phase, back at that graduation party.”

      I stare at her like she’s insane; “Yeah, and you were a fucking knockout.”

      “I was a bookworm.”

      “Yeah and that’s worked out terribly for you, hasn’t it Madame State Senator.” I shake my head at her as she giggles; “And besides, I did meet you back then, and you were, and remain, a total babe.”

      She grins and pulls me in for a kiss; “So, how’s the fairground fantasy so far, Archer?” I murmur into her lips.

      She laughs and looks around us until her eyes fixate on something behind us; “Well, you could go win me that stuffed dragon over there, that might make it complete.” She winks at me and leans close; “You might even get lucky later if you do.”

      I arch my eyebrows, already feeling my cock stir in my pants; “Lucky- like I get to pick what we listen to on the way home?” I grin, knowingly baiting her.

      She leans in again and brushes her lips across my ear; “Oh I meant lucky like you get to bend me over the hood of your car and fuck me like you mean it on the way home.”

      She pulls away and winks at me, and I’m practically speechless; “You know I could just buy you the fucking toy and we could get to that part now.” She giggles as she grabs my hand and pulls me towards the game stands, and I’m wondering how I’m going to throw a fucking knife with a hard-on threatening to tear through my pants.

      Both Reagan and the guy dressed like a jester stare at me with their jaws on the ground when I manage to not only hit the bullseye on the first throw, but then subsequently split the handle of that first knife with the second and then third throws. I shrug and grin smugly at the guy as he wordlessly passes me the stuffed toy before I turn to bestow it on Reagan.

      “Ok, where the hell did you-”

      “Eh, it’s just this thing I can do.” I don’t need to tell her that back in Africa, throwing knives were like the chess game of the mercenary circuit.

      She’s just shaking her head at me though as she laughs and slips her hand into mine; “I don’t want to know, do I?”

      I laugh; “Someday, but for now, there’s some fried dough over there with our name on it; classic fairground fantasy fodder.” She wrinkles her nose at the mention of fried dough, but I pull her close and kiss her; “And then, don’t think I’m not going to take you up on that offer of bending you over that car and fucking that sweet pussy of yours.” I growl, nodding with my chin at the stuffed dragon in her hand and letting her feel how hard I am as I press against her.

      “You promise?” She whispers, her voice thick.

      I do manage to get her to eat fried dough, and we drink hot cider, and even watch a damned jousting match, and it’s amazing.

      No one knows her here; no one gives a shit who she is, and that’s a good thing. We laugh, and we’re making out in public like two idiot teenagers, and we’re invisible to the world around us. Out here, she’s not some hotshot politician. Out here, in my arms, she’s just a beautiful girl, kissing the luckiest guy in the damn world.
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      “It looks so quiet from up here.”

      I’d grinned and feel a little thrill of excitement shiver through me when Hudson swerved off the main road onto the turnoff I’d recognized before.

      We’re back at our lookout spot on Bear Mountain looking out over the Hudson River and the shining lights of New York in the distance beyond that, just like we were all those years ago. Now though, it’s like I took every romantic fantasy I had back then and made them real. This time, we aren’t sitting on opposite sides, not touching and just sitting in our own unspoken feelings. This time, I’m snuggled right up against him, his arm is around my shoulders, and I’m leaning my head into his chest.

      Our hands toy with each other, palms sliding together and fingers interlocking with fingers as we just stare out over the city in the stillness of the night.

      “You’re right, you know,” I say, running my fingers over his wrist; “I do need to get out more often and just get away from all that.” I sigh. “Sometimes it just feels like I’m trapped in this whole act that isn’t even me; like I’m just playing a part in this play and spilling out the lines from this character I wasn’t ever meant to play.”

      “You should speak your mind and say what you wanna say more often, Archer.” He grins; “Hell, you don’t ever hold back with me and you’ve seemed to have gotten my attention.”

      I laugh and smack his hand away as it slides down over my breast; “Oh is that the kind of attention I’m looking for with my core voter pool?”

      He snorts; “Hell no, this belongs to me only.” His hands slides back down and cups my breast through my thin sweater, and I roll my eyes.

      “Oh, belongs to you, huh? So I guess I’m just your own private little plaything?”

      “Yep, you’ve got it.”

      I laugh again and nuzzle my face into his broad strong chest; “How come I can never tell if you’re a good influence or a terrible one?”

      He chuckles; “Tell me that’s not half the fun.”

