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 Summary 
 
    Ari was proud to be one of the few female African American business owners in her area.  
 
    Because of this she was forever grateful to billionaire angel investor Mark Robinson for taking a chance on her and her ideas.  
 
    However, Mark was back in town to check on his investment and it seemed that he was looking to mix business with pleasure in more ways than one. 
 
    Could Ari be tempted to indulge in some fun with her powerful investor? Or will she be able to keep things strictly business? 
 
    As they often say, the money talks....  
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 Chapter1  
 
      
 
    Clarissa 
 
    Looking out over the full main floor of dancing, drinking, laughing, and talking people, Clarissa, better known as Ari, sighed in dreamy relief. “We’re a hit! I can’t believe we’ve managed to be at capacity each night we’ve been open! Can you believe it?” Ari asked her manager Brooklyn excitedly. Brooklyn, her best friend of ten years and counting, let a grin slip past his usual intense demeanor. 
 
    “All right, all right. Don’t jinx us. Be humble,” Brooklyn said before squeezing Ari’s shoulders and leaving her at the balcony to go help the second floor bar with getting out drinks. Ari took a deep breath to calm her giddiness. Brooklyn was right anyway; if she started basking in the glow of their early success, then she’d lose focus. 
 
    Ari checked her watch and realized that the guest artist she hired for the night would be arriving any minute. Ari lucked out by booking a two-time Grammy winner who just happened to move to south Florida and wanted a regular spot to preform. If all went well, then she would be frequenting Âme jazz lounge and café at least monthly if not on tour. That would bring in fans and add to the lounge’s regular crowd, which of course translated into revenue. Ari could definitely work with that. 
 
    Ari walked through the upper balcony and bar area while casually greeting customers along her path. She descended the grand staircase leading to the main floor quickly, yet not seeming hurried. Ari made it out to the VIP entrance of the lounge just in time to see Christine Marie herself step out of her black Mercedes. She looked fabulous in black, form-fitting jeans and a deep red blouse with matching heels. Her thick afro puffed out around her shoulders like a mane. Christine had very exotic African features with high, well-formed cheekbones, full lips, and cat shaped eyes that added to her allure and gave her a mysterious gaze. 
 
    “Clarissa my dear, I am so excited to finally be here in Las Olas! My new home, I can see myself crooning away many a night at your lovely lounge.” Christine hugged Ari close, much to her surprise. Ari didn’t expect for Christine to be so familiar. She was a celebrity after all, and celebrities always seemed to be aloof. 
 
    “Well, we’d certainly be glad to have you Christine, you drum in a good crowd.” Ari smiled at Christine’s outrageous laugh, complete with a cackle and snort. 
 
    “No pun intended?” Christine asked and Clarissa finally understood her unintended joke. Christine became famous for being the only female soul and R&B artist to sing while playing the bongos. Christine laughed at Ari once more as the two were led into the building by the lounge’s security. 
 
    “So you’ll be going on in just a few minutes, once the band wraps up their set,” Ari explained to Christina as they walked backstage. After Ari showed Christina to the performer's lounge, she went to check with Brooklyn to make sure things were running smoothly. 
 
    Brooklyn caught Ari’s arm just as she was about to head into the kitchen in search of him. His dark brown eyes were relaxed and ready for anything. Brooklyn was the most reliable guy she’d ever known. It’s one of the reasons they had become best friends since the start of college. That and Ari was the only friend there for him when he finally worked up the courage to come out to his parents about being gay. Brooklyn was tall, broad shouldered, with intense dark eyes and the perfect thick black hair that had what was referred to as a “Super-Man curl.” His Puerto-Rican good looks also added to that effect. 
 
    “I was just looking for you, the line is getting crazy backed up out there. Everyone is here to see Christine and security is getting jammed so we might have to sacrifice a few guys inside to handle the crowd.” Clarissa sighed and wondered why people thought they could squeeze into a brand new lounge as exclusive as they were becoming, without a reservation. 
 
    “Okay, just take a couple of the guys from upstairs then since everyone will gravitate towards the stage when she goes on. I’ll see about hiring extra security for guest nights.” Brooklyn nodded and hurried to go and take care of the security issue. Ari was secretly pleased under the slight pressure of needing to hire more guys on certain nights. This meant that Âme was quickly rising to be a hot music lounge near the beach, and with this upscale south Florida crowd, Ari could look forward to great business. 
 
    Security was able to smoothly manage the line outside after Brooklyn sent the extra guys. The rest of the night went by smoothly, Christine sang an encore and confirmed her interest in singing at Âme at least once a month. By the time last call came around, Ari was exhausted, but just as giddy as the previous two successful nights they’d been open. 
 
    “Hey babe, you want to go get a bite to eat?” Brooklyn asked Ari as he locked up the back door. 
 
    “Yeah, that would be perfect actually. I’m starving,” Ari said gratefully as Brooklyn slipped his arm into hers and led her down the strip to his car. The two piled into Brooklyn’s sporty Audi and headed to their favorite late night junk food spot on Las Olas Boulevard. Sheila’s was known for delicious street food with a Caribbean and Hispanic flare. 
 
    “So our first week and things are going amazingly well, aren’t they?” Ari asked with excited optimism. Brooklyn finally dropped his professional façade and gave into the excitement. 
 
    “Yeah, I absolutely love managing the place. It’s like the perfect setting for so many romances, my heart just sings when I see everyone having a good time,” Brooklyn gushed causing Ari to laugh loudly, drawing the glances of other patrons sitting inside Sheila’s. 
 
    “I know; it’s fantastic! We just have to keep it going now and we’ll be a gold mine,” Ari said happily. Brooklyn asked Ari what she wanted to eat and offered to go and buy the food. 
 
    While he was in the front of the restaurant, Ari looked up at one of the televisions and recognized one of her investors for the lounge. 
 
    “Here you are my lovely. What’re you staring at so hard?” Brooklyn asked as he came back with the food and sat down across from Ari. She pointed to the television showing a segment on the Entertainment channel. “Isn’t that your sexy, silent investor Mark Robinson?” Brooklyn asked as he stared at the TV raptly. Mark Robinson was on a gossip segment with two leggy blondes on his arms at some benefit for something or other socialites usually attended. The show was making fun of, yet congratulating, him for outdoing himself and finally bringing two “hot” blondes as his dates instead of his usual one. 
 
    “He is one fine, fine man. How did you get him to invest in the lounge anyway?” Brooklyn asked Ari as he took a bite of his island wings. 
 
    Ari glanced up at the TV once more; of course Mr. Robinson was gorgeous. At thirty-six, he was ridiculously successful for his age and wore it well. He was tall; the only time Ari met him in person, he was broad-shouldered under a deliciously well-fitting suit. He had an intense hazel gaze, his eyes almost seeming gold at times. His hair was a bronze color and had a sexy tousled curl to it. Mark’s face was chiseled and perfectly angular. Sometimes Ari wondered if it was too perfect; in their one chance meeting, he was dazzling, he looked like he fell from heaven. 
 
    “Hello? Earth to Clarissa Francis. I know he’s gorgeous, but damn he’s on the TV, get it together.” Brooklyn called Ari’s attention back to him and she smiled in embarrassment. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I zoned out there for a minute.” Brooklyn snorted and took a bite of another wing. “Um… Well, you know I went to New York for that vacation after Darrel and I split. My sisters decided to splurge on this really upscale lounge in the city and he was at the bar, just sitting there having a drink all alone. He actually bought me a drink and then we got to talking and I told him I was getting ready to open a lounge. He just gave me the money right then and there, agreeing to be a silent investor,” Ari explained, and Brooklyn sighed dreamily. 
 
    “It’s like a Cinderella story.” 
 
    Ari rolled her eyes while laughing and threw a napkin at Brooklyn who threw one back. 
 
    “You’re always such a sap.” Ari chuckled fondly. 
 
    Brooklyn shrugged and then waggled his eyebrows while gesturing to the TV. “I’m a romantic, there’s a difference. Look, Mr. Sexy Investor is going to be in town soon, he’s opening a new hotel on the beach.” Ari glanced up at the TV, and sure enough, E was “readying the south Florida crowd” for Mark Robinson’s visit, doing a whole segment about him, gossip included. Apparently, Mark had a girlfriend he intended to marry… yet he’s always seen with a different woman in pictures. Poor girl, one could only imagine the inner workings of that relationship. 
 
    “Well, I’ll always be grateful to Mark for investing in Âme, but that’s all he is; a silent investor,” Ari clarified to Brooklyn and he gave her a look as if he didn’t believe that for a second. Ari finally took a bite of her crab cake burger and moaned at the delicious flavors gracing her taste buds. “Brooklyn, we have to make it a habit to come here like… every week,” she insisted before taking another bite of heaven. 
 
    “Um, that means we also have to hit the gym more and I don’t know if I’m ready for that. With the way you work out, my ass and legs will fall off before we make it back here,” Brooklyn complained, his expression mildly distasteful. 
 
    Clarissa couldn’t help but laugh at him. “Well, you’re supposed to feel the burn Brooklyn, that’s how you know you actually burned calories.” 
 
    Brooklyn rolled his eyes and then lifted up his shirt, showcasing his impressive abs and pecs, which drew a few catcalls from other, possibly drunk, patrons at the restaurant. 
 
    “Honey, I look like this naturally, no need to torture myself.” 
 
    Clarissa lightly smacked Brooklyn’s hand and pulled his shirt back down while she glanced over to the order and pick-up counter near the back of the restaurant. 
 
    “You’ll get us kicked out you know, sheesh.” 
 
    Brooklyn laughed at Ari and called her a “goodie two shoes.” Whatever, at least she wouldn’t get arrested for public indecency. 
 
    “So, once Âme is reviewed as the hottest spot in town and business is steadily booming, are you gonna open another lounge? Oh, you know what you should do? You should open up a coffee house, make it real artsy, host poetry slams and all that good stuff.” Ari almost laughed, but then shook her head, looking at Brooklyn as if he couldn’t be serious. 
 
    “I just barely opened Âme and already you want to branch out? One step at a time, remember?” Brooklyn shrugged and took a sip of his fruit punch, which was delicious as the restaurant made its own natural fruit punch daily. 
 
    “It was just a suggestion. You never know,” he mumbled and Ari smiled, giving in with a shrug. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know, if the future of Âme brings in enough revenue where I can open up my own place, free of any outside investors, then maybe I’ll open another lounge, this time in South Beach.” Ari winked and Brooklyn smiled excitedly. 
 
    100“Oh my, damn, I’d so manage that one for sure. The Miami Beach crowd is just full of virile young men.” Ari burst into laughter, not believing Brooklyn just said that out loud. She watched as his cheeks grew pink; he didn’t mean to say that out loud either and then they were both laughing. 
 
    “You know what? You ain’t wrong, I’d definitely be ‘checking’ on that lounge more often,” she joked and Brooklyn sighed happily. 
 
    “It really was a good first few days though. I love Âme and everything about it. I see only great things for that place.” 
 
    Ari nodded, fully agreeing with him. After she and Brooklyn finished their food, he dropped Ari off at her building near New River and Ari made her way to her condo, the exhaustion really setting in. Well, the good thing about owning a lounge was that Ari got to sleep in everyday. 
 
   


 
  

 Mark 
 
    “Mr. Robinson, the car has arrived for you downstairs and Miss Ivory is here to see you.” Mark stifled a sigh and paged his receptionist to send Roselyn back to his office. Why was she here now anyway? He told her he would be flying out right after work that day. Mark couldn’t chance putting this business trip on hold. So much had to be done before the groundbreaking ceremony in Las Olas, and he didn’t have time for her drama. 
 
    The glass doors to his office swung open and in walked Roselyn Ivory. Rose was normally what Mark appreciated in a woman as far as looks: tall, svelte, blonde hair, and nice features with dusty blue eyes. Mark would be attracted to her if it weren’t for her calculating and manipulative nature. She always got what she wanted and didn’t care who she had to step on to get it. The fact that Mark agreed with Roselyn’s father to marry her so that their hotel and resort companies could merge had become increasingly questionable. 
 
    “Mark darling, I just wanted to drop in and wish you farewell before you left.” Her voice was dripping with saccharine and Mark would almost rather she dropped her act. 
 
    “You didn’t have to Rose. I’ll only be gone a couple weeks, tops.” 
 
    She sauntered over to his desk and propped herself up on the edge; her Chanel No. 5 wafted over to him and Mark held his breath. 
 
    “I know, but I’ll miss you. I was starting to think we were finally getting things started on our relationship. The last two nights have been wonderful.” To try and appease her father, who had been breathing down Mark’s neck about his “settling down with her already,” Mark took Rose on two dates and made sure it was made public. 
 
    Both nights, Rose invited Mark into her Upper East Side apartment for drinks and made it painfully obvious that she wanted him to fuck her. Both nights, Mark passed and here she was again, being so eager to please. 
 
    “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself, Rose. Thanks for stopping by, but I really have to get going now.” Mark grabbed his briefcase and started walking toward the door. Somehow, she beat him to it, her body pressed against his and blocked him from the exit. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be a proper sending off without a goodbye kiss.” Rose smiled at him, pretending to be shy and she stretched up on her heels, her mouth nearing his. Mark almost rolled his eyes; instead, he leaned down and gave her a peck on the mouth just so she would let him by. 
 
    “I’ll call you when I land,” Mark said tersely and walked from the office and down to the elevators in reception. Thankfully, he caught the door to a closing elevator and squeezed inside just in time for it to close before Rose could reach the doors. Mark released a long sigh as the car descended to the garage where his driver was waiting with the BMW. 
 
    “Looking forward to sunny Florida, sir?” 
 
    Mark chuckled while settling into the backseat. “I would if I were on vacation. You know me though, Paul, always working.” 
 
    Paul pulled out of the garage and into busy, yet fast paced New York traffic. 
 
    “Well, any old guy like you wouldn’t be as successful if you didn’t,” Paul replied good-naturedly. 
 
    Mark smiled absently while checking e-mail and responding to them simultaneously. They reached LaGuardia quicker than he expected. 
 
    “Here you are, sir, at least try to get some sun. You haven’t actually visited Florida if you return without a tan.” Mark laughed and thanked Paul, slipping him a weekend bonus before getting out and walking the short distance to his private jet. As soon as Mark settled into the plush cabin, he fired up his laptop to check on his investments and stocks. Suddenly, Mark remembered one night at that rooftop bar, the woman who was opening up a lounge on Las Olas. Perhaps during his time there, he should drop in and see what’s become of his investment. 
 
    Mark did a file search on his computer and found her business plan; the place was called Âme jazz lounge and café. It couldn’t hurt to check it out. Maybe Mark would find a hot date to make it really worthwhile… Never mind. If he didn’t want Mr. Ivory to pull out of their arrangement, then Mark would really have to start getting serious about Rose. Sighing, Mark pulled out his cell and gave her a call. 
 
    “Mark! I almost didn’t expect you to call so soon.” Rose sounded pleased and Mark heard female chatter in the background of her call fall silent. 
 
    “I just wanted to let you know I made it to the plane safely. Also I want to apologize if I seemed short earlier, at my office.” The flight attendant brought him his usual order of scotch and Mark smiled at him gratefully while he took a drink from the glass. 
 
    “Oh, no need for that. I know you’re a busy man. So what does your itinerary look like for when you land?” 
 
    Mark took another drink of the scotch and prattled off some of the meetings and appearances he had to make. Mark was careful not to leave any gaps in his time, as he didn’t want her showing up unannounced again. 
 
    “Sounds like you’ll certainly be busy, then. No chances to surprise you and steal you away to relax a little while you're there?” 
 
    Mark scanned the cabin for the flight attendant. He signaled to his drink so the flight attendant could bring him another. 
 
    “I’m afraid not, but don’t worry, I’ll be back before you know it, and then maybe we can go for a nice dinner?” Mark asked just to appease her and he rolled his eyes when she sighed happily. 
 
    “Oh, that would be perfect, we’ll set it up later; I don’t want to keep you, you should probably get a few hours sleep before you go right into work once you land.” 
 
    Thank goodness she had the ability to appear considerate. Mark quickly got off of the phone with Rose and reclined in his seat as the flight attendant brought him a new drink. He finished up some e-mail and his drink before letting himself doze off. 
 
    *** 
 
    Once Mark arrived at the Marriott, all he had time for was a brief look at the view of the beach and ocean, a shower, and quick change of clothes for an investor’s dinner. In his early days of the hospitality business, Mark had learned from the best; that one must always keep their investors in the loop and diamonds in their eyes. That meant dinners, parties, and the whole nine; they get excited about what they’ve invested in and long-term relationships could grow from that. Of course, that’s assuming a hotelier delivered on his promises. 
 
    Mark arrived at the acclaimed steak house he rented out for the event and took the perfunctory photographs outside before he went inside. 
 
    “Robinson! There you are; we were beginning to think you hadn’t made it out of New York yet what with the empire you run.” Steven Pierce, one of Mark’s biggest and most loyal investors, clapped him on the shoulder as soon as Mark made it through the door. Steven was probably the youngest business investor on the scene at thirty-four; his father had died of a heart attack before his time and Steve was left to take up the reins of their family’s fortune. 
 
    “I just made it. Had a good nap on the flight over too, so I’m ready to go for the next month or so until the next business trip,” Mark said jokingly. 
 
    Steve chuckled as they walked past the restaurant’s foyer; drinks were already being served and Mark would barely have time to make his rounds after giving the short speech he prepared. 
 
    “I hope you were tired from that hot piece you’ve been spotted with twice now. Isn’t she old Ivory’s daughter?” Of course Steve would see right through Mark’s motives for being with Rose. 
 
    “Yeah, she is actually.” 
 
    Steve gave Mark a look; he definitely knew what that was all about. 
 
    “Let me know when you need an investor for that resort, huh Robinson?” Steve winked at Mark before walking off after swiping a glass of champagne from a passing server. 
 
    After chatting with a couple more investors, Mark made his way to the stage where the band paused their set so that Mark could thank everyone for their brilliant choice in backing his Las Olas resort. After speaking, he invited everyone to start eating. 
 
    These kinds of events always bored Mark to no end. Just a bunch of rich guys talking about their investments and how filthy rich they’ve become. Then, of course, there was the group who felt it was always smart to invest in something lasting, like real estate or hotels and resorts. At least Mark had made it into the latter category. 
 
    The dinner was finally over. Now he could rest some before his full day going over final details with the construction companies and architects. While Mark stood out on the sidewalk waiting for his car to come around, he took a deep breath of the night air. What the hell is coffee made for anyway? There’s no way Mark was retiring to his bed so early. It was only ten-thirty after all. There were plenty of clubs Mark could visit in Miami… or maybe he should check on that lounge he invested in. Who knows? If it were a hit, maybe the owner wouldn’t be opposed to opening another lounge in Mark’s new hotel. 
 
    The image of that curvy, brown skinned woman rebranded itself into the forefront of Mark’s mind. It definitely wouldn’t hurt to see her again. Mark told his driver to take him to Âme on Las Olas Boulevard and when the car pulled up out front of the lounge Mark was let right in; he was able to skip the impressive line at the door. He liked what he was seeing already. 
 
    Mark walked into the café area of the lounge and stopped by the bar to order an Old Fashioned. Service was quick, and the drink tasted perfect. The vibe in the lounge was laid back and perfect for that of a jazz lounge. The décor was warm and inviting and the patrons all had smiles on their faces, enjoying themselves. This was a great investment indeed. The owner must have a great management team and staff. Just past the bar were the lounge area and the dance floor; both faced the stage where a band was playing blues. Mark saw there was a second floor and he walked up the grand staircase to the balcony where there were more dancers and people-watchers; toward the back of the upper floor was a second bar and lounge area. Standing from any vantage on the second floor, Mark still saw the performers on stage. 
 
    Mark was amazed that his slightly drunken investment turned out better than he thought. He took a seat at the bar and had a sip of his drink while he listened to the soulful crooning of the saxophone. 
 
    “Mister… Robinson?” Her voice wrapped around him like a silky haze. Mark had forgotten how intoxicating it was just to hear her speak. He turned around and saw the woman he met in New York. She was dressed in dark tights, sexy gold heels that weren’t gaudy at all, and an almost-revealing gold blouse that was created to drive men crazy. The neckline plunged just enough and at the angle she was standing while she leaned on the bar showed it’s strappy back that revealed just enough of her smooth chocolate skin. Mark wished he could remember her name though, instead of just staring at her like some virgin idiot. 
 
    “I must say, I never expected to see you in here. I’m Clarissa Francis, I know we only met in person that one time and I’ve dealt with your assistant about your investment since then.” She held out her hand for him to shake and Mark took it, surprising himself as well as her by bringing it to his lips. 
 
    “It’s wonderful to see you again, Clarissa. I’m glad to see that Âme has really taken off.” Clarissa took her hand back and Mark committed her face to memory. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, and Mark had seen his share of a few. She had an exotic beauty and grace about her that was hard to find, and special when it was found. She had beautiful green eyes and thick lashes to frame them. Her cheekbones were high and beautifully formed; her nose a gentle slope to her full lips and soft chin. She even had a deep dimple in each cheek. Her hair was thick and long, falling down to her back. Her body was curvy and supple, and there was nothing fake about her. 
 
    “Yeah, it really has. My manager and I are really exited for Âme’s future.” Clarissa brushed her hair from her face and one of the bartenders slid her a bottle of water, she smiled at him gratefully and Mark’s chest heated up in jealousy. He wanted to be the one to win all of Clarissa’s smiles. 
 
    “As am I. You’ve done a great job with the lounge. I’m glad to see you’ve used my investment wisely,” Mark said with a smirk and she actually rolled her eyes at him. 
 
    “You better be glad I did. I hope you don’t go handing every girl you meet at a bar checks for thousands of dollars.” 
 
    Mark smiled, oddly pleased with her smart mouth. “Not usually no. You’re the first and probably the last, as I doubt I could ever run into someone as beautifully convincing as you.” 
 
    Clarissa laughed and the sound of it had some sort of direct correlation with Mark’s cock, which stiffened instantly. 
 
    “Okay, sure, you had a few drinks then and I’m sure you’ve had a couple now,” she said with a joking lilt to her tone. Mark watched her take a drink of water, her neck moved delicately when she swallowed. His eyes latched on to her lips and this did nothing to calm his increasingly hardening penis. 
 
    “Actually, this is my first drink tonight, and you’re as beautiful now as you were in New York… maybe even more so.” Mark winked and her pretty little mouth rounded in surprise before she captured her bottom lip between her teeth. He’d love to see her do that while he had his head between her legs and the taste of her sweetness on his tongue. 
 
    “Wow, I see why the ladies love you, Mr. Robinson—you are quite the charmer.” 
 
    Mark chuckled and stepped just a bit closer to her. “Oh, you have yet to find out how well I can charm, Miss Francis.” 
 
    Clarissa’s eyes grazed him from head to toe and she took a delicate breath before stepping away from the bar and from Mark. “Well, I hope you enjoy yourself tonight Mr. Robinson, I have some things to take care of.” Clarissa hurried off and Mark smiled to himself ruefully. It was better that way anyhow. Mark really should get serious about Rose if he had any hopes of merging with one of the biggest hotel and resort brands in the US. It’d be the biggest merger a Fortune 500 company had seen in a long while, and a defining moment for Mark’s career. Plus, he’d only be there for two weeks at the most, and from how much Clarissa affected him, Mark doubted it would take only that small amount of time to get her out of his system. 
 
    After ordering another drink, Mark found a seat near the balcony and dodged inviting smiles and come-hither gazes from women and some men. Instead, he watched the performers. After the band finished their set, Mark recognized an up and coming jazz artist step onstage to play his trombone, accompanied by a pianist and a young woman who softly crooned to the music. The romantic air seemed to hypnotize all of the patrons who grabbed a partner and pulled them close to sway to the music. Mark spotted Clarissa standing next to a tall and relatively handsome looking Hispanic man as they watched the patrons get caught up in the music. Mark wondered if that was her manager… Was she sleeping with him? He sighed and shook himself out of that train of thought. It didn’t matter if she was or wasn’t. Mark wasn’t going to indulge himself with her. 
 
    He stayed for another drink and the end of the set. After which he made his way outside and texted his driver. Soon Âme will make it into the papers and magazines—Clarissa should look into hiring valet. Paparazzi spotted Mark as he was waiting on the car and he agreed to a few photos. Mark was sure Clarissa would appreciate the publicity. 
 
    “I don’t care Darrel, I told you I don’t want to see you anymore. Stop calling me and don’t come around here again.” The sound of Clarissa’s voice, stern and exasperated as she handled this Darrel clown, drew Mark’s attention over to the edge of the building. They were just out of the safety of the lit sidewalk. This guy could stab her to death and no one would have noticed. Mark took a step toward them and listened in; he didn’t want to scare the guy off if it turned out to be her annoying cousin or something. 
 
    “Look, I just need to talk to you about some things, baby.” The guy’s deep voice was aggressive and not pleading at all. The fact that he called her baby definitely meant he wasn’t her cousin. 
 
    “Don’t call me that. We’re not together anymore, Darrel. I need you to leave and leave me alone or I’ll get a restraining order, I’m serious.” Clarissa’s voice wavered and Mark turned his full attention to them. The Darrel clown was gripping her arm in his hand and Mark could bet he wasn’t holding onto her gently. Mark hurried over to her and slipped his hand around her waist while he shoved this guy away from her. 
 
    “Hey, do you have hearing problems? Leave,” Mark said with a steel edge to his voice. Darrel was just a few inches shorter than Mark and had a lean build. Mark could easily overpower him. Darrel did the smart thing by turning tail and hurrying off. 
 
    Clarissa took a minute to collect herself as Mark held her close to his side. Mark’s hand was on her hip and she felt so right next to him that Mark just didn’t want to let her go. 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to see that… but thank you for what you did. Most people would have walked away,” she said with a small voice. 
 
    Mark studied her expression and saw she had slid a professional smile into place. Now she was pulling away from him; reluctantly, he let her go. 
 
    “Of course, he was harassing you,” Mark replied simply and Clarissa pushed her fingers through her hair. 
 
    “I should buy you dinner or something. You’ve done so much for me, giving me Âme and chasing away aggressors.” She laughed a bit nervously and Mark hesitated, Clarissa caught his hesitation and her expression became unsure, her smile falling. 
 
    “Sure, why not? I have free time tomorrow night after nine.” 
 
    Clarissa smiled in relief. Mark would have kicked himself if he didn’t get to see that smile. 
 
    “Great! What’s your number? I’ll text you the details tomorrow.” 
 
    Mark gave her his card just as his car pulled up. 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow then, Clarissa.” Mark put his hand on her waist once more and leaned in to kiss her smooth cheek. He inhaled her warm cinnamon scent and gritted his teeth while he forced himself away from her and into the car. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter2  
 
      
 
    Clarissa 
 
    Ari watched the black Beamer roll away and took a shaky breath, her body still tingling from his touch. She thought about the fact that she just made a dinner date with Mark Robinson. Brooklyn was going to flip. He’d literally do flips and then start planning Ari and Mark’s wedding. Maybe she shouldn’t tell Brooklyn about it. That could jinx it in some way… Anyway, what was she thinking? It’s not like Ari was even his type. She shouldn’t be getting excited about it. Yeah, it was just a thank you dinner. No big deal. 
 
    Ari took a few deep breaths and walked into the lounge. Last call would be soon and she had to focus on helping the staff close. 
 
    “Hey, where’d you disappear to?” Brooklyn came up behind Ari, startling her, and she shook her head dismissively. 
 
    “I just stepped outside for a second. Everything good?” Ari asked him and he studied her for a second before he nodded. 
 
    “Yep, everything is running smoothly. Any more encounters with Mark McSexy?” Brooklyn asked, his eyes widened as if he suspected something. 
 
    “No, I was outside dealing with Darrel; he showed up.” Brooklyn’s expression turned to one of concern instantly. Ari felt bad for lying to Brooklyn, but technically she covered up with the truth. 
 
    “Are you okay? Do you need me to kick his ass… again?”  
 
    Ari smiled and kissed Brooklyn on the cheek. 
 
    “No it’s fine, but thank you for the offer, I’ll keep it in mind if he comes around here again.”  
 
    Brooklyn winked and then headed to the kitchen to help them pump out the last few orders. The rest of the night went by smoothly and Ari managed to dodge many of Brooklyn’s questions about her conversation with Mark. If she slipped up and told him about their dinner tomorrow, Brooklyn would never let her hear the end of it and Ari already had her mother in her ear about how she needed a man who can match her success and offer her the best lifestyle. 
 
    While sitting at home, Ari wondered if Mark intended to flirt with her or not. Maybe he was just so sexy that he couldn’t help himself when he was around women. That and he almost said no when she offered him dinner. Ari knew she wasn’t his type, but maybe he just didn’t want to be rude to someone he’s invested in. 
 
    Ari sighed and flopped back against her pillows. She really needed to get some sleep or she would be a zombie tomorrow. Ari turned the TV on to drown out the noise in her head and soon she finally found sleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ari woke up to the incessant sound of her sister’s ring tone. It was annoying for a reason, just so Ari could prepare herself for the coming conversation with Lisa. 
 
    “Why are you calling me so early?” Ari grumbled into the phone and Lisa snorted. 
 
    “Girl, it’s almost one in the afternoon.” Ari rubbed her eyes and sat up with a sigh. She guessed it was time to get up then. “So I was thinking we can go for lunch and catch up. I haven’t seen you in forever, ever since you opened up Âme.”  
 
    Sighing, Ari nodded and then remembered she was on the phone. It really was early for her. 
 
    “Okay, where do you want to meet up?” They planned to meet up in an hour at this really good Cuban restaurant. Ari forced herself out of bed to get ready for lunch with her sister. She was one foot out of her building when her phone rang. She didn’t recognize the phone number, but answered politely anyway. 
 
    “Clarissa, I was beginning to wonder if you were ever going to let me know where we’d be having dinner tonight?” His husky deep voice sent chills up her spine and she had to remember to breathe. 
 
    “Mark… I mean Mr. Robinson… how did you get my number?” she asked while trying to remember if she parked her car in the building’s garage or along the street somewhere. Ari remembered driving into the garage and headed in that direction. 
 
    “Well, you’re a business associate, I figured that I’d have your personal line on file somewhere.” Amazed at his obvious resources, Ari was speechless, mostly because she hadn’t expected him to call me about dinner before she could text him. 
 
    “Um, well—I guess you lucked out then,” Ari replied lamely. She closed her eyes in brief embarrassment and unlocked her Hyundai Genesis—she finally found it. Mark chuckled; the delicious sound sent another shiver down her back. 
 
    “I did indeed. So where are we going tonight? I’m looking forward to my thank you meal.” A giggle escaped her throat and Mark paused. Great, she must have sounded like some freaking groupie. 
 
    “How about this really great restaurant called Sheila’s? It’s near the lounge actually, but it’s down to earth and Sheila makes really good food, everything is infused with Caribbean and Hispanic flavors.” Ari realized she was rambling about Sheila’s like she was pitching him a deal and stopped herself short. 
 
    “Well, that sounds great. So does down to earth mean I don’t have to wear a suit?” Ari laughed naturally this time and promised him that shorts and a t-shirt were okay. Especially in this Florida summer heat. 
 
    “I think this is quickly becoming one of my favorite dinner outings already. So I’ll see you at Sheila’s at nine,” Mark promised and Ari let him know that she was looking forward to it before ending the call.  
 
    She made it to the restaurant to meet up with her sister without getting into an accident, which was really saying something because she couldn’t stop herself from being wrapped up in thoughts of Mark. 
 
    “Hey sis, you look good as always.” Lisa greeted Ari with a hug and kiss and Ari rolled her eyes. Lisa was the one with the body of a model and a face to go with it. Matter of fact, she was a model all throughout college until she graduated grad school. Needless to say, she paid off all her student debt. Lisa had their mother’s green eyes and long hair, but Ari had their dad’s pretty features. Long eyelashes, pouty lips, and those always seemingly perfect eyebrows.  
 
    “Get out of here, you’re the gorgeous one. So how are you, what’s going on in your life?” Ari asked as they were seated at a table. 
 
    “Girl, you know, the same old same old. Sometimes I tell myself that I’m done counseling these couples who cheat on each other and ruin their family lives, but then that one couple always comes around and proves their love for each other; it’s what keeps me going.” 
 
    “I’m glad something does, because I don’t know how you could possibly sit and listen to people’s problems all the time,” Ari told her truthfully. She had next to no attention span, so she definitely could not be a therapist. Lisa went on to tell Ari about this month’s fairy tale couple and Ari had a hard time believing anything Lisa was saying to be real. 
 
    “So he left her for three months without any sort of word and she just took him back? Just like that?” Ari asked incredulously and Lisa nodded while taking a sip of her daiquiri. 
 
    “Yes, she loved him so much and he realized that he was a stupid idiot and couldn’t live without her, they reconciled just like that. They needed each other.” 
 
    Ari shook her head in disbelief. “Isn’t that unhealthy though?” 
 
    Lisa shook her head. “No, love isn’t really logical or ‘healthy’ in and of itself. Really, the only healthy balance for being in love is if feelings are mutual. They both love each other the same and were able to heal and move on.” 
 
    “Wow… Just wow.” 
 
    Lisa nodded sagely and Ari took a sip of her strawberry lemonade. Well, maybe the fairy tale stuff did exist occasionally, seeing as Lisa observed it at least monthly. 
 
    “So… speaking of love. I heard that a certain Mr. Robinson was at Âme last night.” Lisa took a sip of her drink innocently pretending as if she hadn’t spoken to Brooklyn and knew everything he did, including his wild imaginings. 
 
    “Really? I had no idea,” Ari said just as innocently and Lisa rolled her eyes at Ari, dropped the act and demanded that Ari tell her everything. “It was just a chat really. He’s in town and just decided to check out the lounge, he is an investor you know.” 
 
    “Yes, a silent investor. Especially given how you got his investment in the first place, isn’t it strange that he did show up?” 
 
    Ari shrugged and took a bite of her sweet plantains. “A guy can decide he wants to check out a jazz lounge, and if he happened to remember he invested in one, it’s more likely that he’d check out that particular one,” Ari justified and Lisa rolled her eyes at Ari again. 
 
    “Yeah, okay sure, if you see him again let us know. Especially Mom, she’ll start planning your wedding right away.” Lisa gave Ari a knowing smile and they both started laughing. 
 
    “You know what I think? Mom just likes to plan weddings, you know she’s planning on you renewing your vows with Keith?” Lisa laughed again and Ari looked at her, completely serious. “She still has her wedding binder named ‘Lisa’ and everything, I’m serious.” Ari chuckled at Lisa’s expression as it sobered quickly. 
 
    “Oh my goodness, she does not.” 
 
    Ari nodded. “I’m just going to pretend I don’t know so she doesn’t say anything. I can’t deal with her when she’s in wedding fever.” 
 
    Lisa and Ari finished their lunch and decided to go get their nails done afterward. Ari had time since she didn’t usually go into the lounge during the week. That was when it mostly served as a jazz café and happy hour spot. No craziness of the weekend crowd. 
 
    “So, we’ll see you for dinner tomorrow? Mom doesn’t want to bother you while you ‘take care of your new business,’ but she complains to us all the time how you don’t call her or visit anymore,” Lisa said as they left the nail salon. 
 
    “I promise, but if for some reason I don’t, I’ll make sure to give Mom a call.” 
 
    Lisa stared Ari down and she promised Lisa again before she gave Lisa a hug and kiss goodbye, they went their separate ways and Ari headed home to figure out what the hell to wear to dinner that night. It was only three o’clock then so she had plenty of time to try and decide. Anyway, if Ari told him to wear shorts and a t-shirt she should dress casually too, right? Like jeans and a cute top. So she’d wear her high-waisted jeans; they made anyone’s butt look good, and this cute green blouse she bought at Guess, it’ll accent her eyes… Wait, why was she even bothering with jeans that make her butt look good and a blouse that matched her eyes?  
 
    Ari sighed and shut her closet doors. She needed to stop overthinking this or she would show up to dinner all wound up. Ari would just focus on relaxing and being herself for the next few hours. 
 