      I close my eyes and grin and just savor the moment; “I just feel like we missed out on so much time, because of, well, you know.”

      He reaches down and turns my face up with his fingers on my chin, and his eyes are boring right into mine; “It was time I needed to figure out me, and and time that you needed to become, well, look at you; now you’re this fucking sexy as hell State Senate candidate.”

      I roll my eyes in mock disdain; “Oh, now? What was I back then, hmm?”

      He kisses me fiercely; “Oh you just weren’t a politician back then;” his slides his tongue teasingly over my lips, making me smile; “But that doesn’t mean you weren’t sexy as fuck.”

      Something about the way he says that word fuck sends a shiver of arousal through my body, and the fact that his hand is still on breast and that his finger is starting to circle slowly around my nipple through the thin material of the sweater has me suddenly squirming in my seat against him.

      “Say it again,” I whisper, biting my lip as I feel his mouth slide down to my ear.

      “What,” he says, sending electric shocks through my whole nervous system as he growls into my ear; “That you’re sexy as fuck?”

      A small gasp escapes my lips as my eyes close, and I can feel him grin devilishly into my ear; “Ahh, does innocent little Reagan Archer get hot and bothered when I say the word ‘fuck’?”

      “I’m innocent am I?”

      “Not after I’m done with you.”

      The moan that drops from my lips is the only confirmation he needs, and suddenly his hands are doing a lot more than teasing. I gasp as he slides them up under my sweater and under my bra, his fingers teasing my nipples. He kisses me fiercely, his lips bruising mine as he growls into my mouth, and only pulling back to pull the sweater off over my head and tear my bra off.

      His hands are on my waist, his fingers teasing along the seam of my jeans; “Take these off,” he growls into my mouth. I look around sheepishly, even though I know we’re the only ones up here.

      “Now, Princess.”

      His words send a throbbing wave of desire right through me. God, how does he do that to me? I’m not one to be bossed around like this, and yet no sooner does he say it then I’m unbuttoning them and pulling them down off my feet.

      “Those too.” He draws my mouth back to his as I skim my panties down my legs, and then I’m totally naked in the front of seat of Hudson Banks’s Charger.

      I curl my legs up under me, but he stops me with a hand on my thigh. “Uh-uh, show me.” He looks at me like a wolf cornering his prey. “Show me how you played with yourself when you’d think of me.”

      I blush and shake my head at him; “Why you arrogant-” I trail off as I bite my lip, seeing the fire in his eyes flare at me; seeing right into me. And suddenly, I want to show him; I want to show him everything.

      I keep my eyes locked on his as I spread my legs and lean back against the door behind me. My heart is racing in my ears as I slide my hand down over my stomach, and then I’m moaning quietly as my fingers find my wetness. I’m biting my lip and gasping quietly as I roll my fingers over my aching clit, and the look of pure unbridled hunger and lust in his eyes is driving me crazy, as is the huge bulge in pants.

      And then he’s pulling his shirt off, and my eyes are roaming over his muscles and his tattoos and his scars, and it’s so fucking hot and feels so goddamn sexy to be touching myself like this while he watches; “Hudson, I want to see-”

      But he’s already yanking his pants down, and his thick cock is springing up to slap against his muscled abdomen. And then he’s leaning over across the seat between us and kissing his way up the inside of my thigh. My head is thrown back, and I’m biting my lip and still rubbing my clit as his tongue drags over my lips and pushes inside. My other hand clutches at his hair as he licks me slowly and then faster and faster, his tongue swirling around my opening before he slides it up and sucks my finger and my clit between his lips and sucks.

      When he pushed a finger inside of me and curls it up against that sweet spot just inside, I’m crying out his name and bucking against him as I come for him.

      And then I’m pushing him back and crawling into his lap. I can feel him pulsing hot against me as I grab him by the face and kiss him, tasting my own sweetness and not only not even caring but actually feeling more turned on by it. I reach down between us and position him against me, teasing him with my slippery wetness until he growls and pulls away from my lips.

      “Hang on, I think I’ve got one in-”

      “No.”

      He frowns and looks up at me questioningly; “Reag-”

      “Don’t put one on,” I say quietly, my eyes flashing as we lock gazes; “Not this time. I want to feel you and just you inside of me.”

      He groans, his jaw tightening and his cock throbbing against me; “I’ve, uh-“ He furrows his brow; “That’s my one hard fast rule. I’ve never without one.”