    The time flew by quicker than Ari imagined and she found herself pulling into the parking lot at Sheila’s sooner than she was ready. She hadn’t quite prepared herself mentally for this yet. Ari took several deep breaths and got out of her car. 
 
    “There you are. Soon I was going to start crying at the thought of you standing me up.” 
 
    Ari smiled at the sound of his voice. He walked up behind her and slipped his hand around her waist; again he was being so familiar. He kissed her temple as if it was the most natural thing to do and then gestured toward Sheila’s. 
 
    “Shall we?” 
 
    Ari nodded and he led her inside. He was indeed wearing a white t-shirt with a small Armani logo over his right pectoral. Accompanied by the same designer’s jeans no less, he looked like a walking ad for Armani. Everything was just right on him, form-fitting enough to where it showed off his muscle and true size. His hair was combed back in a sexy undercut and he was actually sporting some stubble on his jaw, which made him look all the more delicious. 
 
    “You weren’t kidding when you said this place is down to earth. We even go and pick up our own orders here?” Mark asked when they stepped inside. Ari couldn’t help but laugh at his curious expression. 
 
    “Yeah, we order at the window, go find a seat, and then wait for our number to be called to pick up our food.” It was Ari’s turn to lead him toward the line, it was long enough that he had enough time to figure out what he wanted to order, but not too long so that they were waiting a lifetime just to place their orders. 
 
    “So what do you get when you come here?” Mark asked Ari while he looked up at the menu. 
 
    “Well, I usually try something new every time I come. Everything is fantastic by the way, I know because I’ve successfully tried the entire menu. I really liked the seafood tacos though; it’s a close first with the Mofongo here.” Mark looked down at Ari, a smirk on his face. 
 
    “So you decided to take me to your favorite place to eat?” 
 
     Ari shrugged, not having thought of it that way. “I think I’ll try the seafood tacos then.” 
 
    “Good choice, you’ll really enjoy them.” 
 
    Once they reached the register to place their orders, Mark ended up insisting that he pay for both their meals. She had to give in so she didn’t hold up the line. They found a table in the corner of the restaurant, relatively private from the other tables. 
 
    “So I intended this to be a thank you dinner. I was supposed to pay.” 
 
    Mark chuckled as if Ari had the faintest chance of that. “Now you can thank me twice, once for last night and again for dinner.” Mark waggled his eyebrows and Ari laughed, not expecting him to be so… silly or laid back, she supposed. “Why’re you looking at me like I’m some sort of alien specimen?” Ari smiled, a little embarrassed to be caught staring. 
 
    “I guess I just didn’t expect you to act so…” Mark quirked his eyebrow at her and she bit her lip, at a loss of what to say. 
 
    “Act so my age maybe?” 
 
    Ari laughed; yeah, she guessed that summed it up. 
 
    “I’m not like the old rich guys who reach this level of success by the time they’re around fifty. Hell, I’m young and I act like it.” Mark flashed her a mischievous grin and she almost snorted. That would explain his playboy status. 
 
    “That’s a good thing in some cases, ‘act young while you’re young and you’ll live longer,’ my dad always said. He also said to know when to be mature.” Ari didn’t know why she brought up her dad, but Mark smiled good-naturedly. 
 
    “Your dad is a wise man. Especially to have raised such a beautiful, strong, and successful woman.” Mark’s gaze was sincere and he kept his golden eyes on hers while he took a swig of his beer. Ari took a sip of water to try and cool down her insides. She didn’t know how he was doing it, but just being around him was making her all tingly. 
 
    “You haven’t touched your food,” Ari commented and Mark put his beer down then sat up to gesture to her plate. 
 
    “You haven’t touched yours either… How about we take these to go and have a walk on the beach?” Mark suggested. 
 
    Honestly, Ari was glad he was giving her an option that wouldn’t require her eating. She didn’t think she could eat while around him, but now he wanted to go for a walk on the beach? At night? 
 
    “I guess that’s a nice idea.” 
 
    Mark chuckled and he told her to wait while he went to get two take out containers. “So Clarissa, do you know any private stretches of the beach up here?” 
 
    “You know you can call me Ari, it’s what I usually go by… and I do know of a spot.” Ari wondered briefly why he wanted a private spot on the beach, maybe he was wary of paparazzi. Yeah, that made more sense then what the other part of Ari’s brain was coming up with, that he maybe wanted to be alone with her. 
 
    “Ari. I like it.” Mark tested out her nickname and she collected herself. Just because he said it all sexy sounding and husky didn’t mean anything. His voice was naturally deep and smoky—it added to his allure. Which really was overkill after you got past his height, build, and face in general. “So, would it be okay if I ride with you? I think my driver will appreciate the night off.”  
 
    “Yeah, no problem, we’ll just take my car,” Ari said and they stood up to leave. 
 
    “Oh my goodness, you’re Mark Robinson,” some breathy female voice gushed and Ari glanced over her shoulder. Some blonde chick had stopped Mark and had her hands all over his arm, leaning into him with the flirty eyes and all. Ari rolled her eyes, ridiculous. It was obvious the girl was trying too hard. 
 
    “Hi, nice to meet you,” he said absently while he brushed her off, or at least attempted to. She didn’t get the hint or the disinterest in his demeanor. 
 
    “Nice to meet you too! I’m Brittany.” 
 
    Ari sighed audibly and Mark’s eyes slid over to her, a delicious little smirk played on his lips. Brittany heard the sigh too and instantly her eyes shot daggers into Ari. 
 
    “It’s been nice Brittany, but you’re doing this all wrong, and obviously I’m with a date.” Mark extracted himself from her grip and he pulled Ari against his side, his hand on her waist and setting butterflies off in her stomach. 
 
    Brittany flipped her hair defiantly and gave Ari a nasty look. “She isn’t even your type, I’ve seen the gossip about you.” As if that would justify her or make her anymore appealing in Mark’s eyes. Mark turned around and ushered Ari outside to her car. They got in and as Ari started up the engine she couldn’t help but laugh at the situation. 
 
    “See what happens when you make your type known to the public?” 
 
    Mark gave her a surprised glance, as if he didn’t expect her to say that at all, then he burst into laughter. “Yeah, you’re right, that happens more often than I’d like,” he said humorously. Ari giggled as Mark laughed while he shook his head at himself. “You’re different from what I’m used to dating.” 
 
    Ari glanced at him with an eyebrow raised. “Since when were you dating me? I thought this was supposed to be a thank you dinner.” 
 
    Mark laughed again and Ari smiled. Glad she was so funny, but really she was just being herself. “Okay, how about I let you off the hook for your thank-yous and you agree to make this a date? Humor me.” He turned. What should have been a request into more of a polite demand and Ari glanced over at him and found his golden eyes keen on hers. He was serious. 
 
    “Sure, why not? It’s a date then,” Ari agreed and then paid attention to the road as the turn off for the private, residential area of the beach was coming up soon. 
 
   


 
  

 Mark 
 
    She had agreed that it was a date. So now he could kiss her goodnight and hope it lead to other things. Ari had successfully gotten under his skin and Mark had to have her in any and every possible way that he could… while he could. 
 
    “So is this private enough for you?” Ari asked as she parked in a small lot that lead directly to the sand and the ocean. On either side of the lot were beachfront properties and Mark wondered if Ari lived in one of them or just heard of this beach from someone who does live there. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s perfect.” 
 
    The water was dark and the beach was perfectly separated from the hustle and bustle of tourists and the boardwalk. Ari didn’t wait for Mark to open her car door; instead she got out when he did. After they took off their shoes to walk in the sand, Mark smiled, pleased with himself when he took her hand and she didn’t pull away from him. 
 
    After a moment of comfortable silence while they walked in the cool sand under the crescent moon, Ari broke the silence. “Why are you holding my hand?” 
 
    Mark had to laugh again. She amazed him; she was so real and open. “Because I like you Ari, and we’re on a date while having a moonlit stroll on the beach. Holding hands goes without saying.” 
 
    Ari digested this, her lip found its way between her teeth once more. “I just… find it hard to believe that you like me… enough to have a moonlit stroll and hold my hand,” Ari said truthfully.  
 
    Mark stopped and pulled her to a halt as well. He pushed her hair back behind her ear and caressed her cheek and then leaned in to kiss her. She stiffened for a moment and then relaxed, finally kissing him back. Her plump lips moved against his hypnotically and soon Mark was pulling her firmly against him while he swiped his tongue against her bottom lip. Ari gasped and he used the opportunity to slide his tongue against hers, tasting her mouth and caressing her tongue in heated strokes. Mark’s craving for her roared with new strength and he wanted nothing more than to have her naked underneath him. 
 
    He forced himself to pull back a little and he broke the kiss reluctantly. Mark’s throbbing cock begged for attention it only wanted from Ari. 
 
    “Still hard to believe?” Mark asked her and she shook her head while trying to blink herself out of the daze Mark had caused. He knew she wanted him just as much as he wanted her in that moment. Maybe they should speed their walk along and head to Mark’s hotel. 
 
    “Believing isn’t so difficult when you’re so… hard,” she said quietly and lifted an eyebrow at Mark, mirth in her eyes. Mark laughed out loud at her corny joke and she giggled too, causing his cock to punch at his jeans. Soon this would get painful for Mark and they might end up in jail for public indecency. 
 
    “Honey, I’ve wanted you since New York, it’s just gotten bad since you’re so close,” he whispered in her ear and kissed her neck, causing her to shiver and press her warm, supple little body into his. Mark marveled at how she fitted so well with him. 
 
    “So… what are you going to do about this now?” she almost challenged him, and the fact that her tone is almost a challenge got his blood raging through his veins. Mark needed inside her smart little mouth and tight little body immediately. 
 
    “Oh, Clarissa, you shouldn’t have asked,” he answered huskily.  
 
    Mark nipped at her neck and she gasped, clinging closer to him. His hands moved down her hourglass figure to cup her ass that looked so ridiculously good in those jeans she was wearing. Mark squeezed the soft jean-clad flesh and she moaned as his mouth covered hers once more, his tongue seeking and tasting, wanting to taste her in more intimate places. Soon Ari’s breathing became erratic as he kissed and sucked on her neck and collar while his hands roamed everywhere from her ass to squeezing her breasts and caressing everything in between. 
 
    “W—we need to go, Mark… We need to go.” She gasped and he picked her up and carried her back to the car. Mark took the keys from her and put her into the back seat, he climbed in on top of her and shut the door behind them. 
 
    “I can’t wait. I need to taste you now.” She looked at him with wide eyes and Mark was thankful she had so much room in the luxury sedan.  
 
    He quickly undid her jeans and pulled them off in one clean swipe, taking her panties off with them. Her delicious cinnamon scent hit Mark hard and he felt nearly drunk off of her.  
 
    “Fuck, Ari, you’re driving me insane.”  
 
    Her chest was heaving as she panted with need, her eyes were wide, and of course her teeth captured her fucking lip. 
 
    She was all waxed and her skin was perfectly smooth. It was like she knew he would be taking her that night and got herself ready all for him. Mark had one knee on the seat and the other on the floor of the car while he rested Ari’s knees on his shoulders. One foot touched the backseat window and her other foot was against the headrest of the passenger seat. Mark gently held open her folds with his fingers and slipped a finger into her soaking hot pussy. He was right, she was deliciously tight and he could feel her silkiness clench around his finger even tighter. Mark’s cock jammed against his jeans and he ignored the pain. First he would have a taste and then drive them to his hotel where Mark would bury himself deep inside her over and over again. 
 
    Mark flicked his tongue against her clitoris and she cried out, calling his name. The caveman she had created inside of Mark beat his chest in triumph. Mark was making her feel good, him and no one else. Ari’s hand pushed through his hair and she gripped it tight as he continued to flick his tongue against her and pushed his finger in and drew it out slowly before repeating. Mark’s name was a litany on her lips and the sound of her saying it in absolute pleasure would force Mark to either explode in his damn jeans or fuck her in the backseat of her car soon. 
 
    Mark licked and sucked at her sensitive flesh and she clawed at the seat while pulling his hair. Mark didn’t know how this could have gotten any fucking better. He had never had fantasies as good as this one. 
 
    Mark could tell when she was about to come as she squeezed his finger so tightly he could feel the sensation echoed around his cock. Mark gently bit down on her clit and she burst at the seams, crying out Mark’s name in pure ecstasy as her back bowed and he drank up every drop of her rush of heat. Her delicious pussy spasmed and squeezed around his finger so hard he lost himself and came in his damn jeans. 
 
    “Fuuuuck… Ari what are you doing to me?” Mark groaned while she came down from her high, panting and blinking as if she had spots in her vision. 
 
    “Did… did you…?” 
 
    Mark closed his eyes, nodding. “You make me feel like a damn virgin. You’re so fucking sexy, Ari.” 
 
    She bit her lip, looking genuinely shy and he fixed her legs before he licked his lips and pressed a kiss to hers, playfully biting down on that lip.  
 
    “I’m going to drive us to my hotel now and you’re going to be missing for quite a while.” She nodded and Mark grabbed the keys from the floor and went around to the front of the car. Ari pulled on her pants and ran her fingers through her hair to attempt to look like she wasn’t just feasted on in the backseat of her car.  
 
    “Do you know how to get there?” she asked, still breathless from the backseat. Mark smiled and then nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s on the beach. Not too far from here.” Mark glanced down at his pants as he pulled up to the hotel. He should just park it in the garage himself forget about valet. Mark parked and then hurried out of the car. He opened Ari’s door for her and pressed her against the car for a kiss. She clung to his arms and Mark groaned against her lips. 
 
    “No touching me until we’re in your room, otherwise we’ll never get there,” Ari said when she broke the kiss. 
 
    Mark nodded and then walked ahead of her, keeping his hands to himself. They walked through the garage entrance and caught an empty elevator out of the view of the lobby. Mark slid his key card into the console and they rode up to the top floor. 
 
    The elevator opened up into his suite and Mark pulled Ari around her waist toward him and out into the foyer. She landed against his chest and Mark picked her up, carrying her into the living room area then set her down on the couch. 
 
    “Please undress. Like, at the speed of light, Ari.” 
 
    Ari got over the shock of how Mark hauled her in and to the couch and she pulled her shirt over her head and Mark’s eyes zeroed in on her perfect breasts nestled into a soft buttercup lace bra. Mark could make out her large nipples through the fabric; they were puckered and begged for attention. Mark forgot about pulling off his pants when she went to unclasp her bra. 
 
    “No, no… leave that on for me.” Mark pulled off his pants and all but ripped the damn shirt from his chest.  
 
    Ari took everything off but her bra and Mark’s eyes glazed over at how beautiful she looked with her delicious brown skin and full curves. Her hair fell over her shoulders to the tops of her breasts. His cock stood at attention and her eyes roamed all over Mark’s body, stopping almost hungrily on what wanted her attention the most. If she touched him, he wouldn’t be able to stand it. 
 
    Mark stepped closer to her and knelt down, his hands went to their favorite place on her body. Her tiny waist just made her curves all the more noticeable. He caressed her soft skin and trailed feather light kisses across her belly, causing her to shiver, and up to her breasts. Mark sucked on her nipple through the lace and she whimpered; her hands went to his hair, restless and wanting more. 
 
    Mark pulled the cups of her bra down, trussing her breasts up for him to feast on. He sucked one taut nipple into his mouth and ran his tongue around it. She arched and he took her other nipple into his mouth while watching her eyes close at the sensations he elicited. Mark let her nipple pop free from his mouth and he blew on it, she moaned and he moved his hand down to her thigh. He needed to get inside, Mark couldn’t hold back any longer. 
 
    “Are you on birth control, Ari?” Mark asked and she opened her eyes, looking at him clearly as she nodded. 
 
    “I got the DEPO shot last week,” she whispered, her eyes glazed over with need as his finger slipped into her wet folds. Mark had heard of that birth control and he was glad she was on it because he didn’t want any barriers between Ari and him. Mark just wanted to feel her, only her. 
 
    He climbed on top of her and rested her leg on his shoulder while he slid into her. Ari’s back bowed as her eyes widened and a shocked gasp left her lips. Her hand tightly gripped Mark’s waist and her other hand clawed at his back. She felt like heaven. Mark burrowed his face into her hair and neck and groaned. She was tighter than he could have imagined and she was squeezing him even tighter still. 
 
    “Please, I need you to move, Mark…” Ari begged and Mark nibbled on her neck and cursed when her silky heat squeezed even tighter.  
 
    He pulled out of her a fraction and then sank deep, touching the very heart of her. Ari cried out and whispered his name. The husky sound, full of the pleasure she was feeling, ignited Mark’s blood and he couldn’t hold back any longer. He pumped into her hard and deep, which drove them both crazy. 
 
    “Mark!” Ari screamed his name as she shattered around him. Her sex milked him in tight 100spasms. If Mark held back his own release any more, he was sure sure he would kill himself. Mark knew she said she was on birth control, but he needed to see his release on her light brown skin. Mark needed to mark her as his, because for as long as he had her, she would be. Mark pulled out just as her spasms began to subside and he roared as the orgasm crashed over him. Mark spurted all over her belly and his eyes blazed when he saw that his release reached her breasts as well. 
 
    Mark’s cock didn’t soften; just the sight of her like that made him completely ready for another round. He picked her up and took her into the bedroom. He was going to make love to her in every possible way that he could. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mark’s eyes roamed over Ari’s exhausted body as she slept soundly on his bed. She passed out after her last orgasm and now Mark had managed to keep her in his bed overnight. He stood up and walked into the bathroom to get a damp washcloth so he could clean her up a little. Mark walked back into the bedroom and almost reluctantly wiped off his possession of her. Mark might have thought it was sexy, but he doubted she wanted to wake up all sticky. 
 
    When he finished cleaning her off, he slid into bed and she automatically snuggled up against his chest. This fierce instinct rose up in Mark’s chest, but he didn’t know how to define it. Mark wanted her, that much was obvious. Maybe this was need; he had become addicted to Ari and had no control over it. The realization scared him and humbled him all the same. He had never felt like this for any woman. Ever. 
 
    Mark sighed and decided to get up and do some work; maybe after he got a dose of real life those ridiculous feelings would subside and everything would go back to normal. Just as Mark was about to extract himself from Ari, she rested her head over his heart, her hand slipped around his waist and her hair fell onto his chest. Mark brushed her hair behind her ear and kissed the top of her head. Work could wait until morning. He held her firmly against him and fell asleep quickly. 
 
    Waking up was a reluctant annoyance and Mark tried to hold onto sleep as long as he could, until he felt her stretching in his arms and he remembered that he brought heaven home with him. Mark’s eyes opened to find curious green ones looking up at him. She brushed hair from her face and then reached up to do the same for Mark. 
 
    “Good morning, beautiful.” Mark smiled at her and she smiled at him shyly while nibbling on her lip. “What are you thinking?” Mark asked, as it was obvious she wanted to say something, but for once wasn’t coming right out and saying it. 
 
    “That this must be a dream or something…” 
 
    Mark chuckled and then pressed his lips to hers. “Nope, not a dream, baby. I’m all yours.” Mark grinned at her playfully, but deep down he was afraid that was all too true.  
 
    Ari laughed and sat up. 
 
     “Sure… I guess I’ll hold on to that fantasy a little longer,” she said wistfully and then stood up. Crooking her finger at him, she beckoned Mark to follow her into the bathroom. Who the hell was he to turn down that invitation? Mark chased her into the shower and they took way too long trying to wash up and get ready for the day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter3 
 
      
 
    Clarissa 
 
    Ari stood out in the living room of Mark’s suite and sipped a cup of coffee while she enjoyed the view of the beach below them. Mark was in the room on his phone. As soon as it started going off, it almost wouldn’t stop. It’s to be expected though, with the wealth and responsibility Mark wielded, she bet he hardly had time for himself during worldwide business hours. 
 
    “Sorry, I know I said we’d head to brunch like half an hour ago, but I had to take care of a few things. You ready to go now?” he asked as he came up behind her, slipping his hands around her waist and pulling her back against his chest. He felt so good, Ari could easily see herself getting used to being wrapped up in his arms. She couldn’t get attached to him, though; it was illogical really. 
 
    “Yeah I’m ready, as long as there’s coffee I don’t mind waiting. I know you’re a busy guy.” Mark bent his head to kiss her on the neck and Ari shivered. Must he be so affectionate? 
 
    “Good. So what does your day look like as far as responsibilities you might have to take care of?” Mark asked as he took her hand and led her to the elevator. Well, she was supposed to go visit her mom and sisters today, but she would just have to make sure she gave Mom a call at some point. Other than that, Tuesdays were really free and clear for Ari. 
 
    “Not much, usually I check in on Âme a few times throughout the week. It’s weekends when I’m there as much as the managers.” Mark smiled as if he had just heard the best news in the world. Ari couldn’t help but smile at his giddy expression. 
 
    “Good, then you can hang out with me. We’ll visit the spot where my new hotel is to be built and then you can come with me as I go shopping for a condo nearby.” They stepped into the elevator and Ari pressed the button for the garage before the elevator doors slid closed. 
 
    “You’re buying a place down here, too?” He tucked his shirt into his pants. He was dressed all business casual that day with a white and blue striped button-down tucked into light grey dress pants and open at the collar.  
 
    “I always buy a place near my hotels or resorts, in case I have to fly in on an emergency and don’t have time to book a room anywhere,” he replied as if it were common sense. 
 
    Well, Ari guessed it would be convenient in those cases, even if it grew to be a bit excessive. Mark had hotels all over the globe; the amount of real estate he owned must be ridiculous. He was Mark Robinson, though; when you’ve got it, you’ve got it. 
 
    “So where are you putting your new hotel?” she asked as he took her car keys from her when they reached the garage. She wondered if he’d ever let her drive again while they were together. 
 
    “Near Las Olas Marina. We’ll have great views of the ocean. I always love opening beachfront. I’m a sucker for a view of the water.” Mark grinned at Ari as he pulled out of the parking garage and into traffic. 
 
    “So are you looking for a place on one of the isles?” 
 
    Mark nodded, smiling. “Yeah, I’d be happy with one room and a bathroom as long as it has a great ocean view.” 
 
    Ari laughed, she honestly couldn’t imagine Mark living in a tiny studio. 
 
    “You laugh now, but I’ve lived in worse before I made a name for myself.” 
 
    Ari sobered and remembered hearing Mark’s success story once. He started from bussing tables in a hotel restaurant to owning that same hotel and then several others before he really started growing his empire across the world in tourist destinations. 
 
    “Do you still have the same ideals from when you were younger and bussing tables?” Ari asked. 
 
    Mark tilted his head a little as he thought about Ari’s question. After a long pause, she thought he decided not to answer so Ari turned to look out the window. She recognized the area and the Cuban restaurant she and her sister were at yesterday. The place did have really great Cuban coffee and breakfast. 
 
    Mark parked the car and got out to open Ari’s door for her. He was affectionate and a gentleman. Mark was going to ruin Ari. They were seated quickly and water was brought to the table along with some buttery Cuban bread. 
 
    “I like to think that I do… but back then, my ideals were closely rooted with my morals and those have skewed a great deal with the level of success I’ve achieved.” His statement almost confused Ari, and then she realized he was finally answering her question. 
 
    “Your morals or your ideals?” she asked innocently enough while she took a drink of water and he picked up a slice of bread picking off a piece absently. 
 
    “My ideals… and that’s pushed my morals aside sometimes. More times than I’d like to admit, honestly.” He sighed and put the piece of bread in his mouth. 
 
    Great, now Ari had depressed him into emotional eating. “I didn’t mean to ask such a heavy question, I was just curious,” she said and Mark waved off Ari’s apology. 
 
    “It’s okay. I like that you aren’t afraid to speak your mind. Anyway, I want you to know about me… just like I want to know you.” Flashes of last night made their way to the forefront of Ari’s mind. She’d say he knew her quite intimately. 
 
    “I’m not that interesting… Strike that, I am interesting, just not as interesting as I think you are.” 
 
    Mark laughed as the waitress came by their table. She took one look at Mark and Ari expected her to completely swoon, instead she smiled politely and then turned her attention to Ari to ask what they’d be having for drinks. Wow, this had to be the most professional waitress on the planet. If Ari were waiting on Mark, regardless if she knew who he was or not, Ari would be staring at him open mouthed. 
 
    “I’ll stick with the water, but I would like a shot of espresso,” Mark asked and Ari ordered a café con leché. The waitress promised to be right up with their drinks. 
 
    “You ordered without looking at the menu.” 
 
    Ari nodded, smiling sheepishly. 
 
    “I should have figured you’d know all the good places to eat around here.” 
 
    Ari giggled and they sat in comfortable silence while deciding what they would order to eat. 
 
    “So… who was that guy I almost pushed in front of a car the other night?” Mark asked in passing, as if it wasn’t a big deal, but when Ari looked up at him, she saw curiosity and bit of concern in his features. 
 
    “Darrel. He's my ex-fiancé. We split just before I could really start anything with Âme. We were going to co-own the lounge, but he screwed up so…” Ari trailed off, not really wanting to talk about Darrel at all. 
 
    “How’d he screw up?” 
 
    Ari held in her sigh and was about to answer him when the waitress saved her. The waitress set their drinks down and took their orders quickly before walking away from the table just as quickly. 
 
    “He, um… he got really possessive and angry all the time. It led to a giant fight that ended badly.” 
 
    Mark’s eyebrows furrowed. He looked like he wanted to hunt Darrel down. 
 
    “If it ended how I think it ended, you should file a restraining order against him, he shouldn’t come anywhere near you,” Mark said passionately and Ari was briefly floored by his reaction. Why did he care so much anyway? “So was he why you needed another investor then? After the split?” 
 
    Ari nodded and Mark smirked almost reluctantly. 
 
    “I have to say I’m glad you guys split then; it brought you to me.” 
 
    The corner of Ari’s mouth lifted and she shook her head at him. Of course he’d say something like that, melting her heart just a little more. 
 
    “I want you to know that at any time we can renegotiate our contract to where I’m an active investor. If you ever have a slow week, call me. Âme will always be taken care of.” His sincerity threw Ari further off balance and she feared that soon she wouldn’t be able to catch herself from falling. 
 
    “Thank you… for everything Mark, you really made my dream come true when you wrote me that check,” Ari told him in all honesty. Mark grinned cockily and Ari readied herself to roll her eyes, anticipating some lame remark. 
 
    “That’s me, Mark Robinson, making dreams come true.” Ari laughed instead and he chuckled, his eyes never left hers. 
 
    “So what’s your nationality? You have beautiful eyes.” 
 
    Ari tried to ignore the rush of warm pleasure that flooded her chest at his compliment. “I was born here in Florida; Miami, actually. My mother was born in France, her family being mostly Haitian, my father was Jamaican,” Ari replied and Mark nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “It’s a beautiful mix. Do you know French?” 
 
    Ari tilted her head from side to side in a so-so gesture. “I can understand it perfectly, speaking it is another issue.” Ari laughed and Mark smiled. 
 
    “That’s cool, I can’t speak any language other than English. My parents are Italian Jews, your classic New Yorkers. They both moved from Italy at young ages and forgot most of the language. It’s a shame though, romantic languages are really pretty.” 
 
    Ari marveled at the fact that they were having such open and flowing conversation. She didn’t feel awkward around Mark at all. They had a really great brunch and afterwards they stopped by Ari’s place, before going to his soon-to-be building site, so she could change her clothes. 
 
    “Ari, you have a nice little place here,” Mark commented as he waited out in the living room. It was your everyday modern condo. Open floor plan, lots of light, and the illusion of lots of space. It did have a great kitchen and that, along with the master bath, was one of the reasons Ari bought the place. 
 
    “Thanks, make yourself at home, I’ll be right out,” Ari hollered at him, as she was deep in her closet trying to find something to wear. Ari settled on a nice blouse and dark jeans, she slipped on some wedges and then quickly combed her hair into a ponytail and put on some accessories while she walked out into the living room. Mark’s eyes sized her from head to toe twice and Ari laughed almost nervously at his hungry expression. 
 
    “No, no, you have a full day today and can’t afford to be locked up in here with me forever.” 
 
    Mark quirked his eyebrow at Ari. “I can’t afford? Baby, there’s nothing I can’t afford. Time being included into that category.” 
 
    Ari rolled her eyes and took his hand while she walked towards the door. “You would be wasting your realtor’s time and that isn’t very professional.” 
 
    Before Ari could step outside the door Mark pulled her back against him and his lips descended on Ari’s hungrily. He pulled away just as abruptly, leaving her breathless. 
 
    “You have such a smart mouth.” Mark smiled, pleased with himself and then he led her outside to the front of the building where there was a black BMW waiting in front of a black town car. A man stepped out of the BMW and handed Mark the set of keys before tipping his hat in an old fashioned gesture and wishing them a good day. The driver climbed into the town car and it promptly drove off. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind me driving,” Mark said as he held open the passenger door for Ari. Like he hadn’t been driving since last night anyway. 
 
    “Not at all.” Ari smirked and got in and soon they were headed towards the beach. “So why do you have to visit the site where you’ll be building?” she asked and Mark shrugged, nonchalant. 
 
    “I have to confirm the final dimensions of the property and the actual hotel in real space before the builders can start anything. Then tomorrow we break ground and let the celebrations begin.” Mark grinned and Ari mirrored his smile. He was excited; he truly enjoyed what he did. “It’s good that nothing came up thus far and everything is moving along smoothly. It means I won’t have to extend my stay so far.” Ari pursed her lips when he said this. His expression wavered when he realized that their fantasy had to end soon. 
 
    “So your business trip is actually only half-business, the other half is…?” Ari asked wondering if he was serious about the partying. 
 
    “Well, it’s all work. The people at these dinners and parties are all investors and partners, associates. It’s all pretty boring, but it’s good for networking and I’m always looking for another prime piece of land to build my next hotel or resort on,” Mark explained. 
 
    “When do you think you’ll stop expanding and focus on managing?” Ari asked and Mark thought about his answer. 
 
    “I don’t know… I’m always striving for more so it would take something big for me to settle down, really.” Ari wondered what could possibly get Mark Robinson to settle down.  
 
    They reached the beach and parked near the marina where Mark showed her the large stretch of land he was going to turn into one of his huge famed hotels. He walked over to meet up with his architect and Ari roamed around the giant open space. It was a grassy area just off the sand; the perfect lot for a hotel. It would bring in a lot more of the upper class spenders to the area from all parts of the world. Mark’s hotels were pretty exclusive. When he was done talking to the architect and foreman working on his project, Ari watched him from afar as he walked along the sand taking a few calls. When he was finished, he looked up, his eyes scanning for Ari. She walked toward him and he smiled, and then kissed her on the cheek when she reached him. 
 
    A flash from a camera startled her and Mark looked up, vaguely annoyed. A man in a polo shirt and shorts looked up from the camera, smiling nervously. He hurried away, almost as if he didn’t want Mark to say anything to him. 
 
    “Damn photographers everywhere. I hope you don’t mind showing up in some gossip run.” Mark gave Ari an apologetic smile and she found that she didn’t know how she felt about that. 
 
    “Well, there’s no stopping it now. I just hope you don’t have any enemies who want what you appear to hold dear dead or something.” 
 
    Mark laughed, a full bellied laugh and he actually had to wipe at tears of mirth before he sobered. “No, I promise. No one will come after you. Anyway, if anyone does, you call me and I’ll handle it.” 
 
    He said the last part a bit ominously and Ari laughed, thinking he was joking. But as she looked up at him on their walk back to the car, she saw his expression was serious. 
 
    “If that Darrel guy bothers you ever again, you call me and then the cops,” Mark said, his expression fierce and protective. All Ari could do was nod and then Mark opened the passenger door for her so she could lower herself into his car. Before Ari got in, though, Mark kissed her, stealing Ari’s breath away like all of his other consuming kisses. 
 
    “Good, you may get in now.” A smile spread across Ari’s face and she sat down. Mark shut her door and got into the driver’s seat. 
 
    “So where are we going now?” Ari asked and Mark told her they were going to his realtor’s office before she took him around to show him houses and condos. 
 
    “Are you sure I should be there picking out houses with you?” Ari asked slowly as they arrived at the office building. 
 
    Mark turned off the car and looked at Ari as if she asked a ridiculous question. “Of course. I want you with me as much as possible, can’t you see that?” 
 
    Ari blinked at him in shock. She wanted to ask him why, but was afraid to; she didn’t think she wanted to know the answer to that question. 
 
    “O—kay…” Ari replied and Mark nodded before getting out of the car. Just as she suspected, his realtor, a curvy blonde woman with pretty blue eyes, looked at Ari in confusion when they arrived at her office. Ari felt momentarily inadequate, as this woman was obviously Mark’s usual type and probably wondering why Mark would have anything to do with her. 
 
    “Margret, this is Clarissa Francis, she’ll be accompanying me today.” Margret schooled her expression quickly into one that was professional and polite, for Mark’s benefit no doubt. 
 
    “It’s lovely to meet you.” She and Ari shook hands briefly and she promptly turned her attention to Mark, filling him in on the homes she’d be showing him. Mark let her know that he hoped she had lined up something good, as he would be putting an offer in on one that day. 
 
    The entire ordeal of watching this realtor flirt egregiously with Mark wore on Ari’s nerves. If she batted her eyelashes or touched his arm one more time, Ari was going to go sit in the car, she just couldn’t watch any more of it. By the time they got back to the realtor’s office, Ari saw that Mark realized she was a lot quieter and he stopped her in the hall, telling Ms. Flirt that they would be right in. The realtor pursed her lips in distaste, but nodded and told him to come in whenever he was ready. 
 
   


 
  

 Mark 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Mark asked her and she looked up at him, shaking her head, pretending everything was fine. “Why are you so quiet? Did you think there was a ghost in one of the places she showed us?” Mark said jokingly and Ari smirked. 
 
    “No, it’s just… it’s silly really.” 
 
    “If it’s upsetting you, it’s not silly. What’s wrong?” 
 
    Ari took a deep breath and sighed. “It is silly, it’s just… she’s been practically throwing herself at you the entire time.” 
 
    Mark chuckled and pulled her flush against him, his hands sliding down to grip her round ass as his lips touched hers, once, twice, and a third time before moving against them hungrily. 
 
    “I hadn’t even noticed Ari, and after we get some dinner, I’m taking you back to my hotel and showing you how much you have me in the palm of your hand.” Mark broke the kiss to whisper to her and Ari took a second to focus and she simply nodded. Mark smiled, pleased with himself and then pulled her inside Margret’s office with him. 
 
    “All right Margret, let’s make this quick. Ari and I have plans we need to take care of,” Mark said suggestively while looking at Ari who tried to hide her pleased grin. Poor Margret looked annoyed, but masked it as she showed Mark which houses and condos they had toured through on her computer. Out of the five places they saw today, Mark liked two the most, a house on one of the isles and a penthouse condo on New River. 
 
    “Which one do you like best?” Mark asked Ari and both she and Margret looked at him in surprised question. “I want your input,” he said simply and Ari bit her lip while she mulled it over. 
 
    “I like the house on Castilla Isle. It had a really pretty view.” 
 
    Mark nodded. She was right and she knew that Mark was a sucker for views of the water. 
 
    “I’ll go with the Castilla house then. Full asking, and cash with a quick closing, providing it’s furnished just like we saw today.” Margret nodded and got the paperwork started. They remained in her office for the next hour until the deal was made and Mark had a new house. 
 
    Ari and Mark walked toward the parking lot afterward and he noticed that she was being quiet again. “Talk to me, baby.” 
 
    Ari looked up at him, her expression unreadable. 
 
    “What are we doing?” she asked and Mark sighed, he didn’t want to have this conversation until he was faced with leaving for New York. Mark still had four days in Florida and he wouldn’t ruin his time with her. 
 
    “We’re being together. Please just live in the now with me, Ari.” 
 
    She took a shaky breath and then nodded, giving in. “Okay, okay, we can be together for as long as it lasts.” 
 
    “Good, now where do you want to eat tonight?” Mark asked and Ari shrugged. Mark changed their plans in his mind. He wanted to take her out, show her how special she was to him. “How about we go someplace nice to eat?” 
 