      I bite my lip, grinning at him shyly; “Look who you’re talking to, Marine; neither have I.”

      His chest is rising and falling quickly with his breath as he stares at me with lust and wonder on his face, a look that makes me feel like every stupid girl-hood princess fantasy; “I’m clean-”

      “So am I,” I say quietly, unable to stop myself from rocking my hips against him and feeling his thickness against me; “And I’m on the pill.”

      This is utterly insane and totally reckless, and nothing I could picture myself doing in a million years, but that’s just how he makes me feel. It’s like he has this sort of power over me, and yet the fact that he’s willing to take the same leap with me speaks to the power I have over him; it’s a power we have with together, and it’s the last assurance I need.

      “Fuck me, Hudson.” I whisper into his lips; “Fuck me like we’re the last two people on Earth.” I slide back onto him, gasping as I feel his head begin to slide into me.

      “Fuck, Reagan.” He groans, and I’m whimpering as he slowly fills me entirely with his impressive length. His hands hold me tightly by the waist as he rocks in deeply, pulling me further and further down onto him until I moan as I feel myself press tight against his body. He feels incredible inside of me, filling me like I’ve never felt before, and when he grunts, I can feel the throbbing twitch of his pulse deep inside. His hands clutch at my ass, grinding himself against me and hitting that secret spot inside as we just rock like that for a second.

      “Holy shit, Reagan, you feel fucking incredible.” He slides his fingers into my hair and grabs a handful of it, using his hold to pull me to his lips.

      “Just you, and just me; nothing separating us,” I moan into his mouth.

      We begin to rock together like that, me straddling his lap right there in the car as he plunges me up and down his length. We moan together, our breath and our tongues mingling as his hard muscled arms hold me tight and rock me against him.

      He yanks my head back by the hair, making me cry out with pain and pleasure as his lips nip and suck at the sensitive skin along my collarbone. I rock on him, my nipples dragging over his chest and my clit grinding into his pubic bone as we move faster and faster together and I feel myself begin to tumble over the edge.

      “I’m- I’m going to- Oh fuck, Hudson, I’m-”

      “Oh fuck me too,” He growls, biting my earlobe and rocking deep into me; “Come for me, Reagan, come all over my big cock.” The thought of Hudson coming with me, bare and totally unprotected inside of me has me clawing at the edges of my sanity as I begin to fall. He grinds up into me one last time, and it’s like a bomb going off.

      I scream his name, my fingers clawing at his biceps and his shoulders as the whole world shatters around me. He’s hugging me to him tightly as he roars out my name, and then I can feel him throbbing within me as he lets go and just fills me with his hot cum.

      We stay like that, wrapped in each other’s arms and in each other’s heat in the steamy-windowed darkness of the car.

      There’s so much I want to say in that moment, and then later when we drive home in grinning silence, or even after that back at his penthouse when I curl up to him in his bed, but I just don’t know how. I can give a million wordy speeches to crowds of cheers or jeers, or cameras broadcasting my face and my words to televisions across the country, and it’s effortlessly without a second thought in the world.

      So why is it when it comes to saying three words to the one man I’m dying to say them too, I suddenly feel like I’ve come down with stage fright?
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      “Oh my God, you’re terrible!” I grin as she squirms in my arms, fighting but not really fighting me as I kiss up the side of her neck.

      “Hudson!” She hisses, before a low moan escapes her lips and she closes her eyes as I nibble at her earlobe; “I’m on stage for the speech in like ten minutes!” She moans again, her hands running up my arms and clutching at my shoulders.

      “We should really start timing these shenanigans for when I’m not about to walk in front of a bunch of TV cameras looking like I just rolled around bed with someone.”

      In fairness, we do this other than when she’s about to walk out for a speech or a debate or something too; all the fucking time in fact. But the fact that I want her all the time, and the fact that neither of us can keep our hands off each other means that here we are in situations just like this with my hand creeping up under her blouse, and her hand stroking my cock through my pants.

      “Yeah, but you love our shenanigans.” I growl into her ear, making her giggle before my fingers on her nipple makes her gasp.

      “Well, yeah, but - oh fuck, right there.” I grin as my lips center around that magic switch of a spot I’ve found at the base of her neck, right where it slopes into her collarbone. Her hand starts to fumble at my belt-buckle, and then she’s pushing her hand inside and wrapping her fingers around my cock.