    “Okay, sure.” Ari smiled and Mark opened the door for her when they reached the car. As soon as they pulled out of the parking space, Mark’s phone rang and Roselyn’s name appeared on the screen in the dashboard. Shit, why was she calling him? Mark ignored the call and it didn’t go unnoticed by Ari, though she didn’t say anything. Mark drove to Ari’s building and they headed up to her condo. 
 
    “Today felt like a long day, didn’t it?” Mark asked as they headed inside and Ari nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, and we woke up relatively late, too. Do all your days feel so busy?” she asked and Mark snorted. She didn’t know the half of it. Mark was on vacation compared to a regular day at his office. That was probably why he liked opening so many hotels; he got to escape for a little bit when ground breaking and grand opening came around. 
 
    “I’m thinking we should take a nap before our busy night.” Mark smiled at her deviously and Ari snorted. 
 
    “Yeah, okay, you and I both know we won’t be taking a nap.” 
 
    Mark grinned and walked toward where she sat at the breakfast bar. She held two hands up in front of her, as if that was going to stop Mark. 
 
    “Mark if we start now, we probably won’t get to that nice restaurant you wanted to go to.” 
 
    He stalked around the bar and stopped directly in front of her, her hands flat on his chest. “Don’t worry, I’ll set an alarm so we can take a break to go out.” 
 
    Ari bit on her lip and Mark growled, scooping her up into his arms and then threw her over his shoulder, caveman style, to take her to the bedroom. Ari erupted into girlish laughter as she squealed at him to put her down. She smacked his butt and Mark smacked hers before setting her down on the bed. 
 
    “I want something from you Ari… I’ve been fantasizing about it for a while,” Mark told her, his voice husky and his gaze was hot on hers. 
 
    “What…?” she asked breathlessly and Mark’s gaze slid down to her mouth. Ari licked her lips and Mark’s breath caught. She knew exactly what he wanted. 
 
    “I need you on your knees, Ari,” Mark told her and she smirked, a challenge in her eyes, before she stood up and pushed him down onto the bed.  
 
    Ari made quick work of his belt buckle and the clasp of Mark’s pants before pulling them off. She was careful not to touch the bulge in his boxer briefs as she leaned over him, her lips on Mark’s pulse as she trailed light kisses down his chest while unbuttoning his shirt and pushing it off his shoulders. Her lips and tongue traced every ridge on Mark’s chest and abdomen; by the time her trail of fire reached his waist, Mark’s cock was rigid, the pink head of his penis was throbbing and sensitive. 
 
    “Ari… don’t play…” Mark’s voice was a hoarse whisper as he watched her kiss him through the grey fabric.  
 
    Her green eyes seemed to shine with heated mischief and Mark swore that he would lose it if he didn’t keep himself together. Ari pulled at the waistband of his underwear and Mark helped her get them off, as he practically ripped them from his body. Mark’s cock sprang free and he gritted his teeth as her hand closed around him firmly, her tongue flicked out to taste the bead of moisture that oozed out of the head. Mark groaned and fisted his hands in the sheets, not knowing what to do with them. 
 
    “Clarissa, please…” He begged her for more and that minx-like smirk was back; she had proven her point, but she didn’t need to.  
 
    Ari had Mark in the palm of her hand there was no denying it; she owned him. Ari took Mark’s throbbing cock into her mouth, and sucked him deep in one draw. Mark’s toes curled at the pressure and the feel of her warm and silky tongue as it swirled around the sensitive head.  
 
    “Fuuuuck, Clarissa,” Mark hissed and she pulled her head back sliding him out of her mouth before taking him in deeper, to the very back of her throat where she swallowed around him.  
 
    Mark pounded his fist on the bed and cursed again. He had never gotten it that good before, which was almost too good, fucking amazing. Ari pulled back again, her tongue swirling around the head and pressing on it gently before she sucked him back into her mouth, her lips tight around his hard length. She took her beautiful mouth from around him and licked the underside of his cock before she licked and sucked gently on his sac. Mark groaned loudly and, unable to restrain himself any further, held her head gently in place. Mark wrapped her ponytail around one fist and cupped her chin with the other hand. 
 
    Mark stood up and Ari took his straining cock back into her mouth. He held her head while she sucked and Mark thrust into her mouth gently. The pressure was building to a new height as his body was wrecked by the sensations Ari was giving him. Mark could feel the orgasm start from his toes as it worked its way up through his entire body. Mark yelled Ari’s name as he exploded and pumped his seed into her mouth. Ari sucked him clean and Mark pulled her to her feet before he collapsed onto the bed with her. Mark kissed her deeply, loving that she had his taste on her tongue, more of his possession of her. 
 
    “Why are you still dressed?” Mark asked breathlessly when she broke the kiss for air. 
 
    “I was too busy to undress, if you hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    Mark smiled and then bit her neck before he pulled off her blouse and made quick work of her bra. Mark got her bottom half naked even quicker than the top half. 
 
    “Much better, now turn over and perch that sexy ass in the air.” 
 
    Ari laughed at him and Mark smirked. “I’m serious.” 
 
    “I know you’re serious, but when are you going to learn not to boss me around?” she asked while quirking one eyebrow at him.  
 
    Mark flipped her onto her stomach and smacked her on the ass before he lowered onto her, pressing her into the bed by using his body weight. “When are you going to learn that I get my way? Especially in the bedroom?” Mark kissed her shoulder blades and she giggled. 
 
    “Okay fine, truce, whatever, you win,” she said reluctantly and Mark smiled like the Cheshire Cat. 
 
    “So will you give me what I want?” Mark asked. She sighed and Mark chuckled.  
 
    He lifted himself off of her and trailed kisses along her spine, causing her to shiver. Mark sat up and pulled her up onto her knees, his hand went to her core and he found that she was already completely wet for him. He slid his fingers along her folds and then into his favorite place to be. She was so tight and swollen, just begging for Mark’s cock to slide into her. 
 
    Ari moaned and she started to rock back onto his fingers when he slipped another one into her. Mark kissed one round cheek and then replaced his fingers with his cock that was already straining and ready to go again. Mark pushed into her velvety cushion and his hands gripped her waist as he pushed deep. Ari moaned as she reveled in the pleasure. Mark saw her hands grip the sheets tightly and he pulled back slowly. 
 
    “Faster, Mark…” she whispered and Mark was all too happy to oblige. He moved faster, following her pleas for him to go harder and deeper. They climaxed at nearly the same time, she spasmed and clenched around him and he rocketed off into an orgasm, emptying into her. They both collapsed, Ari unable to hold herself up any longer and Mark curled around her as he pumped his release into her. 
 
    When her shaking subsided and they both recovered from that sensational fall from heaven, was when Mark slid out of her. Looking at the time, Mark saw it was already seven o’clock. Should he go another round… or get ready for dinner? It was a no-brainer, except Ari saw the time as well and she made to get out of bed. But Mark held on to her arm, pulling her back to him. 
 
    “Mark, dinner. Food. Humans run on it you know.” 
 
    He chuckled and then nibbled on her neck, she sighed and he smiled at its shakiness; he was winning. “I’ll make sure you survive, don’t worry,” Mark said into her neck as his hands cupped her breasts, squeezing gently. 
 
    “Mark…” she said breathlessly and he rolled her nipples between his fingers as he sucked on her neck. Mark had gotten to know all her sensitive areas and he knew that soon she wouldn’t be so hungry for food. One of Mark’s hands slid down her flat stomach to slip into the sensitive folds of her sex. He gently rubbed on her clitoris and she arched into his hand. “We’ll die here you know,” she said hoarsely and Mark chuckled. 
 
    “It’ll be such a sweet death, though, completely worth it.” All Ari could do was moan and Mark grinned like a little kid whose just gotten everything he ever wanted for Christmas. “Anyway, speaking of eating…” 
 
    *** 
 
    Ari and Mark ended up ordering in some pretty good Chinese, even to a New Yorker’s standards, and cuddled in bed after they showered, while they watched a 'The Nanny' marathon on TV. Mark decided that tomorrow he really would take her out and they would have dinner, dance, and the whole nine. 
 
    Ari fell asleep and Mark took care of some work over the phone and made reservations at a good swing bar in Miami, according to Yelp, and Yelp was never wrong. Ari mentioned that she really liked swing music so he knew she’d enjoy herself. Just before Mark was about to put his phone down, he went through his missed calls and saw several from Roselyn. The last call was missed just five minutes ago. What was her deal? Mark sighed and then slipped into the bedroom once more to climb into the bed with Ari. He wouldn’t let anything pop his bubble with Ari, not until it was impossible to keep her around anymore; they would stay in their fantasy for as long as was possible. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter4 
 
    Clarissa 
 
    Ari woke up in Mark's arms again and she must say it was a mighty fine way to start the day. She stretched against him and his arms tightened around her waist while he burrowed his head into her neck. 
 
    “Let’s sleep in longer,” he mumbled and she giggled. No, Ari had to show her face at Âme today or Brooklyn could show up at her condo later wondering if she had died. Ari hadn’t spoken to him or anyone really since that initial dinner with Mark. 
 
    “I’m sure you have to wake up at some point for your ground breaking ceremony today.” 
 
    Mark groaned and Ari laughed. “I don’t wanna go to school today, don’t make me.” He looked up at Ari, pouting adorably with his full bottom lip sticking out as his sleep-mussed hair fell into his face. 
 
    “I won’t make you, but you’ll piss a lot of people off if you don’t show up today.”  
 
    Mark sighed and finally loosened his hold on Ari and rolled away to get up. 
 
    “I just don’t want to spend one minute away from you if I don’t have to,” he admitted almost sullenly. 
 
    “Well, you do have to, this is your business. Anyway, I’ll be at Âme today looking in on things, so it’s not like I’ll be here staring at the wall while you’re gone.” Mark’s eyebrows furrowed and he put his hands on his hips in a dominant stance. He was completely naked and it did nothing to take away from the affect he intended. 
 
    “At Âme where other men will be looking at you and lusting after what’s mine?” Ari blinked at him in shock as it seemed he had turned into some sort of caveman right before her eyes; it was incredible. 
 
    “No, I’ll be at the lounge that I own, working. So what if other people see me Mark, don’t go beating your chest now when what we have isn’t even…” Ari sighed and rubbed her eyes. “Look you have work to do today and so do I, we’ll hook up afterwards, okay?” Ari told him and he gave one tight nod before walking into her bathroom.  
 
    She shook her head and took a deep breath, She didn’t understand those mixed signals from him and she didn’t know how much longer she could keep up that charade between them. They both knew it wasn’t going to last, he had alluded to that very clearly before. 
 
    Ari got up and donned her robe to go fix some coffee. Mark came up silently behind her, kissing her shoulder and she closed her eyes, stifling a sigh. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I know… I know I don’t really have a right to say what I said. I’d really like for you to be at the groundbreaking ceremony today, before you have to go into Âme.”  
 
    Like Ari could say no to this man. When he left, she would be nursing quite the empty heart. She had tried to keep her heart at a distance, but it proved to be an impossible feat where Mark Robinson was concerned. 
 
    Ari turned around and handed him a cup of coffee and he smiled at her like a little boy who wanted to be forgiven, but knew he was too cute and already was forgiven. “Fine, I’ll come to the ceremony. When is it?” she asked and his small smile turned into a full on grin. 
 
    “It’s in an hour… and a half.” He continued grinning and Ari laughed at his happy expression, he was completely unconcerned with the fact that they had next to no time to get ready and drive out to the site. 
 
    “Okay, you go ahead to your hotel and I’ll meet you there. I don’t you want you late because of me.”  
 
    Mark rolled his eyes and sighed dramatically.  
 
    “I’m the boss Ari, I can be as late as I want; I’m paying mostly everyone there.” Ari wanted to put some distance between them to try and recover some of her emotions from him, but he was determined to hold on to her tightly. 
 
    “Mark, please… I’ll meet you there,” she told him, serious this time as she looked into his golden eyes. They grew anxious and then he looked away, nodding. 
 
    “Okay, you’re right. Well, I’ll see you soon then and later I’m picking you up for dinner, I made reservations at someplace you’ll really like.” 
 
    “Sounds fun, I’ll be looking forward to it,” was Ari’s simple reply and Mark took his mug of coffee into the living room where his phone was, as it had started to go off.  
 
    Ari fixed herself a cup when enough coffee was ready in the coffee pot. Mark finished his call and his coffee quickly then washed his mug before he put it in the dish rack to dry. 
 
    “All right, I’m off. I’ll see you soon, baby.” Mark kissed Ari firmly on the mouth before heading out of the door in clothes from the day before.  
 
    Finally, Ari took a moment to breathe and tried to collect herself from the whirlwind that was Mark Robinson. When he had his mind set on something, he truly was driven to obtain and keep it. No wonder he was so successful. Ari finished her coffee while she watched the news and then went to get ready for the day. Ari’s mom called her as she was stepping out to go to Mark’s ceremony. As Ari answered, she put on the most innocent “I love you, mommy” voice she could manage. 
 
    “Oh please, spare me, Clarissa. I know you’re a busy woman nowadays, but at least you can call me if you can’t visit. If not for the pictures around the house, I would have forgotten what you looked like.” She was really laying on the guilt and Ari did feel bad. She hadn’t spoken to her mom in at least a week; she was behaving like a terrible daughter, truly. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mommy. I promise to call more, I do miss you.” Marie gave one humph and then reluctantly asked Ari how she had been, though Ari knew it was only a front. She loved Ari and missed her too, the humph said it all. 
 
    “I just worry about you, Clarissa, you have no man to take care of you and I just get sad thinking of you being lonely.” Here we go, Ari thought. She knew this was coming at some point. Ari got into her car and switched the call to hands-free so she could focus on driving to the beach. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry, Mommy, you raised us to be strong independent women who don’t need a man for everything.” 
 
    “Oh hush, I said that only pertaining to your career and well-being. What about keeping you warm at night and hearing that someone loves you every once and a while, hm?” Ari sighed audibly and weighed the consequences of hanging up and saying that the call dropped. 
 
    “Don’t you sigh at me young woman. I know what I’m talking about, I’ve been on this Earth longer than you; no woman is an island, Clarissa.” Great, now her 'no woman was an island' speech. 
 
    “I know, Mommy, I know you want my life to be full and right now it is, in my own time I’ll find the right one and then I promise you’ll get your grandbabies.” She laughed at her and Ari smiled at the infectious sound. 
 
    “Okay darling, you know I just worry about you.” Ari knew she did, her mom was one of the most loving people on the planet and she worried after her three daughters constantly, wanting them to be completely happy in life. 
 
    “I love you, Mommy,” Ari told her mom and Marie told her the same before they ended the call.  
 
    Ari reached the beach and parked in the marina parking lot then walked to Mark’s hotel site. There was a little crowd of people and a few cameras snapping pictures. Ari made it just in time to see Mark drive the shovel into the ground and dig out a good chunk. Everyone clapped and a few pictures of him were taken as he held the shovel and afterward as he shook hands with people. Mark spotted Ari and his professional smile widened into a real and breathtaking one as he walked toward her. 
 
    “I almost thought you wouldn’t come.” He hugged Ari intimately and kissed her on the cheek in plain view of everyone including the cameras. 
 
    “Of course, I said I would. I got delayed a bit though, I was on the phone with my mom. I haven’t been to visit her in a while.” Mark’s expression was understanding and he smiled, probably remembering his own doting mother. 
 
    “Yeah, I understand that completely.” Mark chuckled and Ari grew uneasy at the fact that they were obviously intimate with each other and there were so many eyes around. Ari took a step out of Mark’s personal space and he simply gave her a look, seeming to knowing exactly what was running through her head. 
 
    “So what do you have to do after this?” Ari asked and Mark glanced back at the people milling around the site talking and the construction crew getting ready to actually start. “They are going to start today?” Ari asked and Mark nodded. 
 
    “Yep, I want this place to be open by this time next year so they have to start right away… I have something I want to propose to you about the hotel. Later tonight, though, as I have to get going now,” Mark said as his eyes met the nods and gestures of several men in the small crowd. 
 
    “Okay, you’ll pick me up at my place around what time?” she asked and he turned his attention back toward her. 
 
    “I’ll be there around seven or eight, but we won’t be leaving until a couple hours after.” Mark’s eyes took on that familiar heated gleam and Ari sucked in a quick breath. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be back by then,” was her simple reply and Mark nodded, his eyes still hot on hers. 
 
    “Good, I’m looking forward to seeing you later,” he said and pulled her close for a kiss on the cheek and then he let her go, turning around to go speak to the people that were there for him.  
 
    Ari watched him walk away while she pulled herself together. Âme; she needed to go and check in on things. Ari forced her feet to move, even though she wanted to stay there and be with Mark. He was rubbing off on her in the worst way; Ari found she wanted to soak up every ounce of him that she possibly could. 
 
    “Excuse me, miss?” Ari looked up from the ground, startled out of her introspection by a man with a press lanyard around his neck and a camera hanging from its strap around his shoulder. He was holding a pen and pad in his hand. 
 
    “Can I have your name for a caption to a few photos I snapped of you and Mr. Robinson?” he asked politely, his pen poised and his expression expectant. 
 
    “Um, are you sure?” Ari asked, a bit thrown that he was talking about a caption, which meant a picture of Mark and Ari was definitely going to show up somewhere. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Robinson sent me here himself to see if you wouldn’t mind being mentioned.”  
 
    Ari wanted to ask him where exactly she would be “mentioned,” but was too girlishly pleased that Mark wanted to acknowledge her in association with him publicly. Maybe she could have some hope for them after all. Ari glanced behind her to see Mark sending them furtive glances; he nodded towards the photographer and then mouthed to her, asking if it was okay. Ari nodded and he grinned boyishly. 
 
    “Uh, my name is Clarissa Francis,” Ari told the photographer and he double-checked the spelling before thanking Ari, then walking off back towards the people on the site. 
 
    Ari walked to her car with the biggest smile on her face and drove to Âme feeling giddy. As soon as she walked through the doors, Brooklyn spotted her from behind the main level bar and made a beeline to her. 
 
    “What’s happened to you? I haven’t heard from you in days. I thought you died!” Ari broke out into a girly grin and Brooklyn looked at her as if she had lost it before realization dawned on him. “You bitch, you met a man. Tell me every single thing.” Brooklyn pulled her aside and into the manager’s office. 
 
    “Please don’t murder me… but it’s Mark…” Ari told him and Brooklyn’s eyes widened as if he was thinking about throttling her, Ari held her breath for his impending explosion. 
 
    “I cannot. Believe. You,” was his measured and ominously calm reply. “You better fess up right now, tell me everything.” Brooklyn looked at her, waiting, as he sat down at his desk. 
 
    She took a deep breath and started pacing the room while she told Brooklyn everything, from when Mark pushed Darrel into the street until the whole thing with the photographer a few minutes ago. Brooklyn was silent, his expression inscrutable. Ari held her breath yet again as she waited for his impending explosion. 
 
    “Oh my God!” he yelled while he exploded up from his desk chair. “You’re with Mark fucking Robinson!” Brooklyn crossed the room and hugged her tight. “He’s so in love with you, it’s obvious. Oh my goodness, I can see the wedding already. I’m freaking out, I can’t believe you waited so long to tell me! Well, then again I can’t really blame you because you’ve been in love land with Mark Robinson.” Brooklyn gushed with excitement and Ari laughed, most of the time he was your everyday guy, but times like this, his true colors burst from the seams. 
 
    “Calm down, Brooklyn, calm down! You can’t tell my mother—especially not my mother—or my sisters. This thing between Mark and me might not even last, the photographer thing might not even amount to anything. So don’t tell my family or else,” Ari threatened him and Brooklyn waved it away with a gesture of his hand. 
 
    “Fine, I can keep a secret, but you have to promise to keep me updated. If he leaves and breaks your heart I’m not afraid to kick a billionaire’s ass,” Brooklyn promised and Ari sighed. 
 
    “But Brooklyn he has to leave at some point. His life is in New York, his family, and his business. I can’t possibly expect him to move here for… me.” Ari could finally vent her true feelings and she realized Brooklyn was right, she should have told him long ago; this was cathartic. 
 
    “Yes, but he can come back, he can move his headquarters, no problem, it’s not like he doesn’t have the resources. Plus how old is he anyway? He’ll leave if he’s not that close to his parents everyday.” Brooklyn was a romantic and often didn’t think realistically; she couldn’t let herself get caught up in his fantasy for Mark and Ari. 
 
    “So what do you think he wants to talk to me about pertaining to his hotel?” Ari asked Brooklyn, wanting to change the subject a little bit. 
 
    “I don’t know, that’s a little puzzling to me, too. It could be anything. He obviously values your opinion since you practically picked out his house for him.” Yeah, that was true. Ari guessed that there was only one way to find out and that was tonight when she saw him. 
 
    “I’m just so… my mind is blown from all of this, Ari. See, I knew he was looking at you all sexy-like when he was here the other night.” Brooklyn sighed and looked at her as if she held all the secrets to attracting billionaires. 
 
    “So how are things here? Are we getting good lunch and happy hour crowds?” Ari asked and Brooklyn nodded, his eyes lit up with renewed excitement. 
 
    “Yes, we’re doing so well that we can possibly book some guest performers for happy hour on our busy days like Monday, today, and Friday.” 
 
    Ari talked about the possibility of doing that with Brooklyn. It was a good idea if the Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, crowds kept up. After her talk with Brooklyn, she stayed in the office to settle some paperwork before she went out to the main floors to help here and there. 
 
    Around five thirty, Ari got a text message, all it said was: I’m on the way. A rush of heat and excitement quickened her pace as she finished things off there and then sped home. 
 
   


 
  

 Mark 
 
    Mark parked in Ari’s garage when Roselyn called him yet again. Maybe if he threw her another bone it would satisfy her for a while. 
 
    “Rose, how are you?” he answered on the fourth ring and pinched the bridge of his nose, anxious to get upstairs to Ari already. 
 
    “Missing you, how is everything going down there in Florida?” Her tone was annoying and antagonizing, as if she knew something and was just waiting to bring it up somehow. 
 
    “Going smoothly, I can’t complain,” Mark replied and there was a beat of silence. 
 
    “I’m glad, this must mean you’ll be coming back to New York on time then, and we can finally continue what we have going…” She said this suggestively and Mark sighed. Somehow she knew about Ari. Mark stifled his sigh of realization. That paparazzi photographer the other day at the site. The picture must have surfaced in some gossip line. 
 
    “Yeah, no worries. I should be back in New York Sunday and we’ll have that dinner I promised,” Mark replied. He was not bringing up Ari with Rose because if she said any negative thing about Ari, Mark didn’t know if he could control his reaction to it. 
 
    “Good, I can’t wait for your return then, it’s felt like ages since I’ve seen you last.” Mark wondered if Roselyn actually had any feelings for him or if it was just a front so she could have a comfortable lifestyle with a notable husband and the added bonus of making her father happy and expanding his business. 
 
    “I’ll talk to you soon,” Mark told her just before he hung up, not waiting for a reply.  
 
    Compared to Clarissa, Roselyn was nothing. It would be a sin to marry Roselyn, not when Mark felt what he did for Ari. Mark groaned and rubbed his face before pushing his fingers through his hair. Mark just wouldn’t think about this. Ari was waiting for him upstairs and soon he would have her naked and in his arms. Mark needed that with her, hell, he needed her. Mark couldn’t stand being away from her today and he had this growing fear that his addiction to her would only intensify and affect him even worse the more he indulged himself with her. Fuck if he could stop this now anyway, he couldn’t give Ari up now even if he wanted to. 
 
    Mark got out of the car and headed up to Ari’s door. He knocked and then she was there, holding open the door, she looked marvelous in nothing but a robe, her hair was wet from a shower and dripped onto the thin material of her robe. 
 
    “I thought you were on your way?” she asked playfully, smirking at him while she stepped aside for Mark to walk inside. 
 
    “I had to take a phone call in the car. Were you waiting on me long?” Mark asked and she shrugged before walking back to her bedroom. Mark undid his tie and slipped off his jacket. He draped both on the couch and noticed Ari’s phone was vibrating away with a call. The name Darrel was bright on her screen. Mark snatched up her phone from the couch and answered it. 
 
    “Hello?” Mark said tersely and there was a pause on the other line as Darrel took in the fact that a man was answering Ari’s phone. 
 
    “Who’s this, and why are you answering my fiancée’s phone?” Darrel nearly barked into the phone and Mark chuckled darkly. 
 
    “Your ex-fiancée who, if I recall correctly from the night I pushed you away from her and into the street, made it clear she doesn’t want to hear from you, doesn’t want to see you, and wants you to leave her the fuck alone,” Mark growled into the phone and Darrel fell silent once more. 
 
    “Shit, Ari is with you? Whatever man, you don’t know nothing about her like I do and when she agrees to hear me out she’ll leave you in a hot second. How about you just let her know I called and stay out of my way?” Darrel replied and then promptly hung up. Mark gritted his teeth and then took a few calming breaths. His chest was hot with the instinct to track that guy down and let him know exactly whom Ari belonged to now. 
 
    “Mark?” Ari called out to him from her bedroom and he was forced to school his emotions and his expression.  
 
    Mark put her phone down on the couch before walking back to her. Fuck, she was already naked and waiting patiently on the bed for him. Mark tore off his clothes like a man on a mission and he all but launched himself at Ari. Ari squealed as he jumped on her, but soon her giggling turned to pleasured moans as Mark used his mouth and hands on her skin. 
 
    His earlier anger quickly evaporated as he forgot about Darrel altogether and was consumed in nothing but Ari. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ari was clearly looking forward to their dinner at the swing bar. Mark gave in and ruined the surprise early when she asked, because really, who could say no to those dimples? 
 
    “So do you dance?” she asked Mark and he smiled bashfully while at the wheel of his rented BMW. They were on the way to Miami and Ari was practically bouncing in her seat. 
 
    “I can, I was actually forced to take lessons when I was younger, though I never really danced outside of those as a form of defiance to my mother for making me take what I thought was a ‘girly’ class.”  
 
    Ari laughed and clasped her hands together, a devious little grin on her face. 
 
    “Oh that’s fantastic, you shouldn’t have resented your mother, she was looking out for you. Every woman loves a man who can dance.” Ari smiled at him sweetly and while at a red light Mark leaned over and gave her a kiss. 
 
    “Well, if you haven’t already, you’ll fall in love with me tonight, baby.” Mark winked at her before turning his attention back to the road. 
 
    “It’s funny that I love swing music and have never thought to visit a swing bar or what have you,” Ari mused out loud and Mark smiled, loving that she seemed to be less reserved with him now and her full self. He was falling for her even more now that he’d seen her natural vibrant side. 
 
    “I’m glad I’m the one to take you to your first then, and you’ll actually be my first dance partner outside of my junior high and early high school dance class years.” 
 
    “Really? You were that shy about dancing?” Ari asked, her eyes alight with humor and open curiosity. 
 
    “I was, my mother was lucky if she could get me to dance with her even.”  
 
    Ari erupted into a fit of giggles. 
 
    “That just doesn’t seem like you. I’d have never thought you would be shy about anything,” Ari said while giving him a teasing smile. 
 
    “Yeah, well, that is about the only thing I think. Otherwise I’m your everyday, handsome-as-sin billionaire.” Mark grinned wolfishly at Ari and she burst into laughter. 
 
    “Yeah, okay. Every day billionaire. That’s like an oxymoron.” Ari scoffed and Mark chuckled. Not for him it wasn’t, under all his wealth and status he really was a normal guy. He went to work, went to the gym, and went home. He even cooked a little every now and again. 
 
    Mark pulled up to the swing bar’s valet stand and the valets opened his and Ari’s doors for them. Mark received a ticket and handed the valet his keys. Mark took Ari’s hand as they breezed into the bar where the band was truly in full swing. Ari’s eyes lit up and she glanced up at Mark, smiled excitedly and started pulling him out onto the dance floor. 
 
    “How about we eat first and then dance?” Mark asked her almost nervously and Ali laughed at him, but gave in and they found a table just off the dance floor. 
 
    “So what did you want to ask me about your hotel?” Ari asked Mark, curiosity practically coming off of her in waves. Mark chuckled and then motioned to a passing waitress for drink and dinner menus. “Seriously, I’ve been wondering all day, tell me already,” Ari demanded and Mark grinned at her eager expression. 
 
    “Well, I’ll have extra space next to the restaurant we’ll have in the hotel and I was wondering if you’d be open to the idea of starting another lounge there, should Âme continue to do well,” Mark asked and he watched Ari as she digested this and tested the idea out in her mind. 
 
    “You know my manager Brooklyn and I were kind of dreaming up possibilities if Âme continues to do really well. I’d be open to the idea, yeah,” Ari replied and Mark smiled, pleased. 
 
    “Excellent, well, I’ll just continue to hope for great things concerning Âme. Really, I’m not worried at all, you seem to be doing great with it already, your managers are well equipped for the job.”  
 
    Ari nodded thoughtfully, a fond expression crossing her features. 
 
    “Yeah, I chose well, I wouldn’t trade those guys for the world.” The waitress returned with the menus and waited to take Ari and Mark’s drink orders. He wondered if Ari wouldn’t trade him for the world, did she feel even a fraction of what he was feeling for her? Mark didn’t think he could bear it if she didn’t. Then again, he pretty much got everything else he wanted in life so it would only make sense as the rules of life balanced out. 
 
    “Hey, where did you go?” Ari called his attention back to her and the present. 
 
    “My thoughts have been increasingly wrapped up in you,” he told her honestly and Ari fell silent for a moment. The waitress came back with their drinks and they ordered their entrées. 
 
    “How about a dance while we wait for our food to get here?” Ari asked Mark and he nodded, as much as he was shy about dancing, he was actually looking forward to holding Ari close and swaying to the music with her. On the plus side, a slower, much easier song to dance to was being played by the big band on stage. 
 
    Mark took Ari’s hand and led her into the dance floor spread with couples wrapped up in their own private worlds, much like Mark and Ari were in their own world. The movements came naturally to him as he let the music dictate his steps and he soon found that Ari was an excellent dance partner; following his lead as they swung around the floor, they were perfect counterparts. In that moment, Mark thought for the first time that Ari completed him and his heart felt whole and unbelievably full. 
 
    “It looks like our food might be getting cold,” Ari said in Mark’s ear after their third song and dance. Mark noticed the food sitting on their table and he led Ari off the dance floor so they could eat. 
 
    “So tell me about your family. Do you have siblings?” Mark asked Ari and she nodded while chewing a forkful of her conch salad. 
 
    “I have two sisters, one is older than me, the other younger. My mom raised us by herself after our dad died when I was six. He was a doctor and did a lot of travel to work in underdeveloped countries. He caught West Nile and didn’t get any care until it was too late,” Ari said, her eyes shadowed with melancholy as she thought of her dad. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. Your mother must be a strong woman.” 
 
    Ari nodded, her mood picking up as she smiled fondly while thinking of her mother. 
 
    “Yeah, my mom is the best. She wants the best for us and can be trying sometimes, but we love her to pieces,” Ari said with a smile and Mark found that he was immensely pleased Ari had a loving family even without her father in her life. 
 
    “Reminds me of my mother. She can’t wait for me to settle down, all she ever talks about is how I need a good wife.” Mark rolled his eyes and Ari tilted her head to the side, her eyes seeming as if she remembered something. 
 
    “Didn’t… are—do you ever intend to get married?” she asked, tripping over her words, as she wasn’t sure if she really wanted to ask the question. Mark realized that she must have seen or heard something about Rose. Shit, he didn’t want to discuss that part of his life, especially with Ari and especially now when they were supposed to be having a good time with each other and not a potentially upsetting time. 
 
    “I do want to get married one day,” was his simple reply and he tried to think of something else to talk about, to change the subject. 
 
    “Well, hopefully it’s for the right reasons… and to the right person,” Ari said nonchalantly while she paid particular attention to her next forkful of conch salad. 
 
    “Did you think Darrel was the right reason?” The question jumped out of Mark’s mouth before he even knew he wanted to ask it. He hoped to God it didn’t come out all wrong as he studied her carefully blank expression while she formed a response. 
 
    “I did at one point… but I guess people can hide their true natures and sometimes you don’t see it until it’s almost too late… or too late,” Ari said.  
 
    Mark didn’t want to end up on such a morbid topic of conversation, but he had to know. His earlier discussion with the Darrel ass hole came jumping to the forefront of his mind. 
 
    “What happened with him Ari?” Mark asked, looking at her in all seriousness. She sighed and set her fork down to take a drink of her martini. 
 
    “We had been arguing a lot about Âme, we were getting ready to move forward with the idea and I had just told him the cost to start it up. He had a large trust fund and it would have taken a bit off the top… Darrel just blew up. He called me despicable things and when I got over the shock of him just… going off on me out of nowhere, I started yelling back. I just wanted him to calm down, I was getting scared and he saw that, it was almost like he fed off of it, he just got louder and more aggressive, until—until he hit me. Then he kept hitting me and thank goodness my best friend Brooklyn was coming over to talk about Âme…” 
 
    Ari trailed off, shaking her head and Mark pushed away his burger and fries, unable to eat just as she was. 
 
    “Shit that’s… horrible Ari. Why didn’t you file against him after that?” Mark asked and she shrugged. 
 
    “I just wanted to be rid of him and never have to deal with him ever again. I moved away, I broke off the engagement, and he never contacted me again. Not until that night at Âme,” she said and Mark’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion. So why the hell was Darrel trying so hard to get her attention now? 
 
    “How long have you two been split up?” Mark asked, his curiosity way ahead of his brain to mouth filter as it was propelled by his irrational urge to protect her. 
 
    “About… I don’t know close to a year?”  
 
    Mark didn’t get it; if a guy were going to try and win his fiancée back, he would do it immediately after she left him. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I so didn’t intend on talking about him right now.” Mark apologized for pressing her for so much information about her past, which was painful for her to do and for Mark to hear as it ruined both their appetites. 
 
    “How about another dance and then we get out of here?” Mark asked, trying to lighten the mood. Ari perked up some and nodded, a small smile returning to her lips. 
 
    “That was amazing Mark, thank you for taking me. You really are a great dancer.” Ari smiled at Mark happily as they settled into Mark’s car and started the drive from one stretch of the Florida coastline to another. 
 
    “So are you, I’m glad you were my first official dance partner. You should be honored, I don’t have many firsts left.” Ari laughed at Mark's comment and he smiled, pleased with himself for a night well enjoyed. For as long as he lived, nothing would top this week he was spending with Ari. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter5 
 
      
 
    Clarissa 
 
    Mark drove them back to his hotel rather than Ari’s place and they stayed up watching movies and talked about everything and nothing just the same. Ari felt as if she could spend fifty years with this man and never get bored of him. She was pretty damn sure that he felt the same way about her, too. 
 
    When there was nothing but infomercials on TV, Ari took the lead with Mark this time, making love to him tenderly, saying all the things she was afraid to with touch rather than her words. They fell asleep wrapped up in each other and were perfectly content. 
 
    Morning came around and Ari woke to a bed without Mark. She listened out for him and heard his voice distantly; he was probably on the phone while in the kitchen making coffee or something. Ari stood up and tiptoed out to the living room wrapped up in a sheet, she spotted Mark in the kitchen, facing the closed refrigerator while speaking into the phone, his tone was obviously annoyed and borderline angry. 
 
    Ari stopped walking toward the kitchen and backed up to stand in the doorway of the bedroom and out of the sightline of the kitchen and Mark. 
 
    “No, Roselyn, you don’t have a right to say anything. We’ve been on two dates, it’s not like we're exclusive yet. Just do what you’ve always done and ignore the pictures and gossip surrounding my love life,” Mark said in exasperation. Who was Roselyn anyway and “do what you’ve always done”? What was all of that supposed to mean? 
 
    “Look, I refuse to discuss Clarissa with you, stop calling me. I’ll get in contact with you once I’ve returned to New York,” Mark said tersely and so dispassionately Ari actually winced, feeling sorry for the woman on the other line. 
 
    “I don’t care what you do, I won’t fall to your manipulations Roselyn, goodbye.” Mark ended the call with Roselyn coldly and Ari waited a minute before walking out to the kitchen. She went up behind Mark who had his hand on the refrigerator door handle and his head bowed as if he were collecting himself. He was wearing nothing but boxers and a white t-shirt. 
 
    Keen to Ari’s presence, Mark looked up and turned around, his frown turning into a relieved smile. 
 
    “You have no idea how good you look right now.” Mark sighed in relief as he took Ari into his arms and drew her close. She wanted to ask him about his phone call but decided it was better she not know. “How did you sleep?” Mark asked, his arms still tight around Ari. 
 
    “I always sleep well when I’m with you. What about you?” Ari asked him in return after answering his question truthfully. 
 
    “Same,” he said simply and warmth spread through Ari’s chest at the easy reply. 
 
    “What do you have to do today?” Mark asked Ari and she thought about it briefly. 
 
    “I don’t know actually… what about you?” Ari looked up at him curiously and Mark grumbled a bit before actually answering her. 
 
    “There are some problems with the work site, I have to sign off on a few changes with the architect so the builders can move forward, depending on how serious the issue is, I might have to consider some major design changes and I’m not too happy about that.” Ari stood on her tiptoes to press a kiss to his lips and then moved away from him to get coffee started. 
 
    “Well, you aren’t going to get any work done without caffeine in your system.” Ari said, attempting to sound relatively perky in her current decaffeinated state. Mark laughed and he helped her get the coffee pot going before they went into his room to shower and get dressed. 
 
    Ari walked out into the kitchen and saw she had three missed calls from Darrel. Darrel? Why was he calling her and what was his sudden obsession with her? Nearly a year with absolute radio silence and now he’s decided to pop back into her life. She wouldn’t lead him on. It was probably just best that she continue to ignore him and maybe he would get the message. 
 
    Other than her three missed calls from Darrel, Ari saw a text message from Lisa; she wanted to hang out again, this time having lunch with her and Brooklyn. That blabbermouth, he must have told her. Ari sighed and texted Lisa that she would meet up with them for lunch. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Mark asked as he walked up to Ari, taking the cup of coffee she had sitting out for him. 
 
    “Nothing, I’m going to have lunch with my older sister Lisa and Brooklyn today… I told Brooklyn about you yesterday and he flipped, I think he might have told Lisa, which is exactly what I told him not to do.” 
 
    Mark chuckled, his expression was curious. “Why didn’t you want your sister to know about us?” 
 
    Ari looked up at Mark as if the answer should be obvious. “Mark…” she said on a sigh and Mark gripped her upper arms. 
 
    “I—Ari…” All Mark could do was trail off. Ari supposed she understood why he didn’t finish whatever he wanted to say. She was just as afraid that things would end right then and there in that kitchen as he was. 
 
    “It’s okay, Mark. We don’t have to talk about it until Sunday,” Ari said and Mark released a deep breath before pulling her against his chest in a fierce hug. 
 
    Neither of them brought it up again as they had a late breakfast downstairs in the hotel’s dining area. Mark drove Ari to her condo before he had to leave to go check on his hotel’s building site. 
 
    “I’ll see you tonight?” Mark asked Ari, as she was just about to walk into her building. He leaned against his car as it idled on the curb. 
 
    “Of course, come by when you get everything sorted out,” Ari told him and Mark nodded, his eyes down on the pavement as he clearly battled with his thoughts. 
 
    “I’ll see you later then,” Mark said as he walked around to the driver’s side of the car and opened his door. Ari waved at Mark as he pulled away and she couldn’t help but feel the root of sadness work its way into her heart. As she made her way up to her condo, Ari wondered how much worse it would get when Mark was actually gone. 
 
    *** 
 
    “You’ve lost your lovey-dovey ‘I’m wrapped up in Mark la-la-land’ glow. What happened?” Brooklyn asked Ari as she walked up to him in front of the restaurant where they were meeting up with Lisa. Instead of answering, Ari rolled her eyes at him. 
 
    “You told her didn’t you? You told Lisa.” Ari answered her own question and Brooklyn tried for a look of innocence that Ari didn’t buy for a second. “See! Now you’ve jinxed us.” Ari grumbled in a pout and Brooklyn’s eyebrows furrowed as he studied her troubled expression. 
 
    “Come on, tell me what happened,” Brooklyn gently urged and Ari sighed, shaking her head as she thought about Mark and the fact that he’d be leaving soon. 
 
    “What happened? More happened? Ari don’t worry, we’re gonna hash all of this out over some cocktails and really good food,” Lisa said as she walked up to them, her arm going around her little sister’s shoulders. The three walked into their favorite Puerto Rican restaurant and bar and found a seat in a relatively quiet corner of the dining room. Once their waiter brought them their drinks and took their lunch orders, Lisa and Brooklyn looked to Ari so she could vent. 
 
    “Well… it’s just that he’s leaving soon and he never wants to talk about… us or if he feels anything. He keeps saying how he just wants to live in the now and stuff like that, but I can’t help it. I think I’ve fallen for him,” Ari said glumly and she took a long pull of her Long Island iced tea. “It’s stupid right? It’s pointless, like I could ever be in a relationship with Mark Robinson.” 
 
    “Oh stop it, you are in a relationship with him and if he’s too scared to try and see your relationship past his going back to New York then he’s not worth your time, Ari.” Lisa used her relationship therapist voice and Ari stifled a sigh. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s easy to say when you’re on the outside looking in, Lisa. It’s a lot harder when you’re in my actual position,” Ari snapped and Lisa sighed, her expression understanding as she recognized Ari’s impending heartbreak. 
 
    “Well, maybe you should just stop things before he snaps his fingers and disappears,” Brooklyn suggested and Ari simply took the straw out of her glass and downed half of her drink in one gulp. 
 
    “I should. I should do it tonight… I should just end it… I need willpower to do that though,” Ari said with a waver in her voice. 
 
    “Don’t you dare, girl. If you start crying, I’ll start crying, and then Brooklyn will probably be arrested for assault on the most eligible bachelor on the planet.” Lisa pointed a stern finger in Ari’s direction and she put a firm clamp on her emotions before taking another drink of her iced tea. 
 
    “I need another…” Ari grumbled and Brooklyn patted Ari’s hand while Lisa motioned for the waiter. 
 
    “How about you just blow him off tonight, go out with me and Sandy, then deal with Mark tomorrow?” Lisa suggested. Ari did perk up at the mention of their younger sister Sandy; she knew how to have a good time and could cheer anyone up from the lowest of lows. 
 
    “You know what, I think that is a really good idea,” Ari said and Lisa smiled triumphantly. 
 
    “Wonderful! It’s a date then, we’ll go pick Sandy up from her job and then go shopping for outfits and then we’ll visit mom and head to my place to get ready for a Thursday night out on the town!” Lisa planned out the rest of the day excitedly and Brooklyn sighed. 
 
    “I wish I could come, but Thursday nights are almost as busy as Friday nights and Eric needs the help,” Brooklyn said with a regretful sigh. 
 
    “Don’t worry Brooklyn, we’ll have enough fun for you and a date,” Lisa promised while her eyes lit with excitement as she had already begun looking forward to their sisters’ night out. 
 
    “That’s an interesting idea, maybe you should take a date Ari,” Brooklyn suggested and Ari scrunched her nose. She was pretty sure any guy would pale in comparison to Mark, and she was also sure it would be like that for a long time to come. 
 
    “Oh! Yes, actually Marcus said he just hired two new guys at his architectural firm and wanted to take them out and get them acquainted with south Florida, I should call him and tell him to bring them for tonight, so you and Sandy can have dates!” Lisa said excitedly, already pulling out her phone to text her husband Marcus. 
 
    “No, no, really you don’t have to put Marcus on the spot like that Lisa,” Ari said hurriedly, though it was too late as Lisa had already put away her cell phone, having had sent him the text. 
 
    “It’s done, actually you’d be doing me a favor too because Thursdays and Fridays are our date nights,” Lisa explained and Ari sighed. She might as well get used to this; after Mark left for good, Lisa, Brooklyn, Sandy, and even her mother would be setting her up left and right to try and help Ari move on. 
 
    Ari had another drink and barely touched her food as Brooklyn and Lisa chatted nearly non-stop to compensate for Ari’s sullen mood. After their lunch, Brooklyn went off to work his shift at Âme and Lisa and Ari drove to Sandy’s law firm where she all but ran from the building, eager to be free from work. 
 
    “I am so glad you called me, where are we going tonight? I just closed a case for the county and I am ready to celebrate,” Sandy said eagerly while she shimmied into Ari’s car, excited for the night ahead of them. Sandy was just as beautiful as their mom with the lightest of the three sister’s brown skin and their same green eyes. Her hair was a little thicker and curlier than Ari’s and Lisa’s, but it worked with Sandy’s heart shaped face, framing it beautifully and making her appear all the more exotic. 
 
    “I don’t know, somewhere or other in Miami or maybe near Hollywood Beach. Wherever Lisa decides to drag us,” Ari said sullenly while trailing Lisa’s car to the outlet mall. 
 
    “Hey, you stop that right now. No pouting, my strong, outgoing, always smiling, and quick-witted sister is not going to be depressed over some guy who is afraid to man up and face his emotions. If Mark wants to let the best woman he ever met slip through his fingers, then screw him. You live your life,” Sandy said firmly and Ari glanced over at her thoughtfully. 
 
    “You’re right, this isn’t me. I shouldn’t start acting like some lost puppy over a guy now when I never have before. Not even with Darrel,” Ari said resolutely, her spine straightening and her acceptance and resolve hardening that her affair with Mark would soon end. 
 
    “Exactly, now we’re going to go shop for killer outfits and go out with those two hot guys Marcus has lined up for us tonight,” Sandy said resolutely and Ari agreed with her in kind. Lisa and Ari parked outside of Saks Off Fifth at the Sawgrass Mall, a popular outlet mall that had just about everything a shopper could ever need on its grounds. 
 
    “Ooh, we should have had lunch here at Grande Lux,” Lisa commented as they got out of their cars and headed towards Saks. 
 
    “I’m a little offended you didn’t pull me out of work early so that I could have lunch with the rest of you.” Sandy pouted as they walked through the racks of clothing, heading to the women’s section. 
 
    “Well, you are here now and coming tonight, Brooklyn had to work so you guys traded off.” Lisa appeased Sandy and Sandy shrugged as she pulled out a tight fitting black dress to look at. 
 
    “So what do our dates look like, Lisa?” Sandy asked as Ari preoccupied herself with looking for something sexy yet tasteful for their night. 
 
    “Oh, I made Marcus send me pictures of them, they’re really hot, look.” Lisa pulled out her phone and showed Sandy and Ari a picture of two guys holding coffee mugs and trying not to laugh. They were both wearing tucked in button down shirts and solid colored ties; obviously Marcus had just snapped the photo of them while in the break room or something. 
 
    “The one with the sexy beard is Kevin, and the one with the hipster bun is Ron.” Kevin did have a sexy low cut beard that looked like something between weekend scruff and a five o’clock shadow. His hair was brown and tousled and his eyes were a milk chocolate color. His light colored skin seemed tanned and he appeared to have a nice build under his shirt and tie. Ron looked to be a bit intense with pretty light green eyes, pouty lips and a square jawline. His hair was cool, dark and pulled back into a slick man-bun. He was taller and appeared to be more muscular than Kevin. 
 
    “I think I’ll take Kevin, gotta love a guy with facial hair, it just feels so nice on the skin,” Sandy said suggestively, Lisa rolled her eyes and Ari giggled. After they discussed the looks of Sandy and Ari’s dates, the girls focused on their outfit hunt. Ari was determined to push Mark out of her mind so that she could begin to push him out of her heart. 
 
   


 
  

 Mark 
 
    After spending all day reconfiguring the plans for the ground and first floors of the hotel, not to mention the entire placement of the parking garage, and having to go fifteen million over budget for extra erosion prevention measures, Mark was beyond ready to go home to Ari and lose himself in her comforting warmth. 
 
    He just needed to see her and hear her voice, smell her scent, touch her skin. He needed to make sure she was still his, still wrapped up in their bubble. After that awkward moment over coffee that morning, he couldn’t shake the anxiety he felt, as if Ari might decide to end things before he was even remotely ready to give her up. 
 
    Mark pulled into the garage of the hotel he was staying at. He stayed in his car to scroll through his phone for Ari’s cell number to give her a call and let him know he’d soon be on the way after grabbing a change of clothes. 
 
    Mark dialed her number and it rang several times before he heard Ari’s voice apologizing for missing his call and promising to get back to him as soon as possible if he left a message after the beep. 
 
    “Hey baby, call me back quick, I can’t wait to see you.” Mark left a quick message and then decided to shoot her a text in case she couldn’t listen to her voice mail right away. Afterward, he got out of his car and went up to his suite. Mark made an overnight bag and called his office back in New York to address some investor queries about rumors that were leaked about Mark’s 100possible merging with Mr. Ivory and his famed Ivory Towers that were a symbol for hotels and resorts worldwide. 
 
    Mark could have only imagined who that rumor was leaked from. Ever since the photo came out showing Mark and Ari at the groundbreaking ceremony, Roselyn had gone full-blown bitchy. Calling him every second and threatening not to agree to marry Mark should he ever choose to finally ask her. 
 
    Then the calls started coming in about the “rumored Ivory merger.” The pressure was building on the bubble he tried so hard to keep around himself and Ari. He just needed her; he needed to reassure himself that she was still there with him, on the same page. From how she made love to him the night before he knew she felt what he did. But did that make him a complete ass? A selfish ass and a stupid one at that? For falling so hard for her and having her feel even remotely the same when he fully intended to leave her at the end of the week? Mark hadn’t known that he had grown to be so selfish. 
 
    Mark sighed, frustrated with himself. Perhaps it was because he never allowed himself to feel any sort of emotion with a woman before, that now he didn’t know how to handle it, didn’t know how to fit it into his life. How he could possibly have a life with Ari? 
 
    Mark stopped his pacing and realized that the sun had been set for a while now, the time read half past ten and Ari hadn’t gotten back to him at all. She’d at least get back to him if it turned out that she would be busy tonight. Perhaps she got caught up at the lounge? 
 
    Mark was just about to call her again when she texted him back finally. All it read was that she was fine, but wouldn’t be able to see him tonight. Cold fingers made their way around Mark’s chest, constricting his lungs. This was it, she was going to end things between them and he wasn’t ready for it. 
 
    Mark stared at his phone for a beat and then made the call. He wasn’t letting her go before he was ready. 
 
    “I need you to track this phone number for me,” was all Mark said before reciting Ari’s phone number, within minutes after ending his call, Mark received an address and he hurried downstairs to his car. He was going to South Beach to find Ari. 
 
    Mark stood just inside the club Ari was still at dancing with some prick with his hair in a stupid bun and roaming hands. He had just whispered something in her ear and she laughed, her eyes bright; she actually found him funny. The prick swung her around on the dance floor and with his back facing Mark; Ari’s eyes met Mark’s over the prick’s shoulder. 
 
    Ari froze in the guy’s arms and Mark pushed off from the wall, striding over to her, his attention solely on Ari. He cut across the dance floor and tapped the guy’s shoulder. 
 
    “Excuse me, but do you mind if I have a word with your… date?” Mark had trouble getting the word out past his gritted teeth; he had an intense feeling of ownership towards Ari. 
 
    “You’re Mark Robinson!” The guy had obviously had a couple of drinks and it added to his surprise, thankfully this allowed for the guy to let Ari go obligingly and he stepped away from her so Mark could cut in. 
 
    Mark took Ari’s hand and slipped his other around her waist while he pulled her further into the cover of dancing people. He danced with her slowly, even though the song was upbeat. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Mark asked Ari and she glared at him in disbelief. 
 
    “Mark what are you doing? What are we doing?” Ari was angry and in full force, too. Mark wondered if she’d had much to drink. “How did you even find me?” she asked and Mark took two breaths to calm his response to her. He wanted to haul her over his shoulder and tie her up in his hotel. 
 
    “Look, I need you Ari. Right now, and I know you feel the same way about me, so why fight it?” Mark answered her and Ari rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Oh please, Mark. You fully intend to go back to New York and go on with your life like I never existed. Why would I torture myself by being with you when you’re leaving?” Ari said angrily and Mark growled, frustrated with himself and with circumstance. 
 
    “Just be with me here! Now! Don’t think about New York or my leaving,” Mark begged and Ari shook her head angrily. 
 
    “How could I not think about that Mark?” Ari asked and she stopped dancing, she and Mark were now standing still in a sea of pulsing bodies. Mark cupped Ari’s face in his hands and he kissed her, his lips crashing down onto hers and moving with all the pent up passion he felt. Ari broke the kiss abruptly, pulling away from him, her eyes wild and conflicted. 
 
    “Just come with me Ari, please,” Mark begged and she visibly faltered. Mark pressed his advantage and kissed her once more, this time his tongue slipping into her mouth, tasting the sweet alcohol on her tongue, he felt her moan just before she melted against him. “Come home with me please Ari,” Mark whispered against her lips and she nodded. Mark took her hand and all but hauled her out of the club and all the way to his car where he sped to his hotel. 
 
    Ari didn’t say anything the entire ride over and she still didn’t say anything when they made it to his suite. Mark pulled her over to the couch with him and sat her down. Now that she was here he wasn’t sure what to do, mostly because he wasn’t sure what she was thinking. 
 
    “Just make love to me, Mark, please,” she whispered. Mark could do that, he could definitely do that. Mark leaned over and pressed his lips to her neck, inhaling her delicious scent. She leaned into him and lightly tugged at his tie as she undid it and slipped it from around his neck. Mark’s hands were a thousand miles ahead of Ari as he gripped the smooth fullness of her ass beneath the fabric of her tight little black dress. 
 
    Mark pulled her onto his lap and she straddled him as her fingers undid the buttons of his shirt and her lips kissed just under his ear. Her tongue flicked out, running up along the cup of his ear and her teeth captured his earlobe into her mouth. Mark’s grip on her tightened as his cock punched up against his pants. Her mouth was driving him insane. 
 
    Ari’s hands come into contact with Mark’s naked skin and she ran her hands up to his shoulders, pushing off his shirt and then lightly raking her nails across his back. Mark’s mouth slid from her neck to her collar and her chest as she lift herself off of him a fraction to pull her dress off over her head. Her hair tumbled down around her face and onto her breasts, held by the sexiest black lace bra. Mark’s eyes roamed down her body and he cursed when he saw she didn’t have panties on. 
 
    “You fucking went out with that guy and you had no panties on?” Mark was furious at what that prick could have seen, could have touched. Ari was his dammit. 
 
    “Calm down, it was just so I wouldn’t have any panty lines.” Ari put her hands on his chest while it heaved as he tried to take deep breaths to calm himself. 
 
    “I don’t care why you didn’t wear them. When you go out you need to wear underwear,” Mark said, his voice low as he stared at her with such intensity all she could do was shiver and then nod. Mark wrapped his arms around her waist and lifted her with him as he stood up, she wrapped her legs around his waist and he walked with her into his bedroom. Mark dropped Ari on the bed and she bounced on the mattress, her expression surprised. Mark took off his shoes, pants, and boxers before he bent down to kiss Ari and push his hands into her hair, he gripped her hair in his hand and turned her head to the side so he could kiss and suck on the spot that drove her crazy the most. 
 
    “Mark… Mark, please,” Ari moaned before arching up, her body begging to be touched. Mark undid her bra with his free hand and then flicked it to the ground. All she had on were her strappy silver heels with red bottoms. That’s exactly how Mark wanted her, especially as he would have her legs resting on his shoulders soon. 
 
    Mark’s lips slid from her neck to her breasts where he sucked her nipples into his mouth one at a time, hard and fast. Ari cried out and her fingers went to his hair as he let go of hers and gripped her waist to push her further back onto the bed. He climbed over her and then lowered his head to her belly button, teasing the sensitive skin there. Ari’s hands pulled at his hair and clawed at his shoulders, as she was overwrought with sensation. 
 
    Mark would make sure no one could compare to him when it came to making Ari feel as good as he could. Ari’s legs rested over Mark’s shoulders as his mouth slid even lower and finally licked into Ari’s sensitive folds as he sucked on her flesh and tasted her heat. Mark slid two fingers into her and worked them in tandem with his tongue, causing Ari’s fingers to tighten on him, marking him with her passion. 
 
    Ari’s back bowed with the force of the orgasm that ripped through her and Mark tasted her climax on his tongue, loving the almost sweet taste of her. Mark didn’t wait for her to come down from her orgasm; instead he slid her down to meet his rigid cock as he slid into her with one smooth stroke. 
 
    Ari cried out and Mark groaned at the feel of her as she spasmed and squeezed around him, her orgasm drawn out at his entry. Mark lifted her feet to his shoulders and slid deep into her, his pace starting hard and fast as he rocked into her. Ari screamed his name as she was swept up into another orgasm and Mark shouted at the pleasure of her gripping his cock so tight and milking him towards his own orgasm. 
 
    Mark didn’t let up; he drove into her deep, touching the very heart of her over and over again. Ari lost it yet again, tears falling from the corner of her eyes as a third orgasm swept through her. Mark could feel that his own release would devastate him as his balls drew up tight, everything south of his waist incredibly sensitive. Mark called out Ari’s name as his climax exploded from him, his back bowing as he was wrecked by the orgasm. 
 
    Mark couldn’t hold himself up and he let Ari’s legs fall to the sides as he collapsed on top of her. 
 
    After the haze of passion subsided, Mark slid out of Ari and lifted himself off of her. He took her shoes off and then got up from the bed to go and get a washcloth for her. After cleaning her up he climbed into bed and pulled her against his chest. Ari was awake, her eyes dazed, but content and she said nothing while she settled against him. 
 
    “You ruined me, Mark,” Ari whispered so low after a long stretch of comfortable silence that Mark almost didn’t hear her. He looked down at her face and found she had drifted off to sleep. Ari had no idea how much she had ruined him. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter6 
 
    Clarissa 
 
    Ari woke up in stages, her deliciously sated body not wanting to leave its comfortable slumber. Hell, Ari didn’t want to get up face what she had to do today. It was for her own sanity that she had to break things off with Mark. What they had wasn’t healthy or logical and frankly it didn’t make any sense at all. 
 
    Also, she had to get up for practical reasons; her sisters would be worried about her as she pretty much disappeared at the club with an angry-looking Mark. Ari felt his finger tracing the slope of her nose and the line of her jaw and she opened her eyes almost reluctantly. Mark was smiling at her with his head propped up with his hand as he lay down facing her in bed. 
 
    “I knew you were awake, you get this little wrinkle in between your eyebrows when you think about something,” Mark said before leaning forward and kissing that place in between Ari’s eyebrows. Ari’s heart broke a little then, but she refused to cry. “What were you thinking about?” Ari bit her lip and weighed the merits of breaking things off then and there or maybe just waiting until Sunday when he left. She could have two whole days with him and delay the depression that was almost guaranteed to come when he was gone. 
 
    “I have to call my sisters, they’ll be worried about me,” Ari said lamely and Mark nodded, understanding and a bit of relief crossing his features. Ari got out of bed, stretched, and then first went into the bathroom before she left the room in one of Mark’s t-shirts and went to get coffee started and call Lisa first, then Sandy. 
 
    “So, she’s alive after all,” Lisa said sarcastically after answering Ari’s call. 
 
    “Yes, I’m alive… I’m at Mark’s hotel,” Ari said, her voice low as she could hear Mark's voice in the other room. He was most likely taking business calls already. 
 
    “Well, I figured that’s where you’d be. We all saw him kiss you last night and then haul you out of there as if you were surrounded by demons!”  
 
    Ari laughed as she leaned against the countertop in the kitchen, waiting for the coffee pot to brew. 
 
    “He was… angry,” Ari said, unable to explain everything in full to Lisa. 
 
    “He seemed pretty intense, and oh my goodness, he really is as gorgeous up close as he is on TV and in GQ and Forbes.” Ari laughed again, rolling her eyes. “He’s still leaving though…? He didn’t find you to tell you that he’d make things work?” Lisa asked and Ari sighed. 
 
    “Yeah… and no,” Ari replied and Lisa fell silent. 
 
    “That idiot, how he’s made himself so successful, I’ll never know. You know what you have to do, right Ari? It’s bad enough that you let him take you home with him.”  
 
    Ari wanted to whine and throw a fit at the unfairness of it all. She wanted to bang Mark’s head against a wall until he came to his senses, but she couldn’t do that. The only sane thing to do was walk away and Lisa was right, she had to do it now. 
 
    “Yeah, I know what I have to do. Can you tell Sandy I’m not dead in a ditch somewhere?” Lisa promised to call Sandy for Ari and then they ended the call. Ari almost screamed when she turned around and found Mark directly behind her; he was reaching into a cabinet for the coffee mugs. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t want to make any noise while you were on the phone. Sorry for scaring you.” Mark smiled, though something was different. It didn’t reach his eyes and, more importantly, he wouldn’t make eye contact with Ari. 
 
    “It’s all right, you’re just lucky I didn’t have hot coffee in my hands or anything like that.” Mark smirked, the smile leaving his face just as quickly as it appeared. Something was off; he couldn’t have deduced anything from Ari’s phone call even if he heard most of it. 
 
    “I got a call from James Ivory just now, he’s the founder and owner of the Ivory Towers hotel and resort chain…” Ari wondered why Mark was telling her this, especially as Mark was studiously pouring coffee for both himself and Ari. 
 
    “I’ve heard of him, isn’t his company in the Fortune 500, like yours?” Ari asked him and Mark nodded. 
 
    “I don’t know if you’ve heard the rumors, but we were talking about a merger sometime in the near future; he wants to keep his business in the family, so the only way we would merge is if… is if I marry his daughter, Roselyn.” As soon as Mark said her name, Ari remembered that phone conversation she overheard. That was the real reason he couldn’t have anything with Ari when he went back to New York. 
 
    His business came first and he would marry this Roselyn person to grow his empire, as if he didn’t already have enough. Ari took the cup of coffee he held out to her and she brought the lip of the cup to her lips, but was unable to drink any of the coffee. She put the mug back down and looked out over the water. 
 
    “You never told me you were… getting married. That you planned on getting married soon,” Ari said. 
 
    “I didn’t really know if it would be soon, not until he called me just now, saying that he wants to move forward if I was serious about marrying his daughter.”  
 
    Ari felt it, the next crack in her chest that was her heart breaking. It wasn’t as if she had no idea this was going to happen. She knew nothing lasting could work out between them. Plus, let's face it… Ari wasn’t even Mark’s type. He wouldn’t settle down with someone like Ari. This Roselyn woman, whoever she was, would be the better fit for him. 
 
    “I see…” was all Ari said and she ran her fingers through her hair absently while her eyes were glued to the ocean outside. The waves were choppy today, the water looked restless and almost volatile; there must be an advisory for currents out. Ari wondered if the ocean knew what was happening, if the ocean knew what Ari was feeling in that moment. 
 
    “It’s funny actually… I was going to talk to you just now about us. It doesn’t make sense really and it’s better we end things now, rather than drag this out until you leave,” Ari said, her voice oddly strong and clear, betraying none of the emotion she felt inside. 
 
    “You were going to tell me just like that?” Mark asked, his voice hoarse. Ari looked at him then and found his eyebrows furrowed and his golden eyes hurt as he looked at her. 
 
    “Yes, I—I just can’t do it anymore Mark, not when you’re leaving. Now you’re leaving to go get married… to your business,” Ari said plainly and Mark winced at her words. “This time we spent together was wonderful, I won’t deny that. It’s come to an end though, it has to,” Ari said and Mark nodded, his eyes sullen as his gaze slipped from her face and to the floor, his shoulders slumping and all. 
 
    “You’re right. I was selfish to hold on to you like this and—I have to start thinking about my future now,” he said, practically proving the point of his selfishness. He had to start thinking about his future now, with some other woman in another state and ultimately the future of his business.  Ari sighed, shaking her head. She couldn’t believe he was going to marry someone for something as shallow as personal gain. His business was thriving all on its own, what was his insane drive for more fueled by? Ari couldn’t fathom it, and frankly, she didn’t want to. She just wanted to be rid of Mark and move on from their little dalliance. 
 
    “Well, I’m just… going to get dressed, then,” Ari said lamely and she hurried into his room to quickly change. The faster she made it away from him, the sooner she could cry and then move on from him. Ari walked out of the bedroom and grabbed her clutch from the couch and her phone from the kitchen counter, where Mark was still standing in boxers and nothing else, his hands on his hips as he stared out at the view he loved so much. 
 
    “Let me call a car for you Ari,” Mark said and Ari stopped walking toward the door. She turned halfway towards him and then sighed. She supposed it would be better than taking a cab home, the ultimate walk of shame. 
 
    Mark used the hotel’s phone and within five minutes they called back to inform Mark that a car was waiting downstairs. Ari left without another word to Mark and made it safely inside the black town car without shedding a tear. She even made it all the way to her living room until the tears started up. 
 
    Ari sniffled and walked into the bathroom to take a long, hot bath. She thought about staying in all day, but it was Friday and she had to go into Âme tonight to make sure things ran smoothly. Maybe she could just call in the other manager and have him help Brooklyn tonight, though, because as she played absently with the bubbles in the bath, the water turning tepid, she didn’t feel any better and she was sure that the tears would start up again. 
 
    It was nearly two o’clock, four hours after she got home, that Brooklyn called Ari’s cell. Ari drained the tub, being forced to get out so she could answer the phone. 
 
    “Hey girl, what you up to?” Brooklyn asked his tone carefully light as if he realized Ari could be heartbroken when he called. 
 
    “Do you think Jack would hate me if we called him in to work tonight?” Ari asked Brooklyn instead of answering his question. Brooklyn paused before answering, clearly trying to figure out what that meant about Ari’s state of mind. 
 
    “No, he actually mentioned that he was looking for a little overtime, he’s planning a trip to… never mind, I’ll call Jack in, he’ll be happy to work tonight. Why though? Are you staying home?” Brooklyn asked and Ari sighed. 
 
    “Yeah. I think I just need to be home and maybe have some ice cream, watch Thirteen Going on Thirty so I can witness someone’s happy ending, even if it is a fictional character,” Ari said glumly. 
 
    “Oh, baby girl, you ended things with Mark then, huh?” Brooklyn asked, his voice dripping with concern.  
 
    Ari didn’t particularly want anyone feeling sorry for her at the moment, it only made her feel worse about herself and the entire stupid situation. 
 
    “Yeah, we ended things. He’s getting married,” Ari told Brooklyn and he gasped in shock. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    Ari nodded and then remembered that she was on the phone. 
 
     “Yeah, he has someone in New York he is going to marry, so that his company and her father’s can merge.” Brooklyn was stunned into silence. Ari stood up from sitting at the lip of the tub. She walked through her bedroom and out to the kitchen to get some water going in the kettle for some of her favorite mint tea. 
 
    “That’s… fucked up. That’s really messed up Ari,” Brooklyn finally replied and Ari shrugged. 
 
    “It is what it is, it’s his decision. People still do get married for money nowadays.”  
 
    Brooklyn went off in a rage, cursing Mark with every negative word he could think of. It did make Ari smile and even giggle a little, though her mirth was short lived. 
 
    “That man doesn’t need to merge, he doesn’t need any more money. Him, his children, and his children’s children are fucking set. Fuck him. Whatever. I’m gonna call Jack and then I’m calling Sandy and Lisa, you don’t need to be alone right now,” Brooklyn said 
 
    “It’s okay, I do need to be alone Brooklyn, and I just want to watch my movie, eat ice cream and cry.” Ari pouted and Brooklyn argued that he wouldn’t allow it. After telling Ari that there would be no further discussion, Brooklyn ended the call and Ari drank her tea while pouting until her sisters knocked on her door. 
 
    Ari fixed her robe and then took a deep breath before answering her door. Lisa and Sandy walked in with a huge pizza, garlic knots, and a tub of mint chocolate chip ice cream, which was Ari’s favorite. 
 
    “All right, we’re doing this one time and one time only, let the wallowing begin!” Sandy said as she put everything down on the kitchen counter. Lisa simply hugged Ari before she closed the front door and they joined Sandy in the kitchen. 
 
    “I’m not wallowing… all I was gonna do was have ice cream and watch a movie…” Ari said lamely. Her sisters saw right through her and went about putting the ice cream in the freezer and getting plates for the pizza. 
 
    “Yeah, okay sure. So tears and thinking about him wasn’t going to be part of the equation?” Sandy asked Ari with a hand on her hip. 
 
    “It’s okay to say Mark’s name Sandy. Ari needs to hear it so she can move on that much sooner,” Lisa told Sandy in her therapist voice, as if Ari wasn’t standing right next to Lisa. 
 
    “Can you guys please, just… I don’t know, act normal?” Ari asked, exasperated already. Lisa patted Ari’s back in an attempt to comfort her, but she found it to be a bit patronizing. Ari left the kitchen and went to her room to change into some sweat pants and a t-shirt. After which she reluctantly went back into the living room and saw that Sandy already had Netflix up on the TV and Thirteen Going on Thirty was paused at the opening credits. Lisa was splitting up garlic knots onto the three plates that were set out with giant slices of New York Style cheese pizza on it. 
 
    “Come on, we’re just about set up,” Sandy told Ari and Sandy sat Ari down on the couch. Ari grabbed a sofa pillow and pulled her legs up underneath it. Lisa handed everyone their plates and sat down on one side of Ari, while Sandy sat down on the other side. 
 
    “So feel free to cry anytime, we also have tons of tissues,” Sandy told Ari and she sighed, but nodded. She couldn’t deny that she might need them pretty soon.Mark 
 
    Mark had decided to return to New York early. After the necessary changes with the hotel had been made, the builders and architect said things were moving smoothly, so Mark felt that he was no longer needed until the hotel was finished. 
 
    That and the call from Ivory had been sobering. He very seriously wanted to move forward with the process of merging. After the rumor had been leaked, by none other than Roselyn herself, of course, both stocks in Ivory Towers and Robinson Resorts shot up in the market. It was a calculating move by Rose, but she’s great at being manipulative. After she had seen the picture of Mark and Ari at the groundbreaking ceremony, she must have felt threatened by Ari. 
 
    Truthfully, any woman would feel threatened by Ari, she was gorgeous and exotic, successful, smart, vibrant, the list went on. Now Mark was sitting on the plane and dreading the dinner he set up with Rose. Their third date and she wanted to cook for him. At her place. It was obvious she wanted some better attention from Mark. He was just in no state to even kiss Rose on the cheek; he didn’t think he would get through the date at all. Anyway, he had to if he wanted this merger, Ivory saw that picture of him and Ari and was now keeping an eye on how Mark treated Rose, if she wasn’t happy, Mark could kiss his hopes for the future of his company goodbye. 
 
    Mark downed the last bit of rum in his tumbler and reclined in his seat. Well, no one said he had to be completely sober when he dealt with Rose. He had only two drinks anyway, so he was only sporting a light buzz. The plane would be landing in about half an hour so he could even have another drink if he wanted. 
 
    Once the plane landed, Mark had to admit that he was sporting a buzz. He hid it well though and made it down the plane’s steps without falling over the railing and onto the tarmac. Once he was in his car with his usual driver, Paul, in the front, Mark took a few deep breaths and pulled out his phone to call Rose. 
 
    While Mark scrolled through his contacts, he came across Clarissa’s name, simply seeing her contact information speared him. His craving for her poked its head out and roared loud. Mark wanted Ari. He grit his teeth and forced himself to forget about her, pushing all thoughts and memories of her to the outskirts of his mind. Soon she’d become a sweet memory and then a dream. Soon Mark would be able to return to normal for good. 
 
    Mark dialed Roselyn’s number to let her know that he would be arriving at her apartment soon. Of course she exhibited all the proper motions of being excited and even lamented a little about how she missed him. Why couldn’t she just be straight? They both knew this marriage wouldn’t be for love, so why try and fake it? At least then they could have tried to make a friendship out of it and Mark could have tried to have a little respect for Roselyn. 
 
    Paul pulled up to Roselyn’s building on the Upper East Side and Mark thanked him before getting out and heading up to the top floor. He wanted nothing more than to go home, but he had to deal with this first. 
 