      “Hell of a protest you’re putting on here, Red.” I groan into her neck, letting my own hand slip down to her skirt. I slide my hand up under it, and suddenly pull away to stare at her with shocked amusement; “Is little Miss Reagan Archer not wearing panties?”

      She blushes, but it’s more of a hungry look than anything embarrassed; “I want you in the car ride home, after,” She purrs quietly in a way that makes my cock throb in her hand; “I thought I’d make that easier.”

      “Jesus who are you, woman, and what have you done with sweet little Reagan?” I grin, moving down to kiss her as I slide my fingers into her wetness.

      “I think it’s what you do to sweet little Reagan,” she husks sexily into my mouth, and I growl.

      I push her back against the desk, sliding her up onto it and pushing between her thighs. She’s moaning and pulling my cock out of my fly, and I’m teasing against her opening.

      We’re kissing and gasping, and so into the moment that neither of us hear the door to her prep-room open, and it’s not until we hear it slam and Donald’s bellowing yell that we spring apart like we’ve just been shocked with a current.

      Reagan’s sliding off the desk and smoothing her skirt, her face bright red, and I’m stuffing my cock into my pants as I look at fucking Donald over my shoulder.

      “Oh now this is fucking perfect isn’t it!” His face is bright red and puffing mad, and as I turn around to face him, he narrows his eyes at me; “Yeah, we’ve got big trouble now, Hudson.”
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      There’s a ringing in my ears as I look around the room in slow-motion; like in the movies after some kind of explosions. But I suppose you could say a bomb has just gone off here too.

      Donald is sputtering something, and slowly, as the pulsing ring in my ears dies away, his shrieking words hit me.

      “Oh now this is fucking perfect now isn’t it?” His face is contorted as he shakes his head, wagging his finger at me like I’m some misbehaving child; “First you go off script, and then you’re back here slumming it with this piece of trash! You’re going to ruin this whole thing for me, Reagan!”

      I narrow my eyes at him; “For you, Donald? I’m sorry, remind me who’s campaign-”

      “Oh, save it, honey. Do you know how many hands of trust fund brats I’ve held through first round elections? You think you’re special just because you’re playing kissy-face with this washout?”

      Hudson’s face goes dark, but Donald barrels right along; “I set things up with Chet, who tests very well with our voter base, and you’re going to ruin that with this schmuck! Jesus Christ, Reagan, why can’t you just follow the plans I fucking tell you to follow?!”

      “Maybe because you work for her, and maybe because your plans suck, that’s why.” Hudson growls, taking a step towards him.

      Donald fumes as he whirls on Hudson; “You stay the hell out of this! I don’t need one of William Archer’s stupid little fucking pet projects stepping on my toes here. He should have left you in whatever third world pocket he found you in and let you rot; hell, he should have stayed there himself.”

      I can feel the rage explode out of me; “You do not talk about him OR my father like that, asshole!”

      Donald whirls on me, his face red and puffing as he shoves a piece of paper into my hands; “We’re going to fix this right now. Read this when you go out there, and say only this. I swear to God, you are not going to ruin this for me you spoiled little bitch!”

      Hudson’s fist is already drawn back when he steps forward, but before he even gets close, I slap Donald hard across the face.

      He gasps and sputters, holding the red mark on his cheek and gaping at me; “Oh, now you’re going to regret that! I’m calling my attorney!”

      “Be my guest,” I spit out; “Oh and, Donald, I think it might go without saying, but you’re fired.”

      He sneers at me; “Read my contract, babe; you can’t fire me mid-run.”

      Fuck.

      Hudson does step forward then, right in Donald’s face, and he glowering down on the smaller man; “And if the campaign can’t pay you?”

      “Excuse me?” Donald huffs, taking a wary step back from Hudson.

      “I said what if they can’t pay you. If the campaign goes broke, are you prepared to work for free?”

      He sputters; “What? No, of course not! It’s ridiculous to think that I’d be willing to stick around this spoiled little brat without-”

      “Excellent.” Hudson nods curtly, cutting him off. He takes his cell phone out and begins to type something before he turns to me.

      “Ms. Archer?” He winks at me with a big shit-eating grin on his face; “Romantic fraternization between political and private enterprise is unfortunately grounds for contractual liquidation under your agreement with our company.”

      His back is to Donald, and only I can see as he winks again and sticks his tongue out at me.