    “Mark!” Roselyn’s breathy voice exclaimed as she welcomed him into her place with a tight hug that lasted way too long for Mark’s comfort. She made sure to press her body flush against his. “Welcome back, how does it feel to be home?” she asked while she took Mark’s hand and led him past the foyer and to the left toward her dining area. The table was set for two, one across from the other. Mark wished she would’ve set the table so that he was sitting at the head and she at the foot, more space between them. 
 
    “Well, it’s uh… less humid, I suppose,” Mark said, sounding almost glum. Roselyn tilted her head at him and gave an odd smile. 
 
    “You’re sad about the lack of humidity?” she asked with an almost derisive chuckle. 
 
    “I really love an ocean view, being near the beach was nice.” Mark felt as if he was making a betrayal by telling Roselyn the same secret he shared with Ari. 
 
    “Oh, I can only imagine. We should go on a nice vacation somewhere tropical, it’d be incredibly romantic don’t you think?” Roselyn asked with almost too much innocence as she gestured for Mark to sit at the table. 
 
    “Tropical vistas often are,” was all he said in return as he lowered himself into the chair. Mark watched as Roselyn sat across from him, he noticed what she was wearing for the first time, a short red dress that clung to her subtle shape, it made her cleavage appear to overflow and was supposed to display what curves she had. That dress wasn’t made for someone like Roselyn, she obviously wanted his attention tonight and she was going to lengths to get it. 
 
    “So… what are we having tonight?” Mark asked and Roselyn perked up when the awkward silence that settled between them was over. 
 
    “I had the housekeeper make skirt steak, along with some asparagus and roasted baby potatoes.” For some odd reason Mark was upset that Roselyn didn’t cook like she said she would. She went through the trouble to get him to her apartment and she didn’t even cook in the long run? They could have gone out if that was the case. 
 
    “Do you not like asparagus…?” Roselyn asked with faux concern in her voice, he knew she didn’t really care one way or the other what his tastes were like for food. 
 
    “No, it’s fine… I just thought you were actually going to cook for me,” Mark said and Roselyn laughed. 
 
    “Of course you did, you’re such a man. Mark, you honestly wouldn’t want me to cook for you, you’d either get sick or end up eating toast… or both I suppose.” She laughed at her own joke, Mark snorted to appear as if he found her funny. If she could pretend then he would have to also. 
 
    “So how was work down south? Did everything run smoothly?” Roselyn asked, her tone suggestive and her expression annoyingly suspicious. 
 
    “The groundbreaking went according to plan, but day one into building, the construction crew came into a few issues we had to address with the architect. I had to approve a completely new design for the ground floor and parking garage.” Mark ignored her subtle prodding and just as she was about to reply the housekeeper served the meal all at once, laying out salad and the main course, before she retreated to the kitchen. 
 
    Mark was hungry and at least he knew Roselyn didn’t lace his food with anything since she wasn’t the one who cooked it. 
 
    “Well, that’s terrible to hear, I hope you were still able to get something close to the design you had intended.”  
 
    Mark nodded while chewing a piece of steak. The housekeeper really knew how to cook. It reminded him of the Latin inspired food of south Florida. 
 
    “The architect I hired is really good at his craft, he was able to configure something extremely similar.” Roselyn made some vague comment, pretty much acknowledging that she heard what Mark was saying. They ate in thick silence for a while before Roselyn thought of something to say. 
 
    “My parents wanted to set up a dinner with the both of us soon, my mother was thinking maybe Friday we could get together?” Roselyn didn’t exactly pose this as a question to Mark, more of a statement with a questioning undertone. 
 
    “Friday’s are usually hectic for me, but I will try my hardest to keep my schedule open for you. Around what time do you think your mother would want to have dinner?”  
 
    Roselyn positively beamed when Mark phrased that he would keep his schedule open for her and not open in general. There, that should appease her for at least a week. 
 
    “Well, we usually have cocktails at seven thirty and dinner at eight, it would be okay if you missed cocktail, but I’m sure my father would keep you late for a cigar and brandy after dinner,” Roselyn said with a smile in her voice. Mark thought that, underneath all of Roselyn’s fake outward appearance, she could be really fond of the lifestyle she was brought up in, the routine of her mother having cocktails at seven thirty and dinner at eight, her father having a cigar and brandy afterward; entertaining the occasional business partner. 
 
    Mark understood she wanted the security of that lifestyle; she wanted the security marrying him would give her. She didn’t care if there was no love shared in the marriage that would allow her dream to happen. Mark almost shook his head. His mother would probably castrate him for even thinking about marrying for gain instead of love, let alone actually going through with it. 
 
    “You still with me Mark? Thinking about work?” Roselyn asked, seeming a little paranoid, Mark thought. 
 
    “Yeah, being back in New York means back to my busy schedule. I put off a lot while I was down there so tomorrow will be hectic at the office to say the least,” Mark answered, using the out Roselyn gave him. 
 
    “Oh, I can only imagine, so you probably won’t have time to get lunch tomorrow then?” she asked, probably hopeful that Mark would throw her another bone and make an exception in his schedule for her. 
 
    “I’ll have a little time for lunch in the office, if you want to stop by around eleven-thirty then feel free,” Mark said, leaving the invitation open for her reluctantly. Roselyn gave him a wide smile, immensely pleased that Mark was sticking to his word this time and starting some sort of relationship with her. 
 
    “Oh, of course, I’ll be free by then,” she said happily and Mark found that he was genuinely curious to know what she did with her days. On the two dates he had been on with Rose, she mentioned going to Columbia and studying political science. 
 
    “What do you do with your days Roselyn?” Mark asked and she smiled, seemingly relieved conversation was picking up between them. 
 
    “Well, I started working for this start-up non-profit charity in SoHo, they specialize in eco-friendly and innovative advancements in underdeveloped regions of the world, whether it be for technological advancements, economical, educational, that sort of thing. It’s a large organization, but it has really taken off.”  
 
    Mark couldn’t help but see Roselyn in a new light. At least she didn’t plan socialite events all day and shop like he thought she did. 
 
    “Wow, that sounds really interesting. What do you do there?” Mark asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    “I plan fundraisers and benefits.”  
 
    Mark almost laughed out loud. Well, at least she planned parties for a good cause. It wasn’t like she needed the salary. 
 
    “That’s honorable Rose, for your next event, be sure to put me on the guest list,” Mark said, still holding back his laughter. R 
 
    “Oh I will, don’t you worry about that,” she said and Mark smiled, unable to help himself. At least she planned parties to raise money for charity and that truly was honorable. Roselyn surprised Mark today and it wasn’t a bad thing. Maybe this arrangement would work after all. They seemed to be having a good conversation, a polite conversation… 
 
    “So how about dessert?” Roselyn asked when it became apparent that they were both done with their meals. 
 
    “What’s on the menu?” Mark asked and instantly regretted it when a heated gleam flickered in her eyes. 
 
    “Well, we have ice cream and freshly made brownies. Don’t worry about the calories though, those can be worked off in no time,” Roselyn said brazenly, smiling at him with clear meaning written all over her face as to what she was really alluding to. Mark wondered if she would let him out of her apartment without taking him to bed first. As soon as sex came to mind, Mark instantly thought of Ari and pictured her perfect body laid out on his sheets. 
 
    He needed to stop this already; Mark forced a slow smile and made direct eye contact with Roselyn. He heard her breath hitch and saw the excitement in her eyes. He would forget about Ari, even if it drove him a little insane. 
 
    “Well, how about it then? I’m dying for something sweet,” Mark said, his voice low and suggestive. Roselyn all but jumped out of her seat. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll just go and get it then, the housekeeper will have already gone home for the evening,” Roselyn said breathlessly before disappearing through the door that led to her kitchen. So Roselyn even gave her housekeeper the night off in hopes that she and Mark would end up indisposed. 
 
    Mark sighed. He wished Roselyn had served something much stronger than wine, he needed to be numbed by the alcohol tonight. Mark drained his glass of wine and poured himself another just before Roselyn returned with two dessert plates filled with a brownie and dollop of vanilla bean ice cream on top. 
 
    “I hope you like vanilla, I heard it was your favorite,” Roselyn said and Mark almost choked on the wine he was drinking. He looked up at her and she smiled innocently. 
 
    “Vanilla was my favorite, until I tried this really good chocolate flavor on my trip, I have to say I missed out on a lot. It’s good though, that you have this brownie at the bottom,” Mark said as she set his plate down in front of him. 
 
    “Well, in any event, the better flavor is on top.” Roselyn smiled and she actually batted her eyelashes at Mark before taking a seat and digging into her dessert. Mark took three silent deep breaths before eating his dessert, leaving the ice cream on his plate for good measure, and drinking the rest of the bottle of wine. 
 
    “You can’t possibly make it to your car after drinking so much wine, Mark,” Roselyn said softly once they were finished and Mark made to stand up, a bit unsteadily. Mark managed to stand and looked at Rose. Her gaze was hot on his unfocused one and she reminded him of some sort of predator; a vampire, ready to suck Mark of all his life and energy, leaving him as nothing but a shell. 
 
    Roselyn wasn’t the type to give, to share, and to fill Mark’s heart like Ari did; no, Rose would keep, hide, and empty Mark’s capacity to love. If they went to Rose’s bed right now, Mark had this gripping fear that he’d truly begin to lose his soul and he just wasn’t ready for that. 
 
    “I can, I have a driver… I did drink too much and I’d hate to be a burden on you… I’ll see you tomorrow Rose, dinner was wonderful.” Mark only slurred his words a couple of times before leaving Rose at the table, looking a bit crestfallen. When Mark was safely descending to the ground floor in the elevator was when he started laughing. He laughed at how ridiculous this entire situation was, then his mirth sharply fell and he had to force himself not to cry. 
 
    Mark needed to go home, not to his townhouse—that was too big and empty for him to handle at the moment—he needed to go home, to Brooklyn, to his parents’ house. Mark wanted to see his old dog, Ignacio, who was living well beyond his years. Mark needed the comfort of home, not the cold emptiness of the life he built for himself. 
 
    Once Mark made it downstairs, Paul was waiting for him and he told Paul to take him to his parents’ house, that he’d be spending the night. Paul didn’t ask any questions; he simply got Mark safely into the car and safely to his parents’ house across the bridge. 
 
    Mark walked up the few steps to his old front door and quietly let himself in, it was nearing midnight and his mom and dad would be well asleep by now. He made it inside and locked the door behind him. Ignacio, the sturdiest beagle Mark ever knew, padded into the front room. Ignacio wouldn’t bark at this hour unless there was someone at the door he didn’t know. Ignacio was happy to see Mark and Mark bent down to give the old dog much-needed affection. 
 
    “Hey old man, kept my room lived in for me?” Mark whispered before walking through to the family room and up the steps to the second floor. His parents had the entire third floor remodeled into a master retreat when Mark went off to college; at the time he thought it was gross, but as he grew more mature he realized it was for times like these when Mark needed to come home at all hours of the night so that he wouldn’t wake them. 
 
    Mark carried Ignacio to his room with him, not wanting the old dog to overexert himself. Ignacio curled up right in his old spot, the pile of laundry near the bed still on the floor from his last visit. The room wasn’t too small, but of course it wasn’t big, after all they did live in the city. It was your standard room, a full sized bed, a desk to the right of it, the window looking out to the street over the desk, across the room a dresser with TV stationed over it, and next to that his closet. 
 
    Mark wondered if his mom washed the few suits he left here, he might end up at work in the same suit he flew in. Mark collapsed onto his old bed and curled up under the blankets, his eyes closing before he was even aware of it. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter7 
 
    Clarissa 
 
    Getting through the weekend was hard for Ari; she had to admit she was heartbroken over Mark having left her behind. It’s not that she wanted to go with Mark. No, she had her life and her business here, but she had to eventually admit to herself that she wanted a relationship with him. 
 
    Then again, she had to admit to herself that a relationship with Mark was irrational and just plain wouldn’t work. So Ari went through the motions: she got out of bed, she went to work, hung out with Brooklyn or her sisters. Ari only saw her mom once because the woman was just too perceptive and Ari couldn’t bring herself to answer any of her mother’s questions. 
 
    Ari sat at her favorite coffee house with her e-reader and an iced coffee. Today Brooklyn was forcing her to spend it doing things she liked to do: read, get her nails done, pamper herself. Ari had been going in to check on Âme more frequently lately and according to Brooklyn, she was worrying the staff, not to mention driving them crazy with her micromanaging. 
 
    So here she was, forcing herself to get back into the swing of things. She kind of wished she hadn’t chosen a horror novella to read. She was trying to stay away from happy endings, but Ari thought she could use one right now, maybe even a romance with a happy ending. It was time she started moving on and that meant being able to sit through romantic comedies at the movies while behind a stupidly sweet couple on their third date. 
 
    Ari was looking through the selection of novellas on her tablet, wondering what to check out, when she glanced up and saw him. Darrel was sitting at the table across from hers and he was simply staring at her. He didn’t say a word and neither did she. A waiter came out with Darrel’s coffee and scone and Darrel thanked the guy before simply pretending as if he wasn’t sitting in front of his ex-fiancée that he’d been calling non-stop for the last week and a half. 
 
    Ari wasn’t going to subject herself to being near this man if she had no desire to even hear his voice, let alone see his face. Ari put her tablet into her purse and grabbed her coffee; she stood up and left without a second glance in his direction. 
 
    Just when she was finally ready to move on from Mark, this one shows up. It could just be a coincidence. Ari and Darrel had been there many times before when they were still together. Ari couldn’t really blame Darrel for having breakfast, plus he didn’t even say anything to her. Ari was probably just being sensitive. 
 
    Ari got into her car and decided she’d move her mani-pedi up to this morning instead of later in the afternoon. Hopefully, she’d be able to relax after she pampered herself a little bit. 
 
    Ari’s phone rang as she was getting into the car and she answered it without checking who was calling. 
 
    “Ari.” Darrel’s voice surprised her and she actually paused while pulling on her seat belt, not knowing what to do. “Ari, I know you’re there, I can see your car. I just want to talk to you.” Ari didn’t look around for him; she clicked on her seat belt and hung up on Darrel, nearly speeding from the parking lot of the coffee house. 
 
    When was he going to get it already? They were over, Ari didn’t want anything to do with him and he should accept it and move the hell on. Goodness knew Ari had, and now she was trying to move on from moving on. Ari sighed, feeling better the farther she got from the coffee house and Darrel. It sucked that she wouldn’t be visiting her favorite coffee spot for a while. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ari felt marginally better after getting her nails done and joking around with the skilled, yet funny, Korean man who gave her the mani-pedi. Ari decided to go home for a quick nap before heading out again. She was supposed to meet her sister Sandy for lunch. Ari had the suspicion that Brooklyn enlisted her sisters’ help again to keep her preoccupied and away from Âme for the time being. 
 
    Well, Brooklyn’s plan wouldn’t last forever, as soon as the weekend came around, Ari would have to go back to Âme, she’d just have to remember to let her employees work, they had minds of their own. 
 
    Ari pulled into her building’s garage and got out of the car, she dropped her keys on the way out and bent down to pick them up and lock up the car. When Ari straightened, she nearly screamed when she saw Darrel not two feet away from her standing near one of the garage pillars like a damn statue. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you? Why are you standing there like a creeper, and why are you here?” Ari yelled at him, beyond the capacity for patience regarding Darrel anymore. She really should seriously consider filing that restraining order; this was ridiculous now. 
 
    “I just need to talk to you, can you at least hear me out? I’ll leave you alone after you listen to what I have to say,” Darrel pleaded. The fact that he wasn’t demanding or yelling gave Ari pause. Maybe she could hear what he had to say so he’d leave her alone. 
 
    “Fine. What?” Ari asked and Darrel took a step towards her, she took a step back and he stopped, sighing instead. 
 
    “I want to make things right with us, Ari. I tried to give us both time to heal, but I can’t wait any more. I need you, I’ve always needed you and I let things cloud my mind. Stupid things, superficial things. I should have never put my hands on you and I swear to you I never will again. I just want another chance, baby, please? Let me make it up to you and show you I can be better than I was, that we can go back to how the way things were between us before we got so stressed out with Âme.” 
 
    Darrel spoke seemingly all in one breath and Ari sighed when he fell silent. She didn’t know how to get it into his thick skull that she wanted nothing to do with him, now or ever in the future. He was remorseful, though he still didn’t apologize for hitting Ari. 
 
    “Darrel… I realize that our split must be hard for you and I know you must hate yourself for what you did. I did love you at one point, you’re a good guy, but your judgment just got screwed up. You broke something vital to our relationship that cannot be fixed, Darrel. So please, just move on… because I can’t be with you, not now or in the future,” Ari said truthfully.  
 
    Darrel’s features went from hurting and remorseful, to unreadable and void of emotion in about three seconds flat. 
 
    “You won’t even try to forgive me? You won’t even try?” he asked, his voice reminding her of how it was before he attacked her that night their relationship ended. 
 
    “No, Darrel, I have forgiven you and I’ve moved on. I don’t want to make the same mistake twice… You need to forgive yourself and move on,” Ari answered, her voice stronger than she felt. 
 
    “Whatever, you’ll regret it… You’ll regret it,” was all Darrel said before walking off, leaving the parking garage and Ari rooted to the ground, fear creeping slowly into her heart. She didn’t know if Darrel changed or got worse and that was what scared her most. 
 
    Ari eventually forced herself to calm down enough to make it to her apartment; she locked herself inside and curled up on the couch. Ari let the pent up emotion of dealing with Darrel, and not having anyone to hold her, free and she cried while hugging her throw pillow. After the last sobs left her, Ari picked up the phone to call the police. She would file a restraining order against Darrel; she wouldn’t let herself become victimized by this man. 
 
    Ari spent an hour with two policemen in her kitchen making a proper statement to get the ball rolling on the restraining order. She was given a measure of relief that she had enough information and evidence to file for a restraining order, though one policeman told her that Ari’s decision to drop the charges against Darrel after the initial abuse could work against her in court, but if he came around again, she needed to call the police. 
 
    This gave her a measure of relief that she was doing what was necessary for her protection, but she was afraid about timing. How long would it be until she got a court date? What if Darrel acted before the courts did? She couldn’t stay locked up in her condo forever. After all, she did have lunch with Sandy in half an hour. Ari took a deep breath, she’d simply call the number Officer Rick gave her and Darrel would be dealt with if he bothered her again. 
 
    Ari nodded to herself and took a deep breath, hardening her resolve. She could do this, and she would go out. Ari grabbed her purse, made sure her pepper spray was in her bag, and headed out to go meet Sandy. 
 
    Ari met up with Sandy at Panera Bread and debated telling her about the morning’s events with Darrel. 
 
    “Girl, whatever it is you might as well spit it out. It’s written all over your face that you’re debating telling me something,” Sandy said while studying Ari closely. “Oh my God, you’re pregnant!” Sandy said with a dramatic gasp, her hands covering her mouth, her eyes widened in shock. 
 
    Ari rolled her eyes and sighed just as dramatically as Sandy was acting. “No! I’m not pregnant, of course not. I, um… I filed for a restraining order against Darrel,” Ari said almost hesitantly, Sandy gasped, otherwise not moving from her shocked pose across the table from Ari. 
 
    “Why did you file now? What the hell happened Ari? I mean good for you, but what the hell happened?” Sandy was in more shock than Ari was over the whole thing and Ari hadn’t even told Sandy the entire story yet. 
 
    “I saw him at my little coffee shop and then left, but he followed me home and threatened me after I told him that things were over for good between us.” Ari gave Sandy a condensed version of the story, knowing she probably wouldn’t react well if she knew the details, like how cold Darrel looked and how much he scared her still. 
 
    100“Thank goodness you called the cops, Ari, don’t spare him any consequence this time okay? That man needs to leave you the hell alone. Do you want to stay with me until the courts issue the restraining order?” Sandy offered and Ari shook her head. 
 
    “No, I’ll be fine. I don’t want to fall into any fearful habits. If I see him again, whether up close or far away, I’m calling the police,” Ari said, strength in her voice. Though she didn’t dismiss the idea completely. 
 
    “I understand, but you know all you have to do is knock on my door and you won’t have to worry about anything,” Sandy said sincerely and Ari nodded, she understood completely that her sister had her back. 
 
    “I know, don’t worry about me, though, I’ll be fine. Promise,” Ari said and smiled at Sandy reassuring both herself and her sister. 
 
   


 
  

 Mark 
 
    Mark woke feeling shitty; his head felt like it was filled with cotton and he swore he was hearing ghosts. Mark sat up in bed and remembered that he had come to his parents’ house last night. He could hear them whispering outside his door. Mark checked his watch and cursed, he was more than an hour late for work, and he had a meeting in five minutes and would most likely miss it. 
 
    Mark jumped out of bed and opened his closet, finding a clean towel and thankfully a few clean suits. He grabbed what he needed for a shower and hurried across the hall for a shower. 
 
    “Marco, you didn’t tell us you were coming home last night.” Mark’s mother, Isabella stopped him in the hall and he saw his dad’s retreating form heading downstairs. Mark bent down to kiss his mother on the cheek and flashed a grin at her. 
 
    “I didn’t even know, Mama, but I'm sorry, I’m running late. I’ll be back for dinner, though.” Mark slid into the bathroom, away from his mother’s calculating stare. She obviously wanted to get to the bottom of his unexpected visit. Really, Mark didn’t know himself. He just wanted the comfort of home. 
 
    Mark took a quick shower and got dressed even quicker before carrying Ignacio downstairs with him and briefly greeting his father who was sipping a cup of coffee and reading the paper. He kissed his mother goodbye and patted Ignacio on the head before hurrying outside. Paul was waiting with the car on the curb and Mark got in with a huff. 
 
    “Thanks, Paul, for being here, I don’t know if I would have made it today,” Mark said as Paul got into the car and peeled out into traffic, he was an experienced New York driver and skillfully wove through traffic, getting Mark to the city as quickly as possible. 
 
    “Of course, sir. Will you be staying at your parents’ home again this week?”  
 
    Mark nodded absently while checking his email and texting his assistant that he’d be more than a little late to his ten o’clock meeting with his Florida investors. Mark hadn’t had the time to tell his investors of the added cost of reconfiguring the ground floor and parking garage. They’ll want a full update on the changes and what was going on, especially what that meant for the schedule for the hotel being completed on time. 
 
    Paul pulled up to the Garden Tower on Sixth Avenue and Mark hurried past reception and up to his offices on the twenty-third floor. 
 
    “Mr. Robinson, the investors are waiting in your office, you only have twenty minutes left of their time, sir,” Mark’s assistant informed him while taking Mark’s briefcase and Mark thanked him. 
 
    “You’re a magician for getting them to stay so long, lunch is on me today, Brian.” Mark smiled at his assistant in thanks and then hurried into his office where six investors milled around the room impatiently. 
 
    “Mark, we were beginning to think you had taken our money and run off to stay in Florida,” Robert Stein quipped as Mark walked through the glass doors of his office. 
 
    “I apologize for my tardiness, gentlemen. Rest assured, I haven’t made off with your money and skipped off to Cuba,” Mark said, glancing at Stein with a smirk. “If you’ll please join me, we can address all of your concerns,” Mark said while moving over to the small conference table near his desk. 
 
    The meeting bit into Mark’s time slot for his next one; his entire day went by like that, one step behind. Mark had to cancel lunch with Rose and while she pouted over it, Mark was relieved he didn’t have to sit through painfully awkward conversation with her for twenty to thirty minutes. 
 
    Mark finished work more than an hour late and had Paul drop him at his parents’ and sent for some of his clothes to be brought over there as well. Mark supposed he would spend the week with his mom and dad. 
 
    “There is my son, I was beginning to think you forgot about dinner. I made your favorite tonight, Marco.” Mark’s mom used his Italian name. Mark had changed his name from Marco Rabottini to Mark Robinson when he was just starting out in the business world so that he wouldn’t be associated with any Italian mobsters. Yes, he turned his back on a large part of his heritage, but he felt it would help him fit in better to the American business world. 
 
    Mark walked into the kitchen and he could smell the delicious eggplant Parmesan before seeing it laid out on the kitchen table. “It smells delicious, Mama, thank you.” Mark kissed his mother and sat down at the table. Ignacio padded up to the table, ever vigilant for dropped morsels. “Where is Papa? He's working late tonight?” Mark asked his mom as she sat down at the table and started fixing a plate for her son. 
 
    “Yes, they had a malfunction with one of the printing machines, he had to stay to help get the paper printed.” Mark’s mom filled him in and Mark nodded thoughtfully. His father had worked for one of the largest newspaper printing companies in the city for as long as Mark could remember. He should be retiring soon, though; Mark didn’t think it was okay that his dad was out so late working. 
 
    “You know your father, Marco, work is his passion. That and he is the most experienced so they needed him to fix the machine,” Isabella said with a smirk.  
 
    Mark smiled; his mom always found a reason to laugh at her dad, he thought that was what kept their relationship so strong. His father, Chris, was always a source of laughter for his mom; they made each other happy… they loved each other like a married couple should. 
 
    “This is delicious, Mama, you’ve outdone yourself this time.” Mark leaned over to kiss his mother on the cheek before going back to his food. 
 
    “I outdo myself each time I cook for you and your father. Soon I’ll be a five Michelin Star chef!” Mark laughed and his heart was filled with the love he had for his mom. This was exactly what he needed. 
 
    “Mama, it only goes up to three stars,” he said with a laugh still in his voice. 
 
    “My joke was still funny though, so we’ll make the exception, Marco,” his mom said while patting Mark on the hand fondly. Mark couldn’t help but laugh again. 
 
    They ate in comfortable silence for a few moments before Isabella got that look in her eye. Mark knew she would soon ask him why he was there, and more importantly, why he had an overnight bag packed well enough for all week. 
 
    “I missed you, Mama, that’s all. I missed you and Pop and Ignacio, so I thought that instead of visiting you for a night and only seeing you for a moment, I’d spend the week here and really spend some time with you guys,” Mark said truthfully. He did miss home and his parents; he was just spurred to make this visit by his conflicting emotions over how he was living out his life. 
 
    “I don’t doubt you’re homesick, you hardly call or visit us anymore and I never know what is going on with you, Marco. You have become so successful and your father and I are so proud of you, but you must always, always remember your roots, remember how I raised you.” Mark’s mother looked at him in all seriousness and Mark nodded. She patted his cheek affectionately before they went back to having dinner. 
 
    “So when did Pop say he’d be back?” Mark asked his mom. She told him that he’d most likely be back in the morning, as he had to oversee printing for the night. “You should talk to him about retiring soon, Mama. You guys can travel the world, visit Italy more often. It’s not good that he's being worked like he's in his twenties,” Mark lectured his mother. This time she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I tell him this every day, Marco, don’t think I haven’t tried everything. He’ll only stop working if the company forces him to. That man is more stubborn than you.” Mark’s mother put emphasis on the word and she lifted an eyebrow at Mark, a smile touching her lips. 
 
    “I’m not stubborn, Mama, I am simply driven. There is a difference,” Mark said, bringing up their age-old teasing argument. 
 
    “Yes, well, you could drive yourself into a ditch and not be able to drive out of it. So be careful Marco.” Mark’s mother had finished her food and she took his empty plate with her to the sink. Mark helped her clean up, putting a plate for his father in the oven; even if his dad missed sitting down with the family at dinner, he never ever missed eating dinner. Mark’s dad would eat his wife’s cooking at any time of the day. 
 
    Mark started wondering if Ari could cook, he bet she could and he wanted to kick himself for not finding out if she liked to cook. Then he shook himself internally; what was he thinking anyway? He was supposed to be forgetting about Ari, not wondering if she’d be a good wife and mother like his mom was. Mark knew for a fact that Ari would be ten times better than Roselyn. 
 
    Mark sighed deeply as he put the wrapped up leftover eggplant Parmesan into the fridge and his mother looked at him with questioning concern. 
 
    “What’s troubling you, Marco?” she asked matter-of-factly, wanting no nonsense from Mark and a straight answer. Mark wasn’t ready to tell his mother that he was going to marry Roselyn Ivory and he simply shook his head. “Well, you’re here for the week and so am I, you know you can tell me anything,” Isabella said in a motherly tone. 
 
    “I know, Mama, thank you.” Mark kissed her soft cheek before walking towards the staircase, Ignacio followed after him and looked up at Mark expectantly when Mark made to climb the stairs. Mark scooped up the old dog and went to go take care of some work in his room. 
 
    Roselyn called him later than was usual, and their conversation was short and superficial. Mark made plans to have lunch with her the next day and felt sick to his stomach when he hung up the phone, his mother’s words haunting him. Perhaps Mark should think of things in terms of what would kill his mother if he told her and what wouldn’t. If Mark told her he was marrying Roselyn and what he was marrying her for then he was sure he would be responsible for his mother’s death. 
 
    Mark sighed and laid on his bed; while he stared up at the ceiling he let himself think of Ari. She was everything he didn’t know he wanted in a woman and all that he did want. He wondered if she had gotten over him already and moved on, or if he broke her heart and left her alone back in Florida. He’d never forgive himself if it were the latter; then again, he was also having a hard time coping with the idea that she had moved on. 
 
    Mark was going to have a hard time sleeping. He decided to just go for a jog, and then maybe he would exhaust himself into sleeping. Mark changed into something he could exercise in and left the house for a quick run around his old neighborhood. Mark ran four miles by the time he returned home and he was surprised to see his father’s car in one of his parents’ parking spaces. 
 
    Mark entered the house quietly, locking the door behind him and greeting Ignacio who wagged his way into the front room. Mark had brought him down before leaving. 
 
    “Marco, that you?” his father’s gruff voice called out from the kitchen and Mark walked through to the kitchen to greet him. Chris gestured for his son to have a seat at the table and Mark did after grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge. “So how are things with you, Son?” Chris asked before taking a bite of his dinner they saved for him. 
 
    “Things are hectic as usual, Pop, but business is good so I can’t complain,” Mark said before taking a swig of water. Mark’s father watched him for a moment and then nodded thoughtfully. Mark’s father was the observant one and he always seemed to know what Mark was thinking, more than Mark’s own mother did sometimes and that was saying something. 
 
    “Business is steady and that’s always good, so now that you have your future secured, what about your heart, hm? Who will you share all that you’ve built with?” Chris got right down to the core of Mark’s troubles and Mark swallowed another drink of water nervously. 
 
    “I don’t know Pop, I haven’t really been looking,” Mark said evasively and his father gave him a look, he didn’t even have to voice that he knew Mark was lying to him. 
 
    “So why did you come in here drunk off your ass last night, mumbling about some woman named Clarissa?” Mark stared at his father in shock; had he really been that drunk last night? 
 
    “I don’t… know what you’re talking about, Pop,” Mark said, not wanting to talk about Ari at all. 
 
    “Of course not, you were drunk. You wouldn’t remember mumbling how much you missed Clarissa and wanted her back.” Mark’s expression shut down and he was about to get up to head to his room with Ignacio. He didn’t need to be lectured by his father about something he knew nothing about. Chris was obviously tasked with finding out the dirt by Mark’s mother. 
 
    “Look, before you storm up to your room in a huff, Marco… just know that your mother and I want what’s best for you. If you came here for answers, we cannot give them to you. If you love this girl, then you fight for her,” was all Mark’s father said before Mark walked away with Ignacio in his arms. Damn his father for being right all the time. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter8  
 
      
 
    Mark 
 
    Mark couldn’t sleep; he was all worked up over the conversations he had with his parents the night before, and thoughts of Ari flooded his mind. He couldn’t keep her out anymore. With memories of her came his never-ending craving for her. 
 
    Mark made it to work on time, he had breakfast with his parents, exchanging pleasantries while the weight of their concern for him hovered over the room. Mark was staring at his computer in his office, he was supposed to be replying to a very important e-mail from one of his resort managers in Grenada who was retiring and sent Mark suggestions for his replacement. Mark simply could not focus, though; he was irritable and couldn’t sit still long enough to get any measure of work done. 
 
    “Mr. Robinson, Roselyn Ivory is here for your lunch appointment,” Mark’s assistant told Mark over the intercom and Mark took a deep breath before allowing her back. Three minutes later Roselyn walked in holding a bag from a nearby deli that Mark frequented for lunch. They had great subs and soups. 
 
    “I got your favorite, the little deli on the corner is famed because of your frequent visits,” Roselyn said with a smile as she walked over to Mark’s desk with the food, setting it out for them. Of course she got a salad for herself and Mark his usual sandwich. 
 
    “How’d you know what I like over there?” Mark asked her, surprised she knew exactly how he liked his sandwich. 
 
    “I simply asked and they made it for me,” Roselyn said plainly while settling into the seat across from him. Mark thanked her and took a bite of his sandwich, Mark wanted to get this lunch done and over with already. 
 
    “So how was your day yesterday? I could only imagine how busy you must have been catching up with work,” Roselyn said before taking a delicate bite from her salad. 
 
    “It was hectic. I was one step behind with everything. But I managed to catch up,” Mark said briefly before taking another bite of his sandwich, his eyes flitting to the time. 
 
    “So I dropped by your apartment last night to see if you were okay after having to cancel our lunch yesterday, but you weren’t home.” Rose tilted her head at Mark, looking at him almost accusingly, as if Mark could have been out with other women. 
 
    “I went to visit my parents. If you want to see me, Roselyn, all you have to do is call and I’ll see what I can do,” Mark said with an exasperated sigh, unable to mask how much Rose tried his patience. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I just wanted to surprise you, get your mind off of work…” Rose said and Mark took a deep breath at the suggestive note to her voice. 
 
    “That was a sweet gesture, but unnecessary, especially seeing as how things turned out. Just call next time is all, Roselyn,” Mark said, softening his annoyed tone for her benefit. 
 
    “You’re awfully short today, Mark,” Roselyn said, pointing out the obvious and Mark put his sandwich down to look at her. 
 
    “I apologize, I’m in a foul mood today Roselyn. I didn’t mean to take it out on you,” Mark said and Rose pursed her lips. 
 
    “Well, maybe I can help you with that…” Rose said, already standing and moving around the desk toward Mark. She pulled his chair out from the desk a fraction and sat on his lap to take his face in her hands. Roselyn didn’t give Mark any time to protest before her lips were moving against his. All Mark could think about was how this wasn’t Ari. How Ari didn’t feel, taste, or smell like Roselyn and it was wrong. Ari wasn’t even in New York and she was still driving Mark crazy. 
 
    Mark broke the kiss with Roselyn and gently pushed her off of his lap while standing up. “Rose… this is wrong. I can’t do this,” Mark said, a giant weight seeming to leave his shoulders all at once. 
 
    “W—what?” Rose said, sputtering in shocked indignation. “What do you mean you can’t do this?” Rose said, obviously angry at his rejection of her. 
 
    “I mean, I can’t marry you just so my company can merge with Ivory’s. Your father wants to keep his company in the family then fine, I just… I can’t marry you when we don’t even like each other,” Mark said truthfully. Roselyn’s angry expression turned crestfallen. 
 
    “But what about your future? Merging with my father would be a great move for your company and we… we could work on having a relationship, I’m trying,” Rose said, sounding as sincere as Mark had ever heard her. 
 
    “I know, Rose, I know, but I can’t. It would be unfair to both of us if we went forward with this marriage. You need to marry someone you love and so do I. We both deserve that much in life,” Mark said and Rose sneered at Mark, rearing her angry head again. 
 
    “Someone you love? So you’ve fallen in love with some random black chick that lives more than a thousand miles away? How is that going to work Mark? How’s that going to reflect on you?”  
 
    Mark wanted to shake her for talking about Ari so derisively. 
 
    “It would work exactly how I want it to work, and frankly, who I might or might not be in love with is none of your business. It’s below classless to talk about someone you don’t even know with such contempt just because her skin color is different from yours, Roselyn.”  
 
    Rose dismissed his reply entirely. 
 
    “So what! She’s some nothing that can’t live up to the lifestyle you’ve built for yourself. Think about what you’re saying, Mark, because your future with my father’s company depends on it.” 
 
     Mark looked at Roselyn with such contempt that she actually took a step away from him. 
 