      “So, on behalf of Archer Holdings, I regret to inform you that we’ll be revoking your campaign funding, effective immediately.” He turns back to Donald; “I’d recommend not cashing your check this week; it’s going to bounce.”

      Donald’s face goes a bright shade of crimson, and he opens his mouth as if to say something though words seem to fail him in that moment. He sputters something unintelligible out his piggy mouth before he whirls around and stomps out of the room.
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      “You know as soon as he quits, I’m making sure the funds hit your campaign again, right?”

      Reagan’s cheeks are flushed when she looks up at me; “Holy shit, I mean; wow.” She laughs nervously and then with more feeling, like she’s just shrugged a weight off her shoulders.

      “I should not have done that. I mean I really should not have done that! He’s probably going to try and sue you know.”

      I grin. “I’m willing to bet he doesn’t know that quitting before his contract finishes voids it entirely, so fuck him; I’ll have your father’s lawyers eat him alive.”

      She’s staring at me with stars in her eyes and her whole face smiling, and I can’t help but smile right back; that’s just the effect she has on me; “Hudson, I lo-”

      The door bursts open and a harried and winded looking campaign intern with a clipboard barges into the room; “Ms. Archer! You need to follow me right now; you’re on stage in three minutes!”

      Well shit, hows that for perfect timing,

      She nods at the kid but whirls back to me; “Will you watch it?”

      “Oh, what is it we’re here for? Some sort of telethon? Are you raising money for PBS?” I grin at her as she makes a face at me; “I was actually thinking about heading across the street to that bar and catching the rest of the game or something.”

      She rolls her eyes; “Hudson, you are the most infuriati-”

      “Reagan,” I grab her hand and squeeze it. There’s so much I want to tell her; so much I need to tell her. But she’s about to go on fucking television for this speech, so instead I just wink at her; “Of course I’ll watch it.”

      And I do, and it’s incredible; she’s incredible.

      There’s none of Donald’s bullshit middle of the road crap this time; she speaks the truth and she speaks from the heart. She talks about corruption and government kickbacks, and the lack of oversight. She names names, and calls people out right there on television, and it’s fucking amazing.

      She’s bold and she’s fearless, and once they pull their jaws off the ground, the people there go fucking nuts.

      “Ms. Archer!” A woman with a microphone calls out from the crowd of screaming reporters as Reagan prepares to take questions; “You really just came out swinging in that speech, which isn’t quite a side of you we’ve seen yet. You’re already ahead in the polls; what brought this on?”

      Reagan smiles and nods her head; “Because a dear friend recently taught me that the things you care about are the things worth fighting to be heard about.”

      There are a million more questions, but one guy towards the front is screaming louder than the rest; “Ms. Archer! Ms. Archer! We’re hearing reports from your very own campaign manager about some sort of alleged illicit relationship between yourself and an employee of Archer Holdings, your primary campaign financier. Some sort of ex-Army guy?”

      The screaming crowd of journalists actually goes quiet, hanging on the silence as Reagan’s face freezes, and I feel my whole heart skip a beat.

      But then she’s turning to look right at me in the wings off-stage, and she’s grinning that perfect smile that just slays me every time. She nods at me, her eyes sparkling, and then she’s beckoning to me, and waving me on stage. I give her a quizzical look, but she rolls her eyes and beckons me again before turning back to the gathered reporters again with a smirk on her face.

      “He’s a Marine, actually, and I wouldn’t exactly call being in love an ‘illicit affair’.”

      I’m staring at her like we’re both crazy as I walk on the stage, right into the limelight and the camera flashes and the screaming questions.

      “You sure you know what you’re doing, Archer?” I murmur as the crowd of reporters begin to scream and hurl questions at us.

      She grins; “Which part?”

      “Both?”

      She grabs my tie and pulls me close. “Definitely,” she whispers, and then she’s pulling me into a kiss right there in front of everyone.

      This is literally the polar opposite of blending in, but as I scoop her into my arms, I feel the whole world slip away anyways, because that what she does to me. And right there in that moment, I know I’m ready for whatever the fuck comes next because I’ve got her, and for the first time in forever, I feel whole.

      We kiss for what feels like an hour but is probably more like ten glorious seconds with the million flashbulbs going off around us, before she pulls back and grins at me.

      “Sorry, I probably should have mentioned it before that I love you.”

      I shrug and grin at her; “Oh, do you? Yeah I never would have picked up on tha-”

      She laughs and punches my arm before I pull her right back into me; “Hey Princess,” I murmur, kissing her again; “I love you too, you know.”