    “How about this Roselyn, I am no longer interested in a merger with your father’s company. I don’t like you and will no longer subject myself to spending time with you. Therefore, there will be no more hopes of us marrying and no need for us to continue this farce,” Mark said to her face before walking over to his office doors and opening one for her to exit. Roselyn stood in shock for a moment before collecting herself gracefully, grabbing her purse, and leaving. Mark sighed. He managed not to insult her throughout that entire ordeal, which was amazing. 
 
    Mark needed to call Ivory now before Roselyn could whisper lies in his ear. Ivory was a stand-up man, he would understand Mark’s loss of interest with a merger and respect his decision, as well as Mark’s decision to cut things off respectfully with his daughter. Which is exactly what happened, no matter how upset Roselyn got. Frankly, she behaved like a spoiled brat and Mark was a strong man not to have told her so. 
 
    Mark phoned Ivory and, just as he predicted, the man understood completely and respected his decision, though Ivory did try and convince him otherwise by stating the gain they would both incur by merging. Mark stuck to his decision to end any hopes of the merger and Ivory laughed, said Mark was crazy, but otherwise wished Mark the best. 
 
    Mark took a deep breath, feeling lighter than he had in a long time. This wouldn’t kill his mother, his parents would be proud of what he just did. Not that he would ever tell him what he almost went through with. Now Mark had to figure out how to get Ari back and make a relationship work between them. 
 
    Mark spent the rest of the day preoccupied and irritable; he wouldn’t be completely back to normal until he had Ari, he couldn’t deny that he needed her to function. Giving up on Roselyn and Ivory was just step one. Mark had to admit, if saying no to Ivory made the man try and convince him to merge, then Mark truly was a worthy competitor in Ivory’s eyes and simply wanted to mete out fierce competition. Mark smiled to himself, remembering a conversation he and Ari had. Mark had built his empire, now it was time to manage it and damn him if he wouldn’t do it with Ari by his side. 
 
    Mark left the office early, he needed to get a plan together, and he couldn’t sit still any longer. First he would go to his parents’ house and apologize for being rude to his father, then reassure them he would make the right decisions in life. Then, of course, Mark had to tell his mother about her future daughter-in-law because as soon as Mark got the proper things in order, he was making Ari his and asking her to marry him. Mark wouldn’t let himself think about the possibility of her saying no, he couldn’t. Mark would fight for her. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Excuse me, sir, you want to look into doing what?” Mark was on the phone with his assistant and had just told him to look into moving Mark’s offices to South Florida. 
 
    “Don’t be so alarmed, Brian, anyone who absolutely can’t relocate with me will have a job secured for them making the same or higher than their normal pay grade.” Brian was silent on the other line for a moment as Mark rode in the car to his parents’ house. 
 
    “It will be a lot of work, sir, to pick up and go in the middle of tourist season,” Brian said, shock still evident in his voice. 
 
    “I know, Brian, but this is something I have to do,” Mark said sincerely and Brian sighed before promising to stick with Mark and help him move his offices from New York to Fort Lauderdale. Mark would be exactly where he wanted to be, with Ari. 
 
    Paul dropped Mark off at his parents’ house and Mark walked in just as his mom was getting dinner ready. 
 
    “Oh Marco, you’re home early. Good day at the office?” Mark walked into the kitchen and kissed his mom on the cheek before hugging her tight and spinning her around in an impromptu dance. “Well, I suppose this means you had a fantastic day at work today then?” Mark’s mom asked with a girlish giggle in her voice. 
 
    “Yes, I came to my senses. I had a revelation and I owe it to you and Pop. Where is he?” Mark asked as he stuck his head out into the hallway, looking for any signs of his dad being home. 
 
    “He’s upstairs, I will get him,” Isabella said before yelling loudly for Chris to get down there and see their son. Mark couldn’t help but laugh at his mother’s quirkiness. Mark’s dad came down the stairs a minute later and smiled at Mark, patting him on the back in greeting. 
 
    “How was work today, Son?” he asked Mark and Mark hugged his dad; it was a manly hug, yes, but a hug none the less. Then Mark sat both his parents down at the table, his expression light and excited for what he was about to tell them. 
 
    “I’m getting married,” Mark said and Isabella jumped up, celebrating already about finally becoming a grandmother. 
 
    “To whom?” Chris asked his son, ever observant. Mark smiled slowly and he wanted to shout out to the world that it was Clarissa, Clarissa Francis. 
 
    “A girl I fell in love with while I was in Florida, Clarissa,” Mark said, admitting for the first time that he was in love with Ari. Mark’s father smiled, a look of pride entering his eyes. 
 
    “Oh, he’s in love! You can see it all over his face; my baby boy is going to marry the love of his life! I’ve prayed for this moment, Marco.” Mark’s mother clasped her hands together, a watery smile on her face. 
 
    “So when do we meet her, Marco? Have you asked her to marry you yet?” Mark’s father asked. Mark shook his head, his excitement subsiding at the thought of how much he had to make up to Ari before asking her to marry him. 
 
    “I messed up with Ari, I left her. I told her that we couldn’t work and I just left her. But I’m going back to make things right with Ari, I’m not whole without her,” Mark said truthfully. Mark’s mother took him in her arms, pulling his head down to her shoulder and kissing the top of his head like she used to do when he was younger. 
 
    “You will make things right and then you will be whole again. I know for a fact no woman can deny my son, you are too handsome… but don’t forget to grovel, otherwise you could lose her,” Mark’s mother said, completely contradicting herself and causing Mark to laugh out loud. 
 
    “You have to tell me what to do, Mama, I’m out of my depth… I’ve never had to chase after a woman before,” Mark said, embarrassed he was asking his mom for advice. Honestly, she was the best source of advice, she’d tell him exactly what he had to do better than any of his “friends” who would probably leak their conversation to the media anyway. 
 
    “Well, since you left, showing up on her doorstep with flowers is a nice start. You must humble yourself, Marco; if she’s really the one who has your heart, then you must treat her as such. Also you have to tell her that you love her,” Mark’s mom said resolutely. Mark nodded, taking her word as gospel. 
 
    “Also you have to tell her things like you were stupid and that you will die if you can’t have her. Women like to hear things like that,” Mark’s father piped up and Isabella smacked him lightly on the shoulder, though smiling fondly. 
 
    “Tell her the truth, Marco, you can’t go wrong with the truth, then if she loves you in return she will forgive you. Then you should cook for her, women love a man who can cook,” Mark’s mother lightened the tone of her advice with that last bit, though what she was saying made a lot of sense to him. 
 
    “Yes, women also love a man who knows how to grovel so don’t forget to get on your knees,” Mark’s father chimed in again causing Mark’s mom to laugh and kiss him on the head before continuing with preparing dinner. 
 
    “Also, when you’ve won her back, don’t forget we want to meet her. So don’t keep her cooped up all to yourself forever. Also, we’d like to be there when you propose.” Mark’s mom was already telling him what to do concerning Ari; he had gotten the ball rolling when he asked for her advice, but now she’ll probably tell him to buy them a condo in Florida so they can visit. It wasn’t a bad idea, but once Mark got Ari back, he was keeping her all to himself for a while, until he could stand to share her with the world again. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mama, you’ll be included in our lives. Just please, when you meet her for the first time, try not to ask about grandchildren until we are at least married.”  
 
    Mark’s mom rolled her eyes, but pouted a little. 
 
    “Fine,” she said with a sigh and both Mark and his dad laughed at her. Mark left his parents to talk so he could go and pack his things, he had a late flight to Florida and he wouldn’t waste a second in getting to Ari. 
 
   


 
  

 Clarissa 
 
    Ari woke up abruptly, her mood souring already as she realized loud knocking on the door was what woke her up. She looked at her bedside clock and saw it was nearly one in the morning. For a moment, her heart seized up on her when she realized it could be Darrel at the door, ready make good on his cryptic comment from earlier. 
 
    Ari got up slowly from bed and grabbed her phone; if it was Darrel then she was calling the cops and not even opening her door. Ari walked to her front door and checked through the peephole. It wasn’t Darrel… it was Mark? Ari’s heart sped up double time in her chest and she fumbled to unlock the door. Ari managed to get it open and Mark charged right in taking Ari up into a tight hug. 
 
    “God, I missed you,” Mark said, his arms tightening around her even more. Ari couldn’t even process fully that he was there, in her apartment and not in New York. Ari was mostly trying to get air into her lungs at this point. 
 
    “I can’t… can’t—breathe…” Ari said and Mark loosened his hold on her instantly, though he didn’t let her go.  
 
    Mark wasn’t letting go of Ari and she slowly wrapped her arms around him, returning his embrace. Mark finally let Ari go so he could close the door and lock it. Ari took that to mean he’d be staying for a while… but why was he here? Why’d he come back? 
 
    “You’re here…” Ari said and Mark turned around to face her, he nodded once, his eyes restlessly taking in every inch of her. One would think it had been years since he saw her instead of a few days. 
 
    “I came back for you. I love you, Ari and I can’t stand being away from you,” Mark said, his tone desperate and his eyes fervent as he stared at Ari, pleading for her to hear him out. Ari’s eyes widened, her mind still stuck on the “I love you” part. Maybe it was the late hour, but Ari felt like she was in a dream. This couldn’t be real; her subconscious must be playing tricks on her. 
 
    “You’re really here?” Ari asked again and Mark smiled, his expression wary though. 
 
    “Yes, I’m really here, I’m here for you Ari,” Mark said while taking her hand in his and pulling her against his chest where he wrapped his arms around her once more, his chin resting on the top of her head. 
 
    “You… you love me?” Ari asked and Mark nodded before pulling back just enough so she could see that he was completely serious. She saw it in his eyes that he loved her, and he would go through hell and back for her if he had to, just to get her to forgive him. 
 
    “You are an idiot. You left me, you made me believe I was just a dalliance for you. Then what about that Ivory girl you’re marrying?” Ari asked him accusingly, her shock was fading away and anger was quickly replacing it. Ari pushed away from Mark and glared at him. “You broke my heart, you know that!”  
 
    Mark’s expression was crestfallen, but he recovered quickly, a look of determination entering his eyes. 
 
    “I hate that I did that to you Ari… I was stupid and I’ll do anything within my power to make it up to you. To show you that you’re the one I want and no one else. I came to my senses Ari, I don’t need to merge, I don’t want to. I never even liked the Ivory girl,” Mark said, he figured saying Roselyn’s name would only upset Ari further. 
 
    “You didn’t even like her and you were going to marry her?” Ari asked, shocked and disappointed with Mark. 
 
    “Yes, like I said, I was a stupid, stupid man. I’ve come to my senses, I promise, Ari. You’re the one I want, I want to be with you… forever,” Mark said sincerely, and Ari’s eyes widened again. Forever? He wanted to be with Ari forever? Like married and buried together forever? 
 
    “I cried a lot, Mark,” Ari said plainly and Mark’s expression crumbled as he fought with his thoughts. Ari watched, dumbfounded, as Mark actually lowered to his knees in front of her. 
 
    “I promise to never make you cry again, Ari. I’ll try my absolute hardest to make you happy… please just… I need you. I’m sorry I left, I’m sorry I screwed up that badly, but you’re all I want Ari. I won’t fight it anymore. Please just be with me Ari.” Ari’s chest filled up with so much held back emotion she couldn’t help the tears that fell onto her cheeks. Mark looked up at her, horrified that he could have already broken his promise. 
 
    “No… it’s okay… these are good tears, I’m just… I’m overwhelmed… you’re on your knees!” Ari laughed through her tears and Mark laughed with her. 
 
    “I know… I’m groveling. Am I doing it right?” Mark asked and Ari laughed again before she nodded and wiped her eyes. 
 
    Mark hugged Ari around her waist and Ari took a deep breath while softly pushing her fingers through his hair. Ari thought that if he were anyone else she’d give him a hard time, she’d tell 100him to get out and see how far he was willing to grovel. But it was Mark; she fell in love with him so quickly and he completely dropped his life in New York to come and tell her he loved her. 
 
    “I’m moving my offices here, if you need time then I can give you some, but I’m here now and I’m not going to let you go. I’ll fight for you Ari,” Mark said, his face buried in her chest. Ari smiled and shook her head. He knew exactly what to say. 
 
    “You’re moving your offices to Florida?” Ari asked, surprised he was actually going to such lengths for her. 
 
    “Of course, here is where you are… I’ll have to buy a condo for my parents to visit, but other than that I’m ready to be with you now.” Ari wanted to cry again, he was making it extremely difficult for her to say no to him. 
 
    “I… I do need some time to think Mark. You just blew into my life like a tornado, played with my emotions and then blew right out,” Ari said truthfully. Mark’s arms tightened around her waist for a moment before he let her go. 
 
    “Fine… I can give you that,” Mark said optimistically before he stood up and sighed, moving toward the door. “I had hoped to sleep with you tonight, but I suppose this is my punishment…” Mark said, knowing full well what he was doing. 
 
    “You don’t want me to punish you Mark,” Ari said with a smirk and Mark smiled, hope alive in his eyes. 
 
    “I’ll take anything you give me Ari, I’m a desperate man. Desperate for you,” Mark said, his hand on the door handle. “I’ll see you soon Ari, you have my number if you need me,” Mark said and she nodded even though he didn’t phrase it as a question. Mark left then and Ari was alone with her thoughts. She didn’t know what to do or what to think. 
 
    Ari needed to talk to someone but it was so late… she didn’t think she’d be able to lie down; she definitely wouldn’t be able to fall asleep. Ari decided to call Brooklyn; he had worked tonight so maybe he was still awake. 
 
    “Girl, you should be asleep, I was just about to drift off into happy dream land and you should be there already.” Brooklyn was obviously just falling asleep when Ari called; he wasn’t making much sense like he usually did when he was tired. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I just had to talk to someone… something happened,” Ari said while pacing back and forth in front of her couch. 
 
    “What happened? Did Darrel show up?” Brooklyn sounded more awake now, and alarmed. 
 
    “No, no, no… though I thought it was him when the knocking at my door woke me up…” Ari said, Brooklyn sighed in relief and Ari continued to pace. 
 
    “Well? Who was it then?” Brooklyn asked. Ari said it was Mark and Brooklyn paused before answering her. “Who was it?” Brooklyn asked again; fully awake now. 
 
    “It was Mark! Mark showed up at my door, he told me he loves me, he got on his knees asking for me to forgive him.” Ari could’ve practically seen the stunned silence that came from the other end of the line. 
 
    “Girl, you sure you didn’t dream him up?” Brooklyn asked finally and Ari sighed. She wasn’t sure if she should be offended that Brooklyn didn’t believe Mark would come back for her, then again she thought she was dreaming for a brief moment, also. 
 
    “It was him, Brooklyn, Mark is back and he said he’s moving his offices here, he said he was going to be here for me, because he wants me and he said he loved me like three times. He was serious; he meant every word. So I told him I needed time and now I don’t know what to do!” Ari said, taking a deep breath after her rant. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know what you should do, Ari… you should… well, he’s already—oh I don’t know, it’s late,” Brooklyn said with a huff.  
 
    Ari threw her hands in the air, if only the answer would fall from the sky. 
 
    “Okay, do you love him?” Brooklyn asked, Ari nodded and then told him she did. “Did you miss him?” Brooklyn asked her. 
 
    “Of course I missed him, I wanted him to do just this, come back and tell me he loves me and now he has… it just seems too good to be true. It was too good to be true in the beginning and look where that ended—heartbreak,” Ari said, Brooklyn sighed and she could hear sheets rustling on his end. 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing about loving someone, isn’t it? You have to trust them with your heart. He’s moving his entire life here for you in hopes that you accept him, he’s made the leap to make up for hurting you, now you have to forgive him and take him back. You guys are in love. Of course you have to take him back, don’t torture the poor man or yourself.”  
 
    Ari laughed, Mark certainly wasn’t poor… but Brooklyn was right, she loved Mark and Mark loved her, as crazy as that seemed. And he was moving to Florida for her! Mark was uprooting his business, something that was the center of his world for so long and now… now he was ready to make Ari the center of his world. 
 
    “You’re right. Thanks, Brooklyn, you can go back to sleep now. Love you,” Ari said. Brooklyn snorted and told her that she was better off telling Mark that. They ended the call and Ari made herself some tea. Well, now that her mind was made up, she wanted to torture Mark just a little for hurting her in the first place. Ari wondered what she could do; she didn’t think she would be able to be away from him for long, especially seeing as he was in the same city as her. That would truly be torturing them both. 
 
    Ari decided that she would let him stew, just not for too long. Ari wanted him to “sleep with her soon” and she didn’t want to sleep at all. Ari finished her tea and went to bed, relaxed enough to fall asleep. She fell asleep happier than she had been for the past week. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ari woke around ten in the morning to the smell of coffee and maybe pancakes or waffles being made. Confused, she wondered if one of her sisters was there. They were the only ones with emergency keys to Ari’s place. Ari got up and padded out to the kitchen in her tank top and boy shorts that she usually slept in. 
 
    Ari was greeted with the delicious sight of Mark in nothing but work out pants, his chest bare and glistening as if he just came in from a jog. There was no one else at Ari’s place but she and Mark. He was busy making pancakes while the coffee pot brewed away merrily, as if it was as pleased to have a sexy glistening man in its kitchen as Ari was. 
 
    “H—how did you get in here?” Ari asked, her gaze completely distracted by a bead of sweat making it’s way down Mark’s spine. Mark turned around and smiled, making things worse because now Ari had clear view of his delicious torso, ridged with defined muscle and slightly tanned from being out in the bright Florida sun. 
 
    “I asked your sister Sandy if she had a copy of your key, she did and happily made a copy for me, I hope you don’t mind too much.”  
 
    Ari blinked at him, perplexed, meanwhile he just smiled as if all was right with the world. 
 
    “When did you see Sandy?” Ari asked, wondering if she even told mark about Sandy. 
 
    “Well, I have my ways, but I gave her a call and then stopped by her house before she left for work,” Mark explained as if it was that simple.  
 
    Ari simply blinked at him. He was driven, that much was obvious. 
 
    “So now… you’re here shirtless and making me pancakes?” Ari asked to clarify what she was witnessing. 
 
    “Got that right, baby. I said I’d give you time, but I didn’t say I’d make it easy.” Mark grinned mischievously at Ari while flexing his pecks. He turned around to flip the pancake cooking and then got out two mugs to pour them some coffee. 
 
    Ari took a deep breath, damn him for making her sweat while she was trying to make him sweat! But damn if he didn’t look delicious under a sheen of sweat. 
 
    “I’m going to go and shower,” Ari said with emphasis; two could play this game. Mark chuckled and walked over to her with a devilish grin. 
 
    “Well, enjoy your shower,” he said before leaning down to her, his lips lightly brushing over hers, leaving her tingling and wanting more of him. Dammit, she was losing. She was losing fast. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter9 
 
      
 
    Clarissa 
 
    Mark was a constant presence with Ari all day. After they had breakfast, Mark asked to use her shower and Ari found soon after that he had unpacked some things in her bathroom and her bedroom. Apparently, Mark was now staying with her. 
 
    They talked about everything but what was on the forefront of their minds. Mark went with Ari to her hair and nail appointments, he even went shopping with her as Ari had to pick up some things at the mall for her sister Lisa’s birthday. 
 
    “I can’t believe you actually stuck with me all day, doing all of these girly things,” Ari said to Mark as he held open the door for Ari to walk into her condo. 
 
    “I didn’t mind it, I love being with you. I love you remember?” Mark reminded Ari, as if she could forget. 
 
    “Yes, I remember, Mark…”   
 
    Mark looked at her expectantly as he closed the front door and stalked towards her. Ari backed up slowly until her back was pressed against her bedroom door in the short hallway that hid her room and the bathroom. 
 
    “Good, I’m glad you know. Soon we’ll move into my house on the isle. First, you just have to admit that you love me, too,” Mark said confidently, his smirk knowing as he pressed Ari against the door. 
 
    Ari took a slow deep breath and pressed her hands against Mark’s chest. His firm, warm, defined chest. She felt his heart beating under her palm and Mark bent his head down to nuzzle her neck. Ari shivered and Mark hummed in pleasure as he inhaled her scent. 
 
    “I love the way you smell, baby, please you’re driving me crazy, just tell me you forgive me, tell me you love me… that you want me,” Mark begged into her skin and Ari held onto his arms as he sucked on her neck and pushed his leg in between hers, rubbing her core in just the right way. 
 
    “I am?” Ari asked, smiling, that meant she was winning… but then again, he had managed to move into her apartment and had her pinned against her bedroom door at the moment. 
 
    “You have to ask, baby? Clearly, I’m still not doing things right.” Mark lifted her and wrapped her legs around his hips so he could push his hardness against her core. Mark opened Ari’s bedroom door and walked with her to the bed where he laid her down. Ari watched as Mark pulled his shirt over his head and revealed his beautiful torso. 
 
    “You’ll give in by the time we’re done here, baby,” Mark promised her with a devilish grin and he unbuttoned his pants slowly, her eyes were rapt on his every movement. Ari wanted nothing more than for him to get them both naked, already. Ari sat up and helped Mark unbutton his pants—he was taking too long. Mark grinned at her and finally pulled his pants off. He pushed Ari’s shirt over her head and peeled off her tights, taking off her sandals along the way. Mark gently pushed Ari back onto the bed and then his mouth was on her skin. Mark trailed a path of fire from her jaw to her collar and across her breasts. When Mark pulled her bra down and his lips closed around her nipple, Ari arched into his hot mouth with a moan. 
 
    Sensation speared through Ari and coiled low and insistent in her belly, causing delicate muscles to clench impatiently. Ari wanted Mark inside her now more than ever. They had both been starved of each other for too long, in Ari’s opinion. Mark sucked on Ari’s nipple while rolling her other in between his thumb and forefinger with just the right amount of pressure. Ari felt every ripple of pleasure in her core and she swore that she would orgasm before Mark got anywhere near her sex. 
 
    Ari arched into Mark, wanting more of his skin on hers, wanting more of him period. Mark pushed Ari to the brink of climax with his mouth devouring her breasts, but he stopped at the last moment, his mouth traveling lower to her navel. 
 
    “Mark, please…” Ari said breathlessly, her back arching as his hands gripped her waist. Mark pressed his hips into Ari’s and his lips descended on hers, moving against her mouth feverishly. Mark broke the kiss and pulled away from her only to pull his boxers off and divest Ari of her bra and panties. 
 
    Mark pressed against Ari and she hooked her legs around his so that his hardness was pressed against her sensitive folds. Mark swiveled his hips so that the head of his thick cock was pressed directly against Ari’s throbbing clitoris. Ari cried out when Mark started to massage the small bundle of nerves. 
 
    “Say it, baby…” Mark said hoarsely as he kissed Ari along her jaw and neck. 
 
    “What? Say what?” Ari asked breathlessly, her mind completely caught up in how Mark was making her feel at the moment. 
 
    “Tell me you love me, Ari, I need to hear it,” Mark said, his hips still rocking against hers, driving Ari crazy as he massaged her aching clit. Ari’s hands gripped the small of Mark’s back, urging him to keep going. Ari was so close to climax her back arched and her legs stiffened. Mark chose that very moment to stop, lifting himself off of her a fraction. 
 
    “Mark! Please…” Ari begged for him to let her come, but Mark was playing dirty, he needed to hear Ari tell him that she loved him and Ari needed to orgasm. Mark reached in between them to push the head of his own throbbing sex down to Ari’s entrance. Ari moaned, half-crazed with need and pleasure. Mark moved his hips in shallow thrusts, entering Ari just enough to drive her crazy. Ari cried out his name and tried to meet his thrusts so that he could sink deeper into her, but Mark held her waist firmly so she couldn’t. 
 
    “Ari, you’re hindering us both at this point. Just say it, baby,” Mark said, his voice low and too sexy for his own good. Mark was a sex god and he was punishing Ari at this point. Mark’s lips went back to Ari’s neck as he sucked and licked his way to the base of her throat. Then his lips were on hers, his tongue licking into her mouth and caressing her tongue in heated strokes. 
 
    Ari was nearly wild underneath him and she could do little to take her pleasure from him as he had a tight hold on her. Mark chuckled and broke the kiss to nuzzle her neck once more. 
 
    “You’re so damn stubborn, Ari,” Mark said and just as Ari’s sex started to tighten and spasm around Mark he pulled out of her and Ari screamed in protest. 
 
    “I love you, Mark, I love you… please, please let me come,” Ari begged and Mark looked at her, a triumphant expression on his face. 
 
    “You mean it?” he asked eagerly and Ari nodded, her eyes never breaking from his gaze. 
 
    “Of course, I love you, now please, Mark, you’re driving me crazy,” Ari said, her tone pleading. Mark didn’t need to be asked anymore, he plunged deep into Ari and she cried out, a tear falling from the corner of her eye. Mark thrust into Ari hard and fast, driving both of them to the very edge of heaven just so they could fall off in the beautiful dance of ecstasy. 
 
    Ari took longer recovering from her orgasm, as it was earth shattering with how high Mark pushed her. Mark was nestled against her, murmuring how much he loved her when Ari’s cell phone rang, loud and insistent from the floor somewhere. 
 
    “Are you expecting any important calls, baby?” Mark asked, not wanting to let Ari move at all. 
 
    “Well, I do own a business,” Ari said with a laugh in her voice. Mark sighed and pulled out of Ari’s warmth so he could get her phone. He stopped mid-motion as he was getting back onto the bed, because he saw who was calling Ari and answered her phone for her. Ari watched him curiously, wondering why he answered her phone. 
 
    “Why are you calling this number?” Mark said into the phone angrily. Ari’s confusion mounted and she sat up, but Mark stepped out of the room, closing the door behind him as he spoke angrily to whoever had called Ari’s phone. Ari took a minute to realize it was Darrel calling her. That would be the only person Mark yelled at in Ari’s contacts. 
 
    A moment later, Mark huffed back into the bedroom with no sign of Ari’s cell phone. Instead, he had a bowl of fruit in his hands and he set it down on Ari’s nightstand before climbing into bed with her. Mark didn’t say anything about the call; instead, he fed Ari a slice of pineapple and licked up the juice that trickled down her chin when she bit into it. Mark kissed Ari softly on the lips before offering her the rest of the pineapple slice. 
 
    “So… who was that?” Ari asked when she could. Mark shrugged and Ari sighed. 
 
    “It was that man, Darrel. Why is he still calling you, Ari?” Mark asked her, Ari sighed and shrugged helplessly. 
 
    “I don’t know what his issue is. He… he cornered me in the parking garage and told me he wanted me back, that he wanted to prove that he changed…” Ari trailed off she glanced at Mark, unable to ignore the irony there. 
 
    “He cornered you how? Did he put his hands on you, Ari?” Mark asked, aggression rolling off of him. Ari was touched that he wanted to protect her so badly. 
 
    “No, he didn’t touch me. He showed up at the parking garage here and I tried to tell him that things were over between him and me. He said I’d regret it… so after he left, I called the cops and filed for a restraining order.”  
 
    Mark seemed to relax a fraction at that news and he picked out a strawberry from the bowl of fruit. 
 
    “Ari, if you even hear him again, you call me and then the cops okay?” Mark said, his expression was deadly serious as he repeated what he told Ari before. 
 
    “Okay,” Ari said, her heart swelling even more for Mark. He really did love her! “Mark…” Ari called his attention from the fruit bowl; he seemed to want to pick out only the nicest looking fruit to feed her. He was being too perfect again. Mark looked at her expectantly, a smile touching his lips. “I love you… and you can spend forever with me if you really want to,” Ari said with a teasing smile. 
 
    Mark forgot all about the fruit and tackled Ari onto the pillows. Mark, sex, and fruit… Ari could definitely live like that forever. 
 
    *** 
 
    As Ari and Mark mulled over their dinner plans after a full afternoon of sex, Ari’s sister Sandy called her. 
 
    “Hey, I thought I’d remind you of the dinner party we planned for Lisa, it’s starting in an hour and you’re not at Mom’s helping us set up.” Sandy said when Ari picked up the call. Ari sat straight up in bed. 
 
    “Oh my goodness, I almost forgot!” Ari climbed over Mark and hurried into the bathroom for a quick shower. 
 
    “Yeah, you did forget, I just reminded you… which I can’t really blame you as I know Mark is back and he must be keeping you quite busy,” Sandy said with a chuckle to her voice. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll—we’ll be there in thirty minutes!” Ari said before hurrying off the phone with Sandy. Before Ari got into the shower, she remembered she left Mark confused in bed. She hurried back into the bedroom to remind him about the dinner party. Mark decided that the best way to save time was to shower with Ari. Needless to say, they were actually ten minutes late rather than a half hour early. 
 
    “Oh, there you are! I thought my own sister forgot about my birthday,” Lisa said as Ari came through the front door with Lisa’s present. Mark was outside on a business call he had to take and Ari thought it would be better if she broke the news of their getting back together before shoving Mark in everyone’s faces, though Sandy already knew. Ari hugged Lisa and wished her happy birthday while handing her the present Ari and Mark picked out together. It was certificate for a paid spa day Lisa could use any time, nestled inside Lisa’s new Louis Vuitton purse. 
 
    “Ooh, this bag is heavy, I wonder what’s inside! Do you know my husband bought us a trip to Paris?” Ari laughed while nodding, she did know, it’s why she bought Lisa the purse to match with her trip. “Well come on, we’re all having drinks in the family room. Did you know Sandy really hit it off with the guy from Marcus’s firm, Kevin? She brought him as a date.” 
 
    “Oh, Lisa, I have to tell you something really quick,” Ari said while holding onto Lisa’s arm before she could disappear into the house. Lisa looked at Ari expectantly and Ari couldn’t help but smile like a girl in love. “Mark came back, he’s here.”  
 
    Lisa’s expression changed from curious to shocked and happy within the breadth of a second. 
 
    “Oh my goodness! Ari! I’m so happy for you!” Lisa exclaimed while hugging her sister tight. The girls’ mom, Marie, peeked into the foyer curiously and walked in to greet Ari. 
 
    “We thought you had forgotten all about your family, good to see you remembered your own sister’s birthday,” Ari’s mom teased while Lisa let Ari go so she could kiss her mom on the cheek. 
 
    “Mom, I’m seeing someone, his name is Mark Robinson, yes that Mark Robinson, and he’s here so you’ll get to meet him today,” Ari said all on one breath. She smiled innocently at her mother and held her breath in case Marie decided she was a terrible daughter for not telling her she was seeing a man. 
 
    “Oh darling, I know, Sandy told me all about him. Where is he?”  
 
    Ari released a breath, her concern deflating at her mom’s pleasant tone. She wasn’t even annoyed with Ari. Maybe Sandy told her the whole story then. 
 
    “Right here. Hello, I’m Mark, it’s a pleasure to meet you, miss.”  
 
    Ari smiled, Mark hadn’t called her mom “ma’am” he already had a few points in his favor. Mark further impressed both her and Lisa by kissing Marie on both cheeks and smiling at her warmly. 
 
    “It is wonderful to meet you too, Mark. You can call me Miss Marie,” Ari’s mom said while smiling up at Mark, loving him already. Ari wondered who couldn’t love Mark with all his charm. Ari introduced Mark to Lisa and he wished her happy birthday with a hug and joked with her that he picked out her gift all on his own. 
 
    They all moved into the family room for drinks and Ari formally introduced Brooklyn and Mark. Brooklyn gave Mark the “big brother, I’ll kill you if you hurt her again” speech much to everyone else’s humor and Ari’s embarrassment. Lisa’s birthday dinner went by nicely and Ari couldn’t help but think that Mark would fit perfectly into her family. 
 
   


 
  

 Mark 
 
    While Ari slept soundly, Mark checked on the ring he ordered from Paris. He spoke softly to the master jeweler while pacing Ari’s living room. Mark managed to sneak and get Ari’s finger measurements while she was unaware… or sleeping rather. Mark wanted his proposal to be perfect. She had already told him that she’ll spend forever with him if Mark wanted. He did want that. He wanted it more than he had ever wanted anything else in his life. 
 
    Ari almost caught Mark just as he was hanging up the phone, she came tip-toeing out to the living room, looking all sleepy and adorable in nothing but one of Mark’s white t-shirts. 
 
    “You coming back to bed, baby?” Ari asked and Mark smiled, his chest felt like it would explode, he was so happy. Ari was his, all his, and soon she’d be his wife and they could finally start their happily ever after. “Well, all I asked was if you were coming to bed…” Ari said, smiling oddly at him, as if he had a few screws knocked loose. He supposed he did, he was just glad it was Ari that knocked them loose and no one else. 
 
    “I’m coming, you just look too sexy right now, and you’re all mine,” Mark said smiling broadly. Ari giggled and squealed when Mark gave chase, scooping her up into his arms and carrying her to bed. 
 
    “So when will your business get all settled here?” Ari asked Mark as she snuggled up to him in bed.  
 
    Mark sighed feeling content and at ease. 
 
     “Well, I found an open office space on the twenty-eighth floor of the Sunbelt building, it’s only ten minutes away from the house on Castilla Isle.” Mark said and Ari nodded thoughtfully. “You know… I want us to move into the Castilla house, but it needs some updates and I want it to be our dream house,” Mark said carefully. 
 
    “You want to remodel your house so we can move in together?” Ari asked, surprised. Mark was surprised that she was surprised; surely she must have seen that coming. Mark wanted to be with her, they couldn’t live in the condo if they were going to get married and have a family together. 
 
    “Of course, remember, we’re together forever?” Mark asked clarifying his meaning of forever—he was serious. “Baby, I want you and no one but you. We can’t grow in this condo, it’s really only a bachelorette pad.” Ari giggled and Mark smiled. 
 
    “You’re right… I guess I just have to get used to having a man again,” Ari said blissfully. Damn right she had to get used to it. Mark held Ari close while she fell asleep and soon he followed her into their shared sweet dreams of the future. 
 
    *** 
 
    Today Mark had to go and lease the office he found. Other than that, he was free to be with Ari. Since it was a Friday, one of Âme’s busiest days of the week, Ari would have to go in to work and make sure everything ran smoothly. Mark checked on Âme’s progress and found Ari was already in the black as far as profits, she was no longer paying back loans, now she was putting money in her pocket. Ari was really smart and great at making lasting connections and her lounge was already an elite favorite. Mark could only imagine how great of an advantage it would be to put another lounge run by Ari in his hotel. 
 
    As Mark sipped his coffee and watched Ari as she poured herself a cup. “Ari, have you given more thought to opening up a lounge in my hotel?” Mark asked and Ari pursed her lips before taking a sip of coffee. 
 
    “I did, seeing as Âme is a great success, I would like to open another lounge. Hopefully, we can keep the success going, it all depends on the staff and my managers, really,” Ari said truthfully. 
 
    “Well, finding good employees won’t be a problem, and I bet anyone would love to work for you,” Mark said, smiling proudly at Ari.  
 
    Ari blushed and they finished their morning coffee in thoughtful silence. Mark was forced to leave Ari as they both had to go do some work. On the way to his new offices, he made calls to New York. Most of his executive staff was able to follow him to south Florida, including their secretarial staff. The few that stayed in New York actually agreed to work out of the hotels they ran so Mark didn’t lose any of his employees. He was grateful to his assistant for managing to keep the panic down and everyone together. 
 
    All Mark had to do was sign off on some finishing touches here in Florida, as well as secure a place for his parents, and the more Mark thought about it, the more he figured a condo in Ari’s place would be the perfect size for them. Something with a guest bedroom and they’d be set.  
 
    Mark rode to the Sunbelt building; it was impressive and had a view of New River, which Mark couldn’t pass up. 
 
     Mark’s car stopped outside the building and he got out to meet the leasing agent on the twenty-eighth floor. Mark stepped into the busy lobby and ran into a fellow hotelier. Mark recognized the tall and fit Ron Windsor. He was in his mid-fifties and had a head of white hair that was a shock against his café au lait skin tone. 
 
    “Mark Robinson, what a surprise it is to see you here.” Ron shook Mark’s hand, his dark brown eyes openly curious as to why Mark was there. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Ron. How are you doing these days?”  
 
    Ron smiled, one of those carefree smiles that the successful businessman occasionally wore. 
 
    “Oh you know, better than most and all that, I can’t complain. I heard your rumored merger with Ivory fell through,” Ron said, feigning contrition, but clearly fishing for the inside scoop from Mark himself. 
 
    “Yeah, you know how business goes. I wasn’t as interested in the merger as I thought I would be. It works better in the long run, I’m competition for the old man and he knows that.” Mark grinned and Ron laughed. 
 
    “Well good for you, Robinson. So why are you back in Florida?” Ron asked.  
 
    Mark grinned; this guy was a real gossip, Mark could tell. 
 
    “Well I’m moving my offices, in fact I’m meeting with the leasing agent in ten minutes.”  
 
    Ron’s expression changed to that of surprise. 
 
    “Big change, so you’re moving into the suite on the twenty-eighth floor then?” Ron verified and Mark nodded. 
 
    “Yep, are your offices in this building too?” Mark asked and Ron nodded, smiling slyly. 
 
    “Just on the twenty-seventh floor. I have to say, Mark, this makes me think about some things. You know I’m looking to retire soon and my son isn’t nearly ready to take up the reigns of Windsor Resorts yet. How about we set up lunch and talk about a partnership?”  
 
    Mark had to admit, Ron was a gossip, but he got right down to business when he wanted to. 
 
    “You know what Ron, I’d be open to that idea. Have your assistant set up something for noon today.”  
 
    Ron smiled, ideas already running through his mind, Mark could tell from the gleam in his eye. Ron assured Mark he’d see him at noon and Mark rode up to the twenty-eighth floor with a smile. Moving to south Florida had its benefits. Partnering with Windsor’s luxury resorts in exclusive parts of the world, like the south of France, Milan, and Casablanca, would definitely have its benefits. It would make him that much more of a competitor in the industry. 
 
    Mark’s meeting with the leasing agent went smoothly and Mark left the Sunbelt with a new office. Now all he had to do was have a designer come and get it ready for his employees. 
 
    Mark had enough time to drop in at Âme and check on Ari before his lunch with Ron. Âme was busy for day time hours and Mark couldn’t find Ari at first, until he went upstairs and found her at the second bar talking to a bartender. She smiled at the bartender and put her hand on his arm before squeezing it reassuringly and turning away from the guy. Mark grinned at Ari and she smiled, relieved to see him. 
 
    “You’re here,” Ari said happily, stretching on her tiptoes to kiss Mark soundly on the lips. 
 
    “Of course, I couldn’t go all day without seeing my favorite girl.” Ari smiled girlishly and Mark couldn’t help but kiss her again. “So how is everything going here?” Mark asked and Ari filled him in on the day’s busy events.  
 
    Âme was particularly packed today because they had a few famous guest singers visiting all throughout the day until closing. Ari would be at Âme until they closed at two in the morning, which Mark pouted over, until Ari reminded him that he could come back later if he wanted. 
 
    “All right, I’ll be back a little later then,” Mark promised Ari before kissing her goodbye and leaving her to continue keeping things in order. Mark stepped outside, ready to get into his car when he saw him. Darrel, that fucker just did not get it. Darrel was leaning against the building’s façade and kept glancing at the doors. Darrel spotted Mark and stood up straight, trying to exude an air of aloofness and strength. 
 
    Whatever, Mark would show him who was stronger and scare Darrel away for good. Mark walked over to the guy and he stepped back into the shadow of the building, out of the view of the street. 
 
    “What part of leave her alone didn’t you get, Darrel?” Mark asked, yelling in the prick’s face, not caring who heard at this point. His patience was tried and he was this close to making Darrel disappear for good. The guy looked gaunt compared to the last time Mark saw him, but he didn’t care, that only made Darrel less of an opponent in a fight. 
 
    “I am leaving her alone, Mark, I can’t be on the sidewalk if I want?” Darrel asked, getting in Mark’s face, which was a bad idea. Mark pushed Darrel back against the alley wall harder than he intended, but Mark didn’t really care. 
 
    “You’re in front of Ari’s place of business; if she saw you, she’d call the cops and I have half a mind to right now if not for my need to punch your sorry ass,” Mark said, getting right in Darrel’s face, just as brazen as Darrel was trying to be. 
 
    “She hasn’t gotten the restraining order yet, I can be anywhere I like and if you put your hands on me again how about I call the cops. Let’s see how your businesses will fare if their founder is locked up for assault.” Mark pushed Darrel against the wall once more, though Darrel didn’t make any move to retaliate. 
 
    “Darrel, you come around Ari again, you call her again, you even think about her again, I swear on everything I own that I will see you beaten within an inch of your life and shipped off to a third world country,” Mark threatened Darrel in all seriousness and was satisfied when he saw a frisson of fear slip into Darrel’s eyes. 
 
    “Man, whatever.” Darrel tried to brush off Mark’s threat to seem unafraid, but Mark saw what he needed to see. Darrel brushed past Mark and left. Mark took several deep breaths before he made sure Darrel was gone and left to go have lunch with Ron. Mark really did need to do something about Darrel; he wasn’t going to have that man haunting Ari’s steps. 
 
    Mark arrived at the restaurant Ron arranged to have lunch at and the restaurant’s host led him back to a relatively private area of the dining room. 
 
    “Mark, good to see you again,” Ron greeted Mark briefly before Mark sat down and ordered his drink. 
 
    “So, this partnership, what are your thoughts about it?” Mark asked Ron and he chuckled. 
 
    “We haven’t even had our drinks yet, Mark, don’t worry, we’ll get there… unless you have an appointment.” Ron was going to draw this out then, Mark stifled his sigh. 
 
    “Sorry, just eager I suppose. So how is your son?” Mark asked, changing tact. Ron laughed this time; he was a seasoned businessman and knew every trick in the book. 
 
    “My son is doing well, he’s just graduated from the University of Florida’s business school. I have him managing my resort in Paris, he’s enjoying it and doing well there,” Ron said. Mark nodded thoughtfully and took a sip of his brandy when it arrived. 
 
    “So he’s just starting out then, but he’s showing promise?” Mark asked and Ron nodded. 
 
    “Precisely. He isn’t ready yet to take the reigns of the company and I need a care taker of sorts until my son is ready to take my seat.”  
 
    Mark mulled this over for a moment. He tried to imagine what that sort of partnership would look like. Once Ron’s son was ready to run his father’s resorts, then it would seem like Mark lost the few resorts he would acquire. 
 
    “Ron, when you said partnership, I see a long-term commitment. Not something that would benefit us for only a few years and then…” Mark trailed off as Ron nodded his head in understanding. 
 
    “I know how it sounds, but it would be a complete partnership. Just how you have your executives running your many hotels and resorts, you’d have a temporary executive, me, running my branch of resorts. So when I retire, my son will take over. Of course, we’d keep our name or what have you, it’d just be in partnership with your brand.”  
 
    Mark thought about what Ron was proposing. Ron just wanted some security for his company and Mark understood that. Plus, it would give Mark the added benefit of having those prime locations Ron always seemed to have snatched up for his resorts. 
 
    “I like the concept, Ron, I think we could do that,” Mark said and Ron smiled, pleased with their agreement. 
 
    “Good, I’ll want to get this in writing soon so you don’t decide to change your mind like you did with old Ivory.”  
 
    100Mark chuckled and the two exchanged small talk before their waiter returned for their lunch orders. 
 
    “So now that business is out of the way, how about we discuss why you decided to up and move your executive offices to Florida? Could it have anything to do with that gorgeous woman you were seen with down here on two occasions?” Ron asked directly. He wasn’t afraid that he might have offended Mark in the slightest. 
 
    Mark couldn’t help but chuckle. Ron was certainly a character. “Yes, it has everything to do with her. I met the love of my life on these sandy beaches and I intend to spend every day with her for the rest of my life,” Mark answered truthfully.  
 
    Ron smiled sentimentally as he thought about his own wife. 
 
    “I completely understand that motivation and I say good for you Mark. Most men aren’t man enough to admit when they need a good woman.”  
 
    Mark smiled, he was one of those men, but thank God he came to his senses. 
 
    After lunch with Ron, Mark decided to check on his new hotel’s progress. The foreman reported that everything was running smoothly and that they could look forward to opening on time. After checking on his new hotel, Mark did some actual work. He video conferenced some of his executives and caught up on his e-mail correspondence. 
 
    Mark managed to get back to Âme to check on Ari again; she was busy the entire night. Mostly making sure her performers were taken care of and that things ran smoothly on stage. Mark loved watching Ari be in charge while at work. He noticed that other men liked watching her, too, and Mark had to constantly remind himself that Ari was a beautiful woman and other men would always lust after her. It didn’t mean they’d have her and Mark could live with that. 
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 Clarissa 
 
    Ari had to admit that having Mark back was pretty fantastic. He was the perfect companion and the perfect lover; she couldn’t have asked for more in him. Even her business, which was doing pretty well all on its own, was doing better with his frequent visits whenever Ari went in to work. 
 
    “Girl, you look like a fool in love, look at that smile,” Lisa teased Ari and shoved her shoulder playfully. 
 
    “Yeah, well… he’s pretty perfect,” Ari said dreamily. Lisa laughed at her and sat back on Ari’s couch. Lisa was over for a surprise visit; apparently, Lisa had something to tell Ari. Ari was patiently waiting for Lisa to get to whatever news she had to share with Ari. 
 
    “So do you read tabloids?” Lisa asked Ari, throwing her for a loop. Ari looked at Lisa, befuddled. 
 
    “Um, no… Why?” Ari asked and Lisa shrugged delicately. 
 
    “No reason, it’s just that something popped up about you and Mark recently.” Lisa pulled out an Our magazine and flipped through the pages. She handed the magazine to Ari and watched as Ari read the circled paragraph on the marked page. 
 
    “Aww…” Ari said, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “He’s just so sweet!” Ari said as she read the short quote someone overheard Mark say while he was at a business lunch the other day. 
 
    “You’re the love of his life! He wants to spend the rest of his life with you and he’s moving his executive offices to Florida for you! I didn’t know you guys were that serious,” Lisa said excitedly, happy for her sister and Mark. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s moving his offices here and he told me he wanted to be with me forever. I’m a lucky girl,” Ari said happily, her voice still thick with unshed tears, she didn’t know she could continue to fall in love with Mark, but he claimed her heart more and more each day. 
 
    “I’m so, so, so happy for you, baby girl, you deserve love and happiness. Anyway, that was secondary to what I really came here to tell you.” Ari sat up, eager to hear what Lisa wanted to tell her. The suspense was killing Ari. 
 
    “Well, what is it? I’m dying here,” Ari said and Lisa smiled, her cheeks seeming like they would fall off her face with how wide she was smiling. 
 
    “You really are my best friend and I wanted to tell you before I told anyone else… I’m pregnant.”  
 
    Ari’s heart stopped with the amount of happiness and excitement that flooded her chest for her sister. 
 
    “Ohmygod! You’re pregnant! Lisa, I’m so happy for you! I’m going to be an auntie!” Ari exclaimed too excited to contain her reaction. Lisa’s own joyful smile turned into a sly one as she sat back and crossed her legs. 
 
    “Yes and you know what that means don’t you? I won the bet, I’m giving Mom her first grandchild and now you owe me those red pumps we created the bet over,” Lisa said smugly.  
 
    Ari’s jaw dropped. 
 
     “You remember that bet? We made that stupid bet like five years ago! Plus, your feet are going to get fat, you’ll never fit in my shoes!” Ari said before sticking her tongue out at Lisa. 
 
    “I can fit in them now and after I lose the baby weight! Cough them up Ari; you might have snatched the last pair of those limited edition, red bottom, Louboutin pumps, but now they are mine,” Lisa said victoriously.  
 
    Ari simply shook her head at her sister in mock disgust. 
 
    “How dare you use your unborn child as leverage for stealing my shoes,” Ari tried to lay on the guilt, but Lisa wasn’t having it. Before Lisa could come back with a retort, there was a soft knock on Ari’s door. 
 
    “Doesn’t everyone who knows where you live have a key to your place?” Lisa asked Ari as she stood to go and see who could possibly be at the door. She knew Brooklyn was working today, Mark had to take care of some stuff at his new office, Sandy was at work, Lisa was here… maybe it was Ari’s mom and she lost her key. 
 
    “Could be Mommy,” Ari said as she peeked through the peephole. There was no one there and she slowly unlocked the door and peeked out into the hall. There wasn’t anyone in the hall, but there was a small box on the floor addressed to Ari. Ari’s blood ran cold as she clearly recognized the handwriting on the brown cardboard box. It was taped closed and Ari wondered if she should pick it up or leave it, or maybe throw it away without looking inside. 
 
    “What is it? Who is it from?” Lisa asked, she tiptoed over to Ari and was peeking over Ari’s shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t know, but it’s Darrel’s handwriting. It could be a bomb; go away, you have more than yourself to worry about now.” Ari tried to bat Lisa away, but Lisa sighed and shoved around Ari to pick up the box. Lisa shook it and they heard the rattling sound of maybe another, slightly heavier box inside. 
 
    “Okay, we’ll open it carefully. I don’t think it’s a bomb. If it was, it would have exploded already,” Lisa said while taking it into the kitchen and setting it down on the counter. “Plus, we can use it as more ammo for the restraining order against this psychopath,” Lisa said as she rummaged around for a knife to cut the tape open with. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re going to open it, Lisa!” Ari scolded her and took the knife from Lisa’s hand so that Ari could open the box herself. If it exploded, then Ari would get the blast and, hopefully, Lisa would be safe. Ari opened the box and found a small jewelry box inside. It was the same blue ring box Darrel had surprised her with when he asked her to marry him. 
 
    Ari opened the ring box and found the impressive engagement ring inside. The same one she had left on Darrel’s pillow before she left him.  
 
    “Oh shit, Ari, he’s really obsessed with you girl,” Lisa said and Ari put the ring back in its box and the jewelry case back in the cardboard box. 
 
    “I know… should I call the cops for this? Do you think he’s still around the building?” Ari asked Lisa and Lisa shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t know, it’s up to you. He’s not necessarily banging down your door. Plus this isn’t out there enough to count as harassment. I mean it’s kind of creepy, but just speaks to his heartbreak more than maybe an unsafe obsession.” Lisa took the box from Ari and started looking for places around the condo to hide it. “We can’t let Mark see this, he’ll probably hunt Darrel down and murder him.”  
 
    Ari had to agree with Lisa on that one. 
 
    “Yeah… Mark more than doesn’t like Darrel. He’d flip if he saw it,” Ari said before she helped Lisa find a hiding place under the kitchen sink. Mark wouldn’t need a reason to look down there. Once Ari and Lisa got over the surprise of what happened, they continued their afternoon and decided to go out.  
 
    Ari was now paranoid over Darrel, wondering if he was following her or watching her. 
 
     The fact that he knew exactly where she lived now freaked her out and she hated that she was letting Darrel get to her. Ari had to make herself focus on the Food and Wine festival coming to Las Olas, and what often came with food and wine was good music. Ari had managed to secure quite a few celebrity guest performers for the Food and Wine weekends so she had to make sure everything went without a hitch. 
 
    It was the first weekend of the festival and Âme was on the list as a place to visit thanks to Brooklyn’s good eye in hiring a great chef who also happened to be a big wine buff. Âme had great selections of wine as well as dishes that Chef Andrew created specifically to complement his favorite wines. Friday night was packed with locals, as well as tourists, and Ari was glad she had hired that extra security for the weekends. 
 
    Ari was happy with her choice of security, too; they kept the entryway clear and commotion-free while people waited to get inside. Then, thankfully, the wait staff and kitchen were turning tables over like mad as they worked in overdrive. Ari wondered if her bringing everyone espresso shots before they opened had anything to do with their productivity. Nevertheless, she’d be bringing everyone espressos until the festival was over. 
 
    Ari couldn’t be happier with Âme’s early success; they quickly rose in prestige since their opening weekend and now Âme would get amazing publicity with the festival. Ari was sure her stellar staff could keep up with the demands of their success. Ari checked her watch, it was nearly ten at night and Mark hadn’t been in to Âme yet; she wondered if he usually had such late nights at his office. Perhaps it was just because he wasn’t quite settled into his Florida offices yet. Or maybe it was this partnership he was setting up with Ron Windsor; getting contracts written up and hammered out would definitely take time from anyone. 
 
    “Miss me?” As if thoughts of him conjured Mark out of thin air, he encircled Ari’s waist and pressed a kiss to her cheek from behind. Ari turned around in his arms and smiled up at him, more than happy to see him. 
 
    “I did! It’s been crazy here. A good crazy, though,” Ari said excitedly. Mark smiled down at Ari, her happiness reflected back in Mark. 
 
    “I’m glad, congratulations again on making it onto the Food and Wine places to visit list. Your paycheck is going to have a considerable boost isn’t it?” Mark joked and Ari laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” Ari said, her excitement completely pushing the day’s earlier events out of her mind. 
 
    “So have you taken your break yet?” Mark asked Ari while he pulled the clipboard she was holding out of her hands. Mark handed the clipboard to a nearby bartender and then pulled Ari out to the dance floor. 
 
    “Mark, there have been cameras in and out of this place all night, you really want them to catch you dancing?” Ari teased Mark and he smirked. 
 
    “If I’m dancing with you, hell yeah. You’re the one who makes my dancing look good, otherwise I’d look like an idiot dancing by myself.” Ari laughed as Mark swayed with her on the dance floor. The music was soulful and rhythmic; it was the perfect backdrop to a dance with Mark. 
 
    “So I have to tell you something, it’s sort of a bummer,” Mark murmured to Ari as he pulled her closer against him. 
 
    “What is it?” Ari asked, hoping it didn’t involve him leaving in any fashion. 
 
    “I have to go back to New York to sign a bunch of things so I can get the whole move officially over with.” Ari sighed and Mark groaned, feeling just as reticent as she did. “I wish I didn’t have to, but certain things I can’t get around. Like in-person authorizations and such,” Mark said morosely.  
 
    Ari felt melancholy, but she understood he needed to go and take care of business before he could be in Florida with her for good. 
 
    “Okay, I understand… then you’ll be back here for good, right?” Ari asked hopefully.  
 
    Mark smiled down at her reassuringly. 
 
    “Nothing would keep me away, I promise. I’ll only be gone two days and then I’m here for good. I was kind of hoping you would come with me though,” Mark said wistfully.  
 
    Ari giggled at his dreamy expression. 
 
    “I would, but I can’t leave Âme during the festival. Its way too busy here, during happy hour we had two celebrities come in here to have drinks and watch the band!” Ari said excitedly and Mark smiled indulgently at her. 
 
    “All right, I couldn’t keep you from your business at such a busy time. Plus Âme is like an elite venue now. I wouldn’t want you to miss seeing any other celebrities,” Mark teased Ari and she rolled her eyes at him. 
 
    “I’m not like a fan girl or anything, but I just get excited when I see people on TV in front of me. That means more of their friends will follow along,” Ari said excitedly. 
 
    “I’m so happy you’re happy, baby,” Mark said, causing Ari to giggle. “So how about you take a couple hours off right now so you can give me a proper sending off before I have to go to the airport in the morning?” Mark lifted an eyebrow at Ari, expectant and hopeful. Ari thought he looked exactly like a little kid waiting to hear that he could have the last cookie in the jar. “Please? Don’t you love me?” Mark asked Ari, pouting adorably which caused Ari to roll her eyes though she couldn’t hide her smile. 
 
    “You are very hard to say no to, Mark, I wonder how your mother did it when you were a kid,” Ari said. Mark grinned mischievously. 
 
    “I was kind of spoiled when I was a kid,” Mark said smugly.  
 
    After the band’s song ended, Ari went to inform her managers that she’d be back in a couple of hours. After they assured her they had everything taken care of, Mark all but hauled Ari from the building. As Mark held the car door open for Ari to climb inside, he glanced to that ominous corner of the building. The one that led to the alley Darrel always seemed to skulk around whenever he wanted to try and speak with Ari. Mark thought he saw someone dressed in dark clothing retreat down the alley quickly, but he couldn’t be sure. It could have just been someone from the kitchen throwing out the trash or something. Mark got into the car once Ari was inside and they went straight to Ari’s condo and her bed. 
 
   


 
  

 Mark 
 
    The closer to the airport Mark got, the more he wanted to be back in Ari’s bed, keeping her warm and inhaling her delicious scent. Mark tried to remind himself that he had to get those certain documents taken care of by the banks in New York so he could safely have his people work for him in Florida. That and he would finally be picking up Ari’s engagement ring. Soon he could ask her to marry him and all would be well with the world. 
 
    Mark remembered that his mother wanted to be there when he asked Ari to marry him; he’d have to set up his proposal so Ari’s family as well as his could be present. Perhaps he could have a party celebrating his move to Florida and do it there. Yeah, Mark could have the party at Âme it would be perfect. Mark smiled to himself. Florida was turning out to be the answer to all of Mark’s problems. 
 
    He was getting ready to make a lucrative partnership with Ron and his acclaimed resorts, which would put Mark well above the competition of Ivory Towers. Mark met the love of his life and was going to marry her, and he had the added benefit of the beautiful ocean views. Mark couldn’t ask for more, really; he wondered how he had ever thought marrying Roselyn would be okay. That move might have ruined his life. Scratch that; it would have ruined his life. 
 
    Mark’s car arrived at the private airport his jet was flying out of and he settled in for the four-hour flight. Hopefully he could get things taken care of quick enough that he didn’t have to be away for the full two days. 
 
    *** 
 
    As soon as Mark touched down in New York, he went right to work. First he had to specify what he wanted moved from his place in the city to his house on Castilla Isle. Mostly personal items and, of course, his clothing, though he doubted he’d need his coats and snow boots or anything like that. 
 
    Mark took the elevator up to his penthouse and froze when he saw Roselyn waiting patiently in the foyer while movers were busy packing up his stuff. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here? How did you get in here?” Mark seemed to have startled Rose and she turned around to face him, her expression mildly guilty, but mostly confused and if Mark was reading her correctly, he thought he saw some hurt in her eyes as well. 
 
    “I just… I couldn’t believe you were actually moving to… Florida,” Roselyn said distastefully. 
 
    “It’s true, I’m moving my offices there and I’m no longer merging with your father Roselyn. Like I said, things are over between us… you should let it all go.”  
 
    Roselyn sighed dramatically. 
 
     “I thought she was just some phase for you…” Roselyn said hopefully.  
 
    Mark started to feel sorry for her and pushed his annoyance aside to speak with her rationally. 
 
    “She’s not. Ari is my everything and I know you’ll find a guy who can give you the lifestyle you want as well as love you for you… it’s just not me Roselyn,” Mark said gently and Rose sighed. 
 
    “So now you are partnering up with Ron Windsor?” Roselyn had that distasteful tone to her voice again and Mark’s annoyance was quickly returning. 
 
    “My business ventures are none of your business, Roselyn. So if that’s all, I only have so long until I’m flying back to Florida. I have to get some things taken care of,” Mark said dismissively. 
 
     Roselyn collected herself, her spine straightened and her air of aloofness wrapped itself around her firmly. 
 
    “Whatever, when your little fairytale in Florida falls apart, don’t expect New York to welcome you with open arms.” Roselyn flipped her hair over her shoulder and walked over to the elevator, soon she disappeared behind the metal doors. 
 
    Mark went ahead and started what he went there to do. He specified what was to be moved and sent to Florida with the movers. After he was satisfied the movers had the proper instructions, Mark met his driver Paul downstairs to head to the first of three banks he had to sort things out with. 
 
    “You know, Paul, Florida is a really nice place during the winter and fall months.” Mark tried to convince his long time-driver to move down to Florida. Mark went as far as promising to find Paul a nice place to stay. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir. My family is here in New York, I couldn’t leave them behind or uproot them.”  
 
    Mark understood, but wished Paul was unattached. Paul was the closest thing Mark had to an actual friend in New York, which was sad and spoke volumes to the kind of life Mark was leading before he met Ari. 
 
    “I understand Paul, you’ve been a great driver and friend over the years.” Mark was truthful with Paul and he caught Paul's smile in the rearview mirror. Paul pulled up to the front of the first bank Mark had to visit today. He needed to authorize transferring a couple of business accounts to banks in Florida, and his personal account as well. Mark hoped he had enough time to make it to all three banks today before they closed. Then all he needed to worry about was picking up the ring early the next morning and then he was home free to get back to Ari. 
 
    Mark managed to get the bank business out of the way and by the time Paul dropped him off at his parents’ house, all he needed to do the next day was pick up Ari’s ring. 
 
    “Marco! Come in, come in and tell us how things went with your Clarissa.” Mark’s mother hurried him inside and into the living room where Mark’s father and Ignacio were seated in their usual places. Mark’s dad was in his sofa chair and Ignacio was asleep on the floor next to his dad’s feet. 
 
    “Marco, good to see you again, why are you back here so soon?” Mark’s dad looked at him expectantly as Mark’s mother pulled him down for a seat on the couch. 
 
    “I just had to take care of some things with the banks because I’ve officially moved my executive offices to Florida,” Mark said proudly.  
 
    Mark’s mom gasped in glee as she clasped her hands over her heart. 
 
    “Good, so we can assume she took you back then?” Mark’s father got straight to the point and Mark chuckled before he nodded. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so happy for you, Marco! Well, when can we meet her? You know your father has a lot of vacation time saved up, we can be snow birds come winter.” Mark’s mother was already up and planning their trip. 
 
    “Well, hopefully you guys can visit a little sooner because I’m anxious to ask her to marry me. I was thinking I’d plan a party and invite everyone close to us so I could ask her there,” Mark told his parents. Mark couldn’t help but laugh at the overjoyed expression on his mother’s face. Ignacio finally lifted his head and was looking around at all of them with an annoyed expression for having been woken up. 
 
    “We could get away for a weekend and get some sun, can’t we Cristiano?” Mark’s mother looked at her husband expectantly and he laughed at her expression as well. 
 
    “Of course we can, calm down, Isabella, you act as if you are about to get a daughter-in-law and a grandchild all at once.”  
 
    Mark chuckled as he watched his father reel his mother in a bit. 
 
    “Well, I am! I am getting a daughter-in-law, and soon I will have grandchildren!” Mark’s mother slapped Mark on the arm and gave him a stern look with a point of her finger. “Soon Marco, I’m not going to live forever you know!” Mark rolled his eyes while shaking his head fondly at his mother. 
 
    “Of course, Mama, I know,” Mark reassured her. He actually didn’t mind her rush for him to get married and start a family. Truthfully, it was about time and Mark found that he didn’t completely freak out at the thought of running after a little kid with Ari’s eyes and beautiful skin. In fact, the more he thought about it the more he wanted it. Mark took a second to realize the magnitude of his love and need for Ari. Amidst his mother’s gleeful excitement over planning their trip to Florida and longer stay come the holidays, Mark wondered if men had this moment - where their worlds shrank and ballooned all at once when they planned the rest of their lives with the one they loved. 
 
    “You have that look, Son, I’m happy for you. Finally, you have become a man right before my eyes.” Mark’s father was standing next to him and had his hand on Mark’s shoulder. Mark shook himself from his epiphany and smiled up at his pop. 
 
    “Took long enough, huh?” Mark joked lightly and his father clapped him on the back. 
 
    “You got that right,” he said while chuckling. Mark’s dad went to take Ignacio for a walk and Mark’s mom had gone into the kitchen to start dinner. Mark took the time to call Ari. 
 
    “Mark! I miss you already.” Ari’s voice was like a breath of fresh air. Mark relaxed into the couch and put his feet up on the coffee table. 
 
    “I miss you too, baby, but good news is I’ll be home early. You can expect me tomorrow around noon.” Ari was glad to hear that he’d be back sooner than expected and Mark asked her about Âme and what went on while he was gone. Ari told Mark all about how Âme could now really emphasize their being a café as well as a jazz lounge, what with the Food and Wine festival having brought in critics who love Âme’s chef and all. 
 
    “So now we’re more officially a jazz lounge and café. I’m so excited, baby,” Ari finished in a rush and Mark chuckled. 
 
    “You did a great job in hiring and it’s really paid off,” Mark said while he played absently with one of his mom’s couch pillows. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s giving me ideas about the space in your hotel.” Ari played around with ideas, bouncing them off Mark. He realized Ari was really good at what she does; she was a born businesswoman. She really knew the Las Olas culture and knew what would draw people in and what would make a lasting demand. 
 
    “So, I was thinking, since I officially have my office up and running down there, I should throw a party celebrating it and also my partnership with Ron Windsor,” Mark said.  
 
    Ari thought it would be a great idea and Mark told her he wanted to have it at Âme. 
 
    “How about the weekend after the Food and Wine Festival ends?” Ari asked and Mark decided he could wait a couple of weeks to ask her to marry him. He’d just have to find a good hiding place for Ari’s engagement ring. He’d keep it at his office, that way he didn’t have to worry about her finding it while he wasn’t home. 
 
    “That would be perfect, also my parents really want to meet you so they’ll be coming for that, as well,” Mark told her. 
 
    “Oh, that would be great! What are your parents like? I know you said they were Italian…” Ari asked, wanting Mark to fill her in about his family. 
 
    “They’re great really, most of my family is back in Italy so it’s just my parents, Ignacio our dog, and me here. I know my mom will love you, the way you described your mother I think they are a lot alike. Then my dad is pretty much your regular dad. He’s real fatherly and caring so I think you’ll like him too. They already love you.” Mark finished telling Ari about his parents just as his dad came back with Ignacio. 
 
    “So how is your sister? She getting any morning sickness yet?” Mark joked with Ari and she laughed. 
 
    “No, she’s having an annoyingly perfect first trimester. She hasn’t been sick or had to stay in bed at all. She’s been here a lot, though. We made this bet during a Black Friday sale once. We have the same shoe size and there was this really cute pair of pumps we both liked, but there was only one left. One of us had to buy them so no one else would, so we played rock paper scissors for who would take them home. Lisa wanted to share ownership over them, but I knew that wouldn’t work out. So we made a bet. If I gave our mom a grandchild first, then I’d keep the pumps, if she did, then I had to give them up. 
 
      
 
    “Lisa has been here every day now trying to steal my shoes because I refuse to give them up.” Mark laughed. Of course Ari wouldn’t give up a pair of shoes for a bet, she was too stubborn. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad she’s keeping you company… no run-ins with Darrel?” Mark needed to make sure Ari was safe while he was away. The court date for Darrel’s restraining order couldn't come fast enough. Though Mark would much rather handle Darrel on his own terms, he didn’t want to call on shady connections if there were legit ways of dealing with the pest. 
 
    “No… but uh, I forgot to tell you that he left a package at the door the other day, it had my old engagement ring inside…” Ari trailed off, she was probably waiting for Mark to blow up over the phone. 
 
    “He knows exactly where you live now?” Mark asked Ari carefully and there was a pause on the other line before she confirmed. 
 
    “Ari… I don’t like this. I need you safe and I’m not there to make sure you are. I can hire security for you it would be no problem.” Mark didn’t want to just tell her that he’d be hiring security for her, but he didn’t want to ask exactly either. Mark needed her safe. 
 
    “Mark, that’s not necessary. Since then he hasn’t even called. I’m vigilant in my comings and goings. I think maybe he just gave up. Maybe the ring was to say he’ll finally move on. He’s heartbroken not homicidal, I don’t think I have anything to worry about. Especially as he knows I’ve filed for a restraining order, I think he’s actually going to leave me alone now.” Ari tried to reassure Mark, but Mark wasn’t having it. If he had to hire someone to watch over Ari from afar, he would. 
 
    “Ari, it’s just that it could take another week before he’s served and I don’t want to take any chances with you.” Mark tried to convince Ari to let him hire security, but she wasn’t having it. 
 
    “Don’t worry, baby, I’ll be fine. Plus you’ll be back tomorrow and there won’t be anything to worry about because you’ll protect me.”  
 
    Mark sighed at Ari’s placating words. As soon as he got off of the phone with her he was hiring someone to keep an eye on her. 
 
    “All right, I’ll see you tomorrow,” Mark told Ari he loved her and they hung up a moment later. Mark stood up and went outside to place a call with a guy he knew in security. He would get someone to keep an eye on Ari when Mark couldn’t. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

  Chapter11  
 
      
 
    Clarissa 
 
    Ari was sure she was doing the right thing by mailing the ring back to Darrel. It was an expensive ring and she didn’t want to just throw it out. Nor did she want to pawn it, as it technically was no longer hers and she didn’t need the money. After Ari dropped the package off at the post office, she went over to her mom’s house for a family dinner with her sisters. It would just be the four of them, like old times, since Lisa’s husband and Sandy’s new beau had to work late on a project. 
 
    “So all our men are busy at work. It’s nice to have a girls night with Mom again, isn’t it?” Lisa said as they set the dining room table. Ari’s mom was in the kitchen finishing some last touches on the salad. 
 
    “Yeah, it is for you. You’re the perfect daughter who is ahead of the other two, already married with her first grandchild on the way,” Sandy said almost sarcastically. Both Ari and Lisa looked at her in concern. 
 
    “Did something happen between you and Kevin, Sandy?” Ari asked her sister in a soft tone so their mother wouldn’t overhear. 
 
    “Yes… no… I don’t know.”  
 
    Lisa and Ari exchanged glances and they stopped what they were doing to pull Sandy into the living room, well out of their mom’s earshot. 
 
    “What happened?” Lisa asked as Ari rubbed Sandy’s back. Sandy looked almost scared and like she would cry. 
 
    “I’m uh… I’m pregnant. It’s Kevin’s, he freaked out when he saw the pregnancy test and I haven’t heard from him since Lisa’s birthday dinner.”  
 
    Both Ari and Lisa gasped in shock, eyes wide as they both did the math in their heads. 
 
    “That means you got pregnant when we all went out that night…” Ari said, still in shock. 
 
    “You’ll have the baby a month after I have mine…” Lisa said, awe entered her voice and she couldn’t help but be happy over the fact that she’d be going through her pregnancy with her sister. 
 
    “Yes, but the baby might not have a father. Mom will drop dead and roll all the way to her grave,” Sandy said, revealing her true fears. Ari hugged her younger sister tight and held her close. 
 
    “It’s okay, maybe he’s just taking his time to get over the shock of the fact that he’s going to be a father. Lisa, you call Marcus right now and tell him to knock some sense into Kevin or I’ll go down there and do it myself,” Ari said fervently. She was trying to reign in her anger for the sake of not being overheard by their mother, who would indeed drop dead at the news that Sandy could be raising an illegitimate child all on her own. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go and call him, you guys go and finish setting the table, and try to act normal. Mom is old; her heart isn’t as strong as it used to be,” Lisa said as she pulled out her phone and headed outside to make the call. Ari gave Sandy another tight hug, promising her that she had Sandy’s back through anything, then they went into the dining room to finish setting the table. 
 
    Sandy collected herself and went with Ari to finish the table just as their mom was setting the food out. She made steaks for everyone because she was sure Lisa was having a boy and needed the protein. 
 
    “Where is Lisa?” Ari’s mom asked and she acted a bit too nonchalant as she told her mom that Lisa was outside on the phone. “So when is your Marco coming back from New York?”  
 
    Ari’s mom chose to use Mark’s given name ever since he told everyone at Lisa’s party that he actually changed his name for his business. It was odd hearing her mom use Mark’s actual name when, to Ari, Mark was still Mark. 
 
    “He’s actually coming back a little earlier, he’ll be here tomorrow by noon,” Ari told her mom. Marie looked at Sandy as if she was about to ask her something when Lisa came into the dining room, saving Sandy from whatever question their mom was about to ask. 
 
    “What top secret business did you have to discuss outside? You could have just gone upstairs at least, Lisa. The night air isn’t good for you,” Marie lightly scolded her. The room was silent as they all took food for themselves. Marie looked between her daughters and lifted an eyebrow. She knew when something was up and Ari wondered what excuse they’d give her to save Sandy’s butt. 
 
    “Mom, did you know that Âme is on the Food and Wine Festival list? We’ve had a lot of publicity because of it, as well as new customers.”  
 
    “Really? Ari, you do such a good job with marketing Âme I’m so proud of you.” Ari didn’t expect that her mom would have such a brief reply. She thought for sure that her mom would make a conversation out of it, asking questions and such. Instead, she looked like she was about to ask what was really going on. 
 