      And right there, nothing else matter in the whole fucking universe but her.
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      I take my time getting ready.

      As I’m pulling my pants on, or tucking in my shirt, or tying the double windsor knot in my tie, it’s like I’m suiting up my armor to head into battle. I can feel my nerves jangling like live-wires inside of me, my pulse skipping around like a broken record as I finish getting ready; finish getting prepared for this.

      I’ve had a million conversations with her over the last few years. I’ve written her letters that I’ve burned instead of sending, had conversations with the memory of her late into the night when I’m alone and sleepless with my thoughts. Hell, I’ve played out this very meeting a hundred different ways in my head since I decided I was going.

      But none of it has me prepared to see her again. But the nervousness and the jangling nerves is like an elevated, surreal feeling that’s better than any booze.

      It was Bryce who heard about the chain store pulling funding after her comments about raising the minimum wage, and while I’ve weighed how she’s going to react to this a dozen different ways since then, I know this is the only way. I believe in her, and not just because I know William did, but because if believing in her and her campaign is believing in myself and maybe my ability to become normal someday.

      I finger the bullet in my pocket, staring down my reflection in the mirror. I straighten my tie once more, along with a straying bit of hair, before I take a deep breath.

      This is it.

      It’s time to go meet Reagan Archer for the first time in five years, and for the first time in a very long time, I’m actually excited about what might come at me next.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      Two weeks later, after the media circus has sort of died down about the “Young Senatorial candidate and the billionaire Marine,” Hudson and I are back at my father’s house, sitting on the terrace off the library; our terrace.

      We’re sipping iced tea, and with my hands held in his, and he tells me everything; all of it.

      He tells me about the horrors of war, and the village in Afghanistan. He tells me about addiction and demons, and being on the run, and their stint as mercenaries in Africa. I start to tear up when he tells me about getting shot - both times -, but it’s when he looks me straight in the eye and tells me that my father was the best thing that ever happened to him for saving them from all of that, that I just start to cry.

      “So, that’s-”

      “That’s why I pushed you away the first time. I’d made your father a promise to protect you, and letting you into all that shit that was inside of me wasn’t protecting you at all.”

      “And now?” I bite my lip as I look up at him, at this man who’s basically gone to the very edge and somehow come back to life; this man who makes me feel complete and alive like I’ve never felt before; “Is all of that history finished now?”

      He shakes his head; “No- it’s not; not entirely.” He slides his hand through my hair to the back of my head as he pulls me close and grins at me; “But for now, I think I can let a lot of that shit go.”

      He winks at me; “Seems I’ve got more important things to think about now.” He leans in and kisses me, and I lose myself in him.

      “Ms. Archer?” I break shyly away from Hudson as one of my staffers pokes her head out the door. Ok, Hudson and I are out in the open now, but PDA still makes me blush like a schoolgirl, even if he’s trying something in public every chance he gets.

      “Yes?” I say, clearing my throat.

      “There’s an older gentlemen here to see you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Major Lawson nods a thanks as I pour him a glass of iced tea; “So, you’re going to win this thing, you know.”

      I smile; “Ah, well thank you for your positive thoughts!“

      He shakes his head, smiling; “No I mean, I’ve been doing this a long time, Ms. Archer, and you just plain have it. You are going to win this election.”

      “Well, thank you, sir.”

      “I’ve got a proposition for you though.” He takes a sip of tea and smiles at me; “I want you to do your two year stint with New York, and then I want you to quit.”

      My eyes dart to Hudson before I turn back to the Major; “Excuse me?” I shake my head; “Listen, Major Lawson, if you think you can-”

      “Because I want you to stop piddling away with this local yokel state stuff and come with me to D.C.”

      My jaw drops as I stare at him; “What?”

      “You have a unique quality, Ms. Archer, and a talent for statesmanship that you don’t see often in this business, as strange as that sounds.” He puts his glass down and steeples his hands in front of him; “I want to run you for U.S. Senate, Ms. Archer, so that I can put you on with Veterans Affairs where you can do some real good.”

      I’m speechless, my mouth opening without words as my heart jumps up into my throat, and I realize I’m grinning like an idiot before I can even say anything. Major Lawson just smiles at me; “I’m going to assume that’s a yes?”

      “That’s-!” Holy shit is that a yes! “Yes! Major, yes! I’d be honored!”

      Hudson is squeezing my hand and the Major’s eyes drop to that joining before he looks up at him; “Oh, and don’t think I don’t have plans for you too, Banks.”

      Hudson frowns; “Sir?”

      “We want you in D.C. too, actually. We’re starting up a new panel on VA affairs and post-combat aftercare, and we need a chairman.”

      Hudson chuckles quietly and shakes his head; “Sir, I appreciate the honor, but I don’t think I’m the man who-”

      “William Archer and I were quite close, Mr. Banks,” Major Lawson looks pointedly at Hudson; “Quite close.”

      “Sir, I-”

      “Son, I’ve seen war on three different continents, and after the shit-show you boys saw over there in that damned desert, I’m amazed you came back alive at all.” Hudson closes his mouth, and as I squeeze his hand, I feel him respond back.

      Major Lawson looks at Hudson and nods; “What I’m trying to say is, son, I know about all the other stuff that came after, and I’m here today to tell you that I don’t really give a shit about all that. You’re a hell of a Marine, an even more impressive leader, and one of the strongest men I’ve known. I want you working where you can help.” He winks; “And seeing as I’m pretty much in charge of military records, I think we can go right ahead and gloss over those other things.”

      Hudson is staring at him like he’s just handed him the keys to the world, and all I want to do is jump into his arms right there and kiss him.

      The Major nods towards me and grins at him; “Just so long as you keep looking after William’s girl here.”

      Hudson turns and looks right into my eyes, his grin wide and his shoulder looking free of a weight that he’s had on them forever; “Always, sir.”

      We of course wait until the Major leaves before I let myself all into Hudson’s arms and into his kiss; “Always, huh?”

      “Yeah,” He says, smirking at me; “Always.”
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        EPILOGUE

      

      We don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl yet, but we’ve got either William or Christine picket out for names after my Dad and his Mom. I know Hudson’s pretty excited at the idea of having a little girl, but I’ve told him that there are plenty of Archer girls already without adding one more little probable spit-fire to the mix.

      It was a small wedding with basically just the immediate families; my two sisters and my Aunt Kelly on one side, and the two guys who are for all intents and purposes his brothers on the other. We asked Major Lawson to walk me down the aisle, and Bryce ended up taking one of those online ordination classes and married us right there in the gardens of my father’s house.

      We were barely pregnant at the wedding, but that didn’t mean there weren’t plenty of jokes about the “shotgun” nature of it, especially after Logan told me the story of my Dad literally breaking up an arranged wedding in Angola between some local warlord and this poor child of a girl with an actual shotgun.

      Turns out my Dad was kind of a badass, which kind of makes the tattooed, scarred up, ex-mercenary, ex-drinker, ex-playboy of a Marine who’s now my husband make a whole lot of sense, if you subscribe to that weird Freudian stuff.

      I can’t say the aftermath of the blowout with Donald and my telling everyone about Hudson and I was all a fairy-tale ending, because that’s just not real life.

      Donald did end up suing Hudson, who ended up having to settle for some not-that-crazy-amount - well, for him - out of court to avoid criminal charges. Of course, after that he used every considerable connection he had to make sure Donald didn’t work in politics ever again, so I hope the $40,000 or so that he walked away with was worth it.

      And I did take a hit in the polls after the announcement about the two of us; guess some people have a problem with other people’s happiness.

      I still won though, by some almost record-breaking numbers, and on the next term, I was sworn in as the youngest State Senator in New York history.

      The victory was only made sweeter when we got wind of a massive lawsuit being leveled at Chet by three of his staffers for sexual misconduct.

      I’m due in two months, so I’m of course as big a fucking whale these days. But for some insane reason I still can’t believe, my hunk of a husband still seems to find me irresistible, and he’s still trying to start things with me in public that we should not be doing in public. I know even as excited as he is, he’s worried about having kids just because of his own upbringing and the stuff he’s witnessed in the world. But I know he’s going to be an amazing father. I think the fund we’ve recently started up to rebuild schools in Afghanistan is helping too; helping him work through some of things he saw over there.

      After the baby, I’ll be taking some maternity leave before I finish up my term with New York, and then I’m putting my career into Major Lawson’s hands; both of us are actually. We’re excited for whatever comes next, and since we’ve got each other, I know what does come is going to be something amazing that we face together.

      The things you care about are the things worth fighting for. We’ve both fought for what we care about, and somehow against all the odds, we’ve found our happy ending.
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