    “Yeah, and some really well known critics loved Chef Andrew’s dishes. Especially paired with his recommended wines. I just hope that no other restaurants try to steal him away.” Ari looked to Lisa and Sandy so they could jump in at any time. 
 
    “You discovered Andrew and gave him his break, I don’t think he’s leaving you any time soon.” Lisa finally decided to put her two cents in and Ari took the opportunity to talk about the restaurant she and Mark decided to open in the extra space he’d have in his hotel. 
 
    “It would pretty much be a restaurant with jazz performers, there won’t be a club or lounge aspect to it. We decided that would be best since it would be in keeping with Mark’s luxury hotel feel.” Ari was rambling on with Lisa and effectively distracting their mom from studying Sandy too closely. Though Sandy wasn’t exactly helping by acting like her normal, upbeat self. 
 
    “Okay, arrêter votre babillage vous deux. Sandy, what is going on with you, child?” Marie told Ari and Lisa to stop babbling and they held their breath while they waited for Sandy to answer. Ari wondered if Sandy would tell their mom the truth. 
 
    “Nothing… it’s just—I’m a little sad is all. I don’t think things with Kevin are working out.” Sandy didn’t exactly lie, she more like evaded the truth. Ari wondered if that was legal. It was brilliant, but questionable seeing as her mom was an expert at seeing right through her daughter’s evasions. 
 
    “Yes, but there is more?”  
 
    Lisa and Ari still hadn’t taken a breath. If Sandy was forced to tell their mom the truth, this could be the end of Marie as they all knew it. 
 
    “Um… uh… n—no…?”  Ari rolled her eyes at Sandy’s reply and Lisa sighed loudly, shaking her head. 
 
    “Whatever it is, you might as well tell me now Sandrine.” Marie used Sandy’s full name—she meant business. 
 
    “I’m… I got… I mean…”  
 
    Ari felt like she could cry for her sister at this point. Ari didn’t think it would be worse if Sandy were a teenager and pregnant. 
 
    “Pregnant? You’re going to have this Kevin’s baby.” Lisa gasped at how their mom guessed correctly as if she were a mind reader. “I heard you all speaking in the living room,” Marie explained and she turned her attention back towards Sandy. 
 
    “Are you upset? Are you going to disown me?” Sandy squeaked, her heart clearly in her throat.  
 
    Ari was simply wide eyed as she took it all in. 
 
    “No, why would I do that? I’m your mother and I love you. Stop your fretting. I heard you three in the living room, which is why I bring it up now that you all know. But I also received a visit from Kevin last night. He wanted to ask my permission to marry you, Sandy.”  
 
    Ari’s hands went to her heart at the sweetness of it all. Her eyes were filling with tears of happiness for her sister. Everything was going to be okay! 
 
    “He… what? I haven’t heard from him in days, Mommy.” Sandy was perplexed; she really wasn’t ready to hear that bit of news. 
 
    “I’m sorry I ruined the surprise, but I can’t stand seeing my girls upset. So now you know. He is going to ask you to marry him. He loves you, too. I thought he was only going to ask you out of obligation for the baby, but I saw it in his eyes.” Marie smiled at Sandy while Lisa and Ari were practically crying with happiness for Sandy. 
 
    “See! It’s going to work out!” Ari couldn’t keep quiet any longer and Sandy laughed, her eyes watery too. 
 
    “He will come back to you tonight, don’t be sad, darling,” Marie reassured Sandy and they all stood up from the table for a happy group hug. 
 
    “Now then. Since that is all squared away, what about you Ari? Has Mark asked you to marry him yet?”  
 
    Ari almost chocked on the piece of steak she was swallowing. 
 
     “Well, the focus switched kind of fast, don’t you think, Mommy? We haven’t even asked about baby names yet,” Ari said after she washed her food down with a sip of water. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re getting two grandchildren now, that’s exciting.” Sandy tried to help Ari out, but her mom’s attention had already shifted and was in gear. 
 
    “Yes, but I need for all of my daughters to be happy, that means Ari needs to be married to the man she loves.”  
 
    Ari wondered when Mark was going to ask her to marry him. He already said, more than once, that he wanted to spend forever with Ari… maybe he was just the slow to action type… or maybe he hadn’t yet gotten a ring picked out. This was the twenty-first century. It would have been okay if Mark took Ari with him to pick out a ring… but then again Ari didn’t think that was Mark’s style. Knowing him, he’d want all of Ari’s friends and family around to ask her to marry him the old fashioned way. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’ll happen, Mommy,” Ari reassured her mom and she seemed to be content with Ari’s answer. Conversation moved back to the coming new additions to the family and Ari relaxed into the nice dinner they were having. 
 
    Ari left her mom’s house and decided to stop and pick up some ice cream. She felt like having an evening in and curling up with a good movie since her managers gave her the night off again. Ari stopped at the grocery store just down the street from her condo. As she was going to and from the parking lot Ari got the eerie feeling that she was being watched. 
 
    While she got into her car to head home, Ari made sure she didn’t see Darrel. There was no sign of him and she felt kind of silly. After her talk with Mark and reassuring him that Darrel wasn’t an issue, she was getting paranoid? Ari needed to remember her own words and calm down a little. 
 
    Ari took a cleansing breath and got into her car to drive home. She parked in her usual space in the parking garage and got out of the car in a rush to get upstairs because she didn’t want her ice cream to melt. Ari sighed when she realized she left her phone inside the car and turned around, mid-stride, to go and get it. She all but ran right into Darrel’s chest. Ari screamed with her initial surprise, but Darrel grabbed her arm and clapped his hand over her mouth to muffle her second cry of terror. 
 
    “You think you can just forget about me? Cut me out of your life? We were going to get married and now you up in here with that other fool? I’ll make sure you and him both know who you belong to.” Darrel’s voice was low and menacing, his breath was hot on Ari’s neck and she wished like hell she hadn’t left her phone in the car. 
 
    Ari tried to shove away from Darrel, but he had her arm gripped tightly behind her back and his 100other had a vice grip over her mouth. She kicked up her heel and made contact with something, Darrel grunted and his grip on her loosened a fraction. Ari took the opportunity to wrench free of his grasp and run towards the elevator; at least there she could press the emergency button. 
 
    Darrel quickly caught up to her and grabbed her around the waist to slam her against a concrete pillar of the garage. “You stupid bitch, I tried talking to you, but now you’ll see what happens,” Darrel grunted and Ari tried desperately to get away from him. He had his body weight pressed against her and his hand around her neck so she couldn’t do much. Darrel slapped Ari across the face and she screamed as she hit the floor from the force of his blow. 
 
    “Stupid bitch,” Darrel spat. He pulled her up from the ground by her hair and Ari lashed out at him. She managed to claw him across the face and Darrel cursed loudly before he landed a punch to her stomach. Ari doubled over and stumbled away from him. Darrel just kept coming at her, until he grabbed her again and pinned her to the floor. 
 
    Ari fought her hardest against him, but fear was gripping her and soon she was simply trying to protect herself from his relentless blows to her body and face. Darrel didn’t care that Ari was screaming and sobbing any longer and that was what brought the sounds of police sirens up to the third floor of the garage. Darrel was pulled off of Ari and all she could do was sob as a police officer gently pulled her into a sitting position on the ground. He was talking to Ari, trying to calm her down, but Ari was hysterical and going into shock. 
 
    “It’s alright, ma’am, you’re safe now. That creep is going to be locked up for a long time. He wasn’t going to stop until you were dead.” The words that did get to Ari made her cry even harder and another officer took over with Ari until the ambulance came riding into the garage. 
 
    “I d—didn’t know ambulances came in van s—size…” Ari stuttered through her chattering teeth. She was shivering all of a sudden and she didn’t know why. 
 
    “Well, when they need to get into a parking garage with low clearance they do.” The officers seemed relieved that Ari was at least talking now instead of crying. Everything happened in a blur after that. The paramedics assessed Ari and saw that she had to be taken to the hospital. The police told Ari they would show up needing a statement from her once she was taken care of and then Ari was being loaded into the ambulance and driven to the nearest hospital. She finally passed out somewhere along the ride. 
 
   


 
  

 Mark 
 
    Mark had just picked up Ari’s engagement ring when he got a call from Ruben, the security guy he had hired hours too late. 
 
    “She was beaten pretty badly, sir, she has a few bruised ribs, a concussion, and lacerations all over her torso. Her face is bruised up… this guy went to town on her.”  
 
    Mark felt as if someone had a death grip around his heart and was pulling it slowly from his chest. Mark didn’t care what prison Darrel was headed to at the moment. Mark would make sure Darrel answered for every mark he left on Ari, and then he’d have him transferred to a prison in fucking Mexico. 
 
    “I’m on the next flight out, I need you to find me everything on his whereabouts. This man has to pay,” Mark said shortly before he ended the call with Ruben. Mark rode in tightly restrained silence to the airport and Paul didn’t say a word about Mark’s phone call. 
 
    Before Mark boarded his plane, he said goodbye to his faithful driver and then focused on getting to Ari. Mark needed to make sure she was okay, and then he had to pay Darrel a visit and made sure he ended up in the shittiest prison Mark could arrange he be locked up in. 
 
    During the entire flight, Mark sat tightly restrained, Ari was his world and he let her down. He didn’t protect her, he had all the resources anyone could ever need, whether they be legit or shady, and Mark didn’t use a damn one to keep her safe. Instead, he let himself get completely wrapped up in the high of being with her that he let his practical self go. He acted too late and he’d never forgive himself for it. 
 
     Now Ari had been beaten within an inch of her life and she was in a fucking hospital bed. Mark couldn’t help but take the blame, he could have prevented it all, but he didn’t. 
 
    Mark tried to keep his head, but it was slowly going along with the crushing of his heart. He needed to see her; he needed to make sure she would truly be okay. The fucking plane finally landed and Mark all but leapt from the emergency hatch to get to his car. He had the driver speed to the hospital and nearly throttled the security officer sitting at the visitor desk. The man was taking too long just to tell Mark where Ari’s room was. 
 
    Mark found out that it was room ten-eleven and he rode the elevator up to the tenth floor impatiently before he ran down the hall to Ari’s room, ignoring the alarmed calls from the nurse’s station. 
 
    “Ari…” Mark breathed when he got through the sliding glass door to her room.  
 
    Thank goodness it was a private room. She was just lying there on the hospital bed with the remote to the TV in her hand. She was staring blankly at the screen and Mark had to say her name again before she looked over at him. 
 
    “Ari, baby… God, I’m so fucking sorry.” Mark walked over to Ari’s bed and took in her bruised cheek, busted lip and the bruising around her neck that he could make out. A pink jacket he recognized as the one she sometimes wore around the house covered the rest. 
 
    “Mark… you’re back—did my sisters call you?” Her voice was hoarse and she sounded as if she was in a daze. She was probably still in shock. 
 
    “Not yet, I found out as I was on the way to the airport to come back to you. I’m so sorry baby, I was too late, and I should have hired the security for you when you first told me about Darrel. I shouldn’t have let him get to you.”  
 
    Ari snapped out of her daze when Mark started to blame himself. 
 
    “You think this is your fault?” Ari asked, her voice low, but surprised.  
 
    Mark carefully took her hand in his. It was cool and he covered it with his other hand to try and warm her up. 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Ari. I could have protected you, but I was too caught up in everything else. I should have kept you safe.” Mark hung his head; he was tearing up and didn’t want to cry in front of her on top of failing to keep her safe. 
 
    “No, no, Mark, I don’t blame you at all. It couldn’t be prevented. Something would have happened, he was too disturbed to be put off by you or any security you could have hired. I don’t blame you, so you shouldn’t blame yourself… please just help me move past this now…” Ari whispered.  
 
    Mark hated that she sounded so subdued. He’d beat that fucker Darrel ten times worse than he beat Ari. Mark didn’t care how many strings he had to pull, Darrel was going to pay and then rot in jail for the rest of his life. 
 
    “Don’t worry baby, I’ve got you. I promise I won’t let anything bad happen to you.” Mark held Ari’s hand in his securely and then softly pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Tell me what hurts… I need to know what he did to you.”  
 
    Ari looked at Mark with wide eyes, but he wouldn’t explain himself. Ari knew Mark; she knew what he would do. 
 
    Mark gently unzipped Ari’s jacket and saw the bruises along her rib cage. He pushed her sleeves up and saw the cuts and bruises on her arms. Ari even let him feel the stitches she had to have near the base of her skull from being slammed around by that fucker. Mark saw what he had to see and he knew what he had to do. First he needed to take care of Ari, though. 
 
    “Can I get into bed with you?” Mark asked. She nodded and he carefully got in next to her, she rested against his chest and he felt her take a shuddering breath. Soon, Ari was asleep and Mark refused to let her go. 
 
    “Oh, she’s finally asleep.” A nurse came in followed by who Mark assumed to be Ari’s doctor. 
 
    “I’m her husband… can you tell me what’s going on with her?” Mark directed his question at both the doctor and nurse. In a lot of cases, the nurse knew more than the doctor did, as they were the ones who were with patients all throughout the day or night. 
 
    “Of course. Ari was brought into the hospital late last night, she was unconscious initially, but soon regained consciousness once we got her into the emergency room. She has a concussion and had to get stitches to patch up a nasty gash at the back of her head. Other than that, she has severe bruising on a few of her ribs, but her breathing isn’t compromised, thankfully. Then there are the more minor cuts and bruises, but we’re keeping her here until tomorrow to monitor her sleeping and waking patterns. She hasn’t slept at all since she was brought to the hospital and with the amount of painkillers she’s on, we found that as cause for concern.” The doctor was professional and Mark appreciated her telling him everything straight up even though they knew Ari didn’t have a ring on her finger. 
 
    “Have the police been in to get a statement from her yet?” Mark asked, the doctor looked to the nurse who shook his head. 
 
    “Not yet, they just phoned us to let us know they’ll be here within the next couple of hours.”  
 
    Mark nodded, he wasn’t exactly happy that the cops would be disturbing Ari while she rested, but Mark needed to talk to them about Darrel. Any information Mark could get would be best. 
 
    By the time the cops showed up, the nurse had come in to wake Ari and make sure she still knew how old she was, where she was, that sort of thing. While the nurse was checking Ari out, Mark stepped outside to speak with the cops, but he was sidetracked by Ari’s family showing up. 
 
    “Mark! You’re here, God, I’ve been trying to reach you, but you wouldn’t answer your phone.” Sandy was speaking before she even reached Mark with the rest of Ari’s family. Miss Marie, Lisa, her husband Marcus and even Brooklyn were here. Mark was surprised, though, to see Kevin trailing close behind Sandy. Mark thought they were just dating. 
 
    “Yeah, you probably tried to call while I was on the flight over. I came straight here. The nurse is checking her over. She managed to get a couple hours of sleep,” Mark told them. Thankfully, they didn’t question how Mark knew about Ari if Sandy wasn’t able to reach him. Everyone went in to see her and Mark walked over to the two police officers waiting across the hall from Ari’s room. 
 
    “Mark Robinson, we understand you’re involved with Miss Francis. Can we ask you a couple of questions about Darrel Porter? Just for the record?” Mark nodded and gestured for the officer to go ahead and ask him whatever they needed. 
 
     “So what do you know about Mr. Porter?”  
 
    Mark took a deep breath and crossed his arms over his chest.  
 
    “Ari told me their relationship ended violently. He abused her and she left him. Now, a year or so later, he showed up at Ari’s lounge accosting her outside. I saw it and sent him away. Ever since then, he’s been calling her. Ari told me he followed her home before last night and she told him they were over for good. He threatened her and she called the police to file for a restraining order. A few days later he left her old engagement ring outside her door. Then last night…” Mark trailed off.  
 
    “Before you go in there to talk to Ari… can you tell me if there is any chance he could get out of prison?” Mark asked the officers bluntly and they glanced at each other warily. Mark didn’t think a person went to jail for assault for the rest of his life. “Can you tell me where he’s being held? I’d like to pay the man a visit,” Mark said. The officers glanced at each other once more before the officer with the notepad decided to tell Mark. Darrel was being held at the Broward County correctional facility. That’s all the information Mark needed. 
 
    “Thank you, officers,” Mark dismissed them before he walked down the hall, already making a call to collect on a few favors he had owed to him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mark stayed with Ari all night, even past visiting hours. He couldn’t bring himself to leave her for too long, she was too fragile. So Mark stayed, even though all she did was sleep for most of the time.  
 
    The next afternoon, the doctor discharged Ari and prescribed her some pain medication in case her ribs hurt too much or she had a bad headache from the concussion. Mark couldn’t help the anger that swelled in his chest when faced with the fact that Ari even had to go through any of it. 
 
    Mark helped Ari into his car and his driver took them to Miss Marie’s house. Mark didn’t think Ari would want to be near her place and their house on Castilla Isle wasn’t done being renovated yet. 
 
    “Mark you must shower and at least shave. I know you love my daughter and want to be with her. But you must take care of yourself, too,” Miss Marie scolded Mark once Ari was settled in her old bedroom. Brooklyn was upstairs with her while Mark came down to get Ari something to eat. 
 
    “I just… need to be there for her, Miss Marie,” Mark said truthfully. Ari’s mom kissed Mark on the cheek before patting his arm reassuringly. 
 
    “She will be all right, Clarissa is a strong girl. She won’t be all right if you keep hovering and worrying and beating yourself up over this.”  
 
    Mark sighed, Miss Marie was right. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll take a shower, but can you bring her up some food? She’s hungry.”  
 
    Miss Marie reassured Mark that she and Brooklyn would take care of Ari while Mark showered. 
 
    “Oh, and Mark, we did not know what of yours to bring from Ari’s condo, so you might want to run over there for a shower and pack a bag for yourself.”  
 
    Mark didn’t know what it was, but he felt like Miss Marie was giving him leave to take care of something she shouldn’t know anything about. She gave him a long look before she disappeared into the kitchen. Mark went upstairs to tell Ari he would be running out for a second. 
 
    “Baby, I have to go and get some clothes, but I’ll be back soon. Your mom is fixing you something to eat.” Mark held Ari’s hand while he spoke to her. She looked so small all curled up on her bed. Brooklyn was sitting in a purple egg chair next to Ari’s bed. 
 
    “Okay, hurry back,” Ari said before Mark kissed her softly on the lips. Mark nodded to Brooklyn on his way out of her room and then he was on the phone while hurrying to his car. He gave the driver the rest of the night off because tonight Mark was going to take care of Darrel once and for all. 
 
    “Is everything taken care of?” Mark made sure all his ducks were in a row before going to the location his connection arranged for Mark. 
 
    “Yes, sir. A Darrel Porter is being transferred to holding for a court appearance; my guys are making the transfer. You need to be at the parking lot on Broward and Fifth in twenty minutes. Afterward, Porter will be convicted without trial for ten years in prison, which is the max amount of time for assault with the intent to kill. After a few years or so in the American institution, after he’s well forgotten by any public eyes, Darrel will be smuggled out and transferred to a lovely Mexican prison in Sinaloa.”  
 
    Mark was pleased with what he heard. He wanted Darrel to pay for what he did to Ari and he would, tenfold. 
 
    “I’m on my way to the lot now. Your debt with me has been paid with this, Angelo,” Mark said in way of thanks. 
 
    “Any time, we are, after all, family. I’m sure we will have need of each other in the future. Don’t bruise your knuckles, Marco,” Angelo warned him before ending the call. Mark hoped that his cousin wouldn’t take this as some beginning to a shady relationship between the two, but he couldn’t deny that his cousin got things done… and the guy didn’t even live in the states. 
 
    Mark pulled into the parking lot just as the van containing Darrel Porter pulled up. One guard got out and opened the van door while the other pulled Darrel out to the concrete. They both walked over to the other side of the van so Mark could carry out his business with the lesser man. 
 
    “Mark?” Darrel looked up at Mark in belligerent shock. Mark didn’t say a word. Instead, he took his cousin’s advice and made sure not to bruise his knuckles. Mark kicked the shit out of Darrel until he spit up blood onto the ground. That was when Mark stopped. He called to the guards and they loaded Darrel into the van before driving off. 
 
    Mark had to collect himself before he got back into the car. He had to admit he felt better now that he'd had the chance to kick Darrel’s ass for hurting Ari. Mark took several deep breaths, got into his car and headed to Ari’s condo to pack his bag with a few things. Mark took a quick shower and then sped over to Miss Marie’s house where Ari was waiting up for him. 
 
    “That took a little while, was there traffic?” Ari reached for Mark when he walked into her bedroom. Brooklyn had just left and Ari’s mom could be heard in her room talking on the phone. 
 
    “Yeah, there was an accident on the way to your place, it was bad, they had the entire road blocked off. I had to practically circumnavigate the globe to get there.” Mark hated lying to Ari, but the alternative would probably freak her out and she was delicate as it was. Mark would tell her eventually, just not right then. 
 
    “Oh, did you eat? My mom made some really good salad and salmon. There’s some in the fridge if you’re hungry.”  
 
    Mark shook his head and pulled Ari closer to him, careful of her ribs and tender spots. 
 
    “How are you feeling… really?” Mark studied her expression as she sighed and gave him a small shrug. 
 
    “I’ll be all right… I just, I wish I hadn’t been so soft on Darrel. Even the first time I dropped the charges and then I made this whole thing into no big deal and he ended up… I’m just glad he’s being put away. I just want to forgive and forget, I’ve never harboured him any ill will… I mean, of course I was angry with him. But this time I think he was sick mentally.” Ari told Mark everything she was thinking and he loved her for it. 
 
    “I’ll help you get through it, baby… maybe once you’re better you could join a self-defense class. It could really help to beat some guy up once a week or something.”  
 
    Ari laughed and then winced, Mark was happy she was laughing, but he didn’t want her to hurt herself. 
 
    “That might not be such a bad idea. As long as I have you I’ll be fine.”  
 
    Mark smiled, he loved to hear those words from Ari. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Clarissa 
 
    Ari thought she was ready to go back to her condo. After days of her family, including Mark, hovering around her like a fallen bird with a broken wing, she decided it was time for some distance. Ari could deal with Mark being there for her, but not her mother, Sandy, Lisa, Brooklyn, and the occasional appearance from Marcus and Kevin. 
 
    “Baby, I think it’s time we go back to my place now. It’s too crowded here.” Ari seemed to have caught Mark off guard with this and he looked at her in mild surprise. 
 
    “Are you sure? You know our house on Castilla will be ready in just a few more days,” Mark said while turning the volume down a little on the TV in Ari’s old room. 
 
    “I know, but I want to face being there again before we completely move on… it’ll help I think,” Ari said truthfully.  
 
    Mark nodded, understanding where she was coming from. 
 
    “If you’re one hundred percent sure, then we can go back to your condo. Only if you’re a hundred percent sure,” Mark reiterated.  
 
    Ari was so glad she had him; Mark was by her side when she needed him and he went at her pace with everything. 
 
    “I’m one hundred percent sure, Mark. My mom taught me to face my fears, that it would make me stronger, so that is what I have to do.”  
 
    Mark nodded and kissed Ari on her shoulder. 
 
    “Then that’s what we have to do, but as soon as the house is ready, we’re moving.”  
 
    Ari nodded, smiling at Mark’s determined expression. He wanted to get it all behind them as much as she did. If it didn’t hurt Ari’s entire torso to give Mark a bear hug, she’d do it. She really did love that man. At least Ari’s lip had healed so she was free to give him a sound smooch on the lips. 
 
    “What was that for?” Mark chuckled before kissing Ari twice more. 
 
    “Just for being you,” Ari said with a dreamy expression. 
 
    “I’ll have to be me more often then.” Ari had to really hone in her laughter, so whenever she found something funny she simply giggled rather than a full-blown rib-crippling laugh. It really wasn’t fun. Almost all her other injuries were healing or healed, but her ribs were taking the longest and were the most painful. 
 
    “So, come morning, we’re going back right?” Ari asked to make sure and Mark nodded. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I know your family is driving you crazy by now.” Mark kissed Ari’s nose and she snuggled against him contentedly. She was asleep as soon as she got comfortable. 
 
    In the morning, Ari and Mark had breakfast with Ari’s mom and then headed back to Ari’s condo. She had to admit she was growing more and more nervous the closer they got to the parking garage. Ari tried to remind herself that Darrel was in jail, he wouldn’t be there, and he wouldn’t pop out of the shadows, though all Ari could think about was how he'd just appeared behind her from thin air and mauled her. 
 
    “Relax, baby, you can do this. I’m here with you every step of the way remember?” Mark tried to soothe Ari’s nerves, but it only worked briefly. They were already pulling into the parking garage next to Ari’s car. She was pretty sure her phone was still inside it on the passenger seat. 
 
    “I… I have to go and get my phone from… the car.” Ari’s voice was shaky as she spoke. Mark squeezed her hand tightly in his before he got out of the car to open her door. He didn’t say anything as she walked over to her car and unlocked it. She bent inside, ignoring the sharp pain in her side as she got the phone. Ari straightened and closed her car door; she locked it and took as deep a breath as she could manage. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Mark asked her when she walked over to him. Ari put her cell in her purse and took Mark’s hand while they walked over to the elevator. 
 
    “I feel… I don’t know, I feel free. He’s not there over my shoulder anymore… now I have you.” Ari smiled up at Mark happily and he exhaled deeply as if he’d been holding his breath. 
 
    “Yeah you do, baby. I’m not going anywhere either.” Mark bent down to kiss Ari. He was tender with her and each of his kisses melted her heart because he relayed how much he cared for her in the brief contact. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mark’s party was really packed. People seemed to be having a great time, though; even Ari’s mom was dancing with Mark to one of her favorite Nina Simone songs. Ari couldn’t help but laugh at the two. Mark’s mom, Isabella, was laughing, too. She’d never seen Mark dance with anyone but her before. 
 
    “You know, Ella, those dancing lessons you made him take really paid off. He’s an excellent dancer,” Ari commented. Mark’s mom smiled humorously over at Ari from her seat at their table. 
 
    “Yes, I told him when he was younger, ‘Marco, you will thank me one day because your dancing will find you the perfect woman to marry,’ and look, I was right.”  
 
    Ari laughed with Ella; she really did love Mark’s parents. His mom was always laughing and his dad was everything Ari imagined a dad would be like; loving, dependable, always doting on his wife and son. Ari bet Chris would be an awesome grandpa one day. 
 
    “Okay, enough laughing at me, now it’s your turn.” Mark came to sweep Ari in for his next dance and she went willingly. 
 
    “So did you like dancing with my mom, Marco?” Ari was getting used to hearing Mark being called by his given name now that his parents were around to do it. The first time Ella heard Ari’s mom call him by Marco, Ari could tell they would click. 
 
    “You know what, I see where you got your dancing skills from… and by the way I’m thinking about changing my name back because the way you say it is so sexy.”  
 
    Ari laughed, she was relieved she could actually laugh instead of having to hold in her laughter for awkward giggles. It always made everyone else laugh harder, but she was left out from that. Now that her ribs were hurting less, she was almost completely back to normal. 
 
    “So I was thinking… if we had a baby, would you want his name to be Robinson or would you want him to have my Italian name?” Mark asked the question so casually Ari didn’t think anything major of it. Mark had been asking a lot of questions like that lately. When they were married would she want this or if they had twins would it be scary, and Ari just answered them truthfully. 
 
    “Well, I would like that; your real name just rolls off the tongue so nicely, Marco Rabottini. If our kids took your real last name, though, they’d have to have Italian first names. Which could work, but they’ll at least have to have French middle names.” Mark laughed at Ari for some odd reason and she shrugged. “My mother might be pissed otherwise.” 
 
    “I know, I’m not laughing because of that. I’m laughing at you.”  
 
    Mark looked at her in humoured awe. Ari smiled, but was wondering why he found her so funny. 
 
    “Why? What did I do?” Mark laughed again and Ari started to pout. “Really, you can’t just laugh at a person and not tell them why they’re funny.”  
 
    Mark pressed a kiss to Ari’s lips three times before he finally fessed up. 
 
    “I’m laughing because you’ve been missing all my signs. All week I’ve been dropping hints to prepare you for this moment.”  
 
    Ari looked at Mark in confusion and then covered her mouth in surprise when he got down on one knee. Right there in the middle of the dance floor with everyone looking. 
 
    “Oh this moment?” Ari gasped, a huge grin breaking across her face. Mark laughed and then he nodded. He actually seemed a little nervous, like Ari would say no! She might if all he asked her was something like, “Will you buy a dog with me?” 
 
    “Clarissa, you know that you are my whole world. Without you, I would have lost my soul and never gotten it back. You’re everything I want and everything I never knew I wanted. I love you and I want to start spending forever with you so… will you, uh, marry me?”  
 
    Ari intended to say yes, but an overjoyed half-sob, half-laugh came out first. Here Mark was, the love of her life asking her to marry him and he was nervous. She loved him that much more and she realized that it would be like this for them until they grew old and beyond. She’d just keep on loving him, every day would be a new revelation for why Mark was the one and she could literally sprout wings and fly from the joy and anticipation of it. 
 
    “Of course, I’ll marry you, Mark…” was Ari’s simple reply, her voice thick with all of the emotions she was feeling.  
 
    Mark’s face lit up; he was suffused with joy and he slid the ring, Ari didn’t even notice, onto her finger. Mark picked her up and spun her around before dipping her low while planting a passionate kiss on her lips. Only after did Ari realize there was a room full of cheering people and that she and Mark hadn’t actually transported to their own separate world. 
 
    Their friends and family soon surrounded Mark and Ari, all wishing them congratulations, and champagne was being brought out to cheer the newly-engaged couple. Ari couldn’t help her giant smile even if her cheeks were starting to ache a little. She was surrounded by the joy and happiness of what was to come for her and Mark. All Ari could think about was how crazy it was that one semi-drunken investment led to all of this. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THANKS FOR READING! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Authors Personal Message: 
 
      
 
    Hey beautiful! 
 
      
 
    I really hope you enjoyed my novel and I would really love if you could give me a rating on the store! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thanks in advance and if you turn the page you will discover a FREE bonus novel that I included in this download for you! :) 
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 Summary 
 
    “You never know who you might meet online...” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany Norman was not sure about trying online dating but she figured she had nothing to lose. She had no idea that the moment she downloaded that Matchr dating app was the moment that changed her life forever.  
 
      
 
    Her perfect match was a man named Thomas Belmont. Tall, dark and handsome just the way she likes them. He almost seems too good to be true. 
 
      
 
    In fact, Thomas is even better then that. He is a self-made Billionaire who is looking for love and the woman of his dreams. When he matches up with Tiffany he can not wait to meet her.  
 
      
 
    Only problem is, Thomas Belmont has many secrets and a dark side to his life that not many know about. One thing is for sure, when Tiffany discovers the truth about her perfect match, she is going to be SHOCKED...  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter1  
 
      
 
     “You ready to rip this thing?” asked the overly cheerful instructor. 
 
      
 
    White people are into the weirdest sports, Tiffany thought to herself as she stood at the edge of a hundred foot high platform and looked down at the harness and rappelling gear attached to her waist. The too-thin looking rope ran from a sturdy anchor point in the framework above them, through the complicated looking hunk of metal and pulleys that would supposedly allow her to control her descent, and then through her brake hand, before falling away towards the ground in long twin strands. Their rooftop perch was on the outside of a tall building that had been converted into an adventure center that boasted the city’s highest climbing walls and most daring urban adrenaline rushes. 
 
      
 
    “You can do it,” said her date from where he was clipped into the safety bar behind the instructor. “Just think of how hot you’ll look gliding down that wall.” 
 
      
 
    “In this ridiculous helmet? I don’t think so.” Tiffany smiled wryly before returning her attention to what she couldn’t believe she was about to do. “I don’t know why I let you talk me into doing this, Luke.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll bet this is the most exciting first date you’ve ever had. Come on, you’ll feel great when you get to the bottom. Trust me.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Inhaling slowly, she focused on the breathing techniques she’d learned in yoga and tried to find a center of focus from which to draw strength. While Luke wasn’t the best match she’d seen on the Matchr dating site, he had won her over after a couple of weeks of enthusiastic and friendly instant messaging through the site.  
 
      
 
    After several stale and boring dates with other men from Matchr, she’d finally succumbed to the promise of a date that she’d never forget. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so I just pull down like this to slow down or stop?” 
 
      
 
    “Just like that,” said the instructor. “You’ve got full control and there’s someone at the bottom to back you up if you lose your grip. All they have to do is pull down on the rope and you’ll stop immediately.” 
 
      
 
    “And no one has ever died doing this?” 
 
      
 
    The instructor laughed. “Not at our facility.” 
 
      
 
    “Luke, you better have a hell of a nice dinner planned after this.” 
 
      
 
    Not sticking around long enough to hear his response, Tiffany stepped out into open space and adjusted her hand until she started floating downwards. Her stomach lurched up into her chest, so she repositioned her brake hand and slowed herself down a little bit. The wall of the building whizzed past on her right, and out to her left was a breathtaking view of the neighborhood and the tall skyscrapers that loomed off in the downtown core. A sense of giddiness welled up inside her and by the time she touched down safely at the base of the wall, she was laughing like a crazy person. 
 
      
 
    “How was it?” yelled Luke from the top of the wall. The instructor was hooking him into his own rappel device so he could follow her down. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely amazing!” She shouted. 
 
      
 
    When she was fully unhooked from her own device, the instructor on the ground showed her how to unbuckle her harness so she could slide it down over her long toned legs. She was glad to have put in the effort of visiting her salon for a wax the day before, as the harness had pulled her already short shorts up even further, exposing a lot more of the silky black skin on her thigh than she tended to take care of during skirt season. Not one for running or other types of exercise that required special clothes, Tiffany had had to borrow the skimpy athletic shorts from her friend, and she couldn’t help but notice how men’s eyes drifted down towards her legs and bum when they thought she wasn’t looking. 
 
      
 
    “Wow, what a thrill!” said Luke when he hit the ground. 
 
      
 
    “You look like you’ve done this a few times before.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I may have a membership here. I usually just hit the rock climbing wall when I come for a workout but I thought you’d like to try this instead.” 
 
      
 
    Luke unclipped his helmet and ran his fingers through his close-cropped dark hair. His bicep and shoulder muscles flexed nicely and Tiffany caught herself thinking that she could easily fall into bed with someone as fit as him. She wasn’t turned on by muscle-heads who obsessed over lifting weights, but Luke had the sort of powerfully athletic build that came from a life spent in pursuit of adventure. 
 
      
 
    “It’s definitely a new experience for me.” Tiffany took her hair out of her ponytail, smoothed it back over her head to fix the mess the helmet had made, and then wrapped the elastic back over it with a few quick twists and a final snap. “I’ve seen this kind of thing on TV before, but I would never in a million years have thought I’d ever do it.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, now you can check it off the list.” Luke handed his gear over to the instructor and motioned back inside. “Feel like trying the tramp?” 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, what?” asked Tiffany, unsure if she’d heard correctly. 
 
      
 
    “The trampoline.” Luke grinned and shook his head. “They’ve got full sized Olympic trampolines and a whole trapeze rig in there. We can do whatever you prefer.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me you didn’t just say trapeze. Like in the circus? That can’t be legal.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, I’ll show you.” 
 
      
 
    Luke held the door open for her and she couldn’t help but catch the musky odor of his sweat mixed with the spicy scent of his deodorant. The combined effect was a heady aphrodisiac after the adrenaline high she’d experienced from the rappelling, and for the first time since signing up for an account on Matchr, she considered breaking her no sex on the first date rule. 
 
      
 
    The trapeze setup proved to be a lot safer than Tiffany had imagined it might be. Once she was wired into yet another safety harness, she learned how to swing back and forth, and then to hang from her legs before trying a somersault that resulted in her missing the next bar. She came to a soft landing being lowered down to the large net below. Unhooking herself from the safety lines, she crawled to the edge of the net where Luke waited with outstretched hand. 
 
    “I feel dizzy,” she said, taking his hand and allowing him to help her onto the platform. She noticed that he’d used his other hand to guide her hip and that this same hand had shifted to the small of her back where it now rested comfortably. 
 
      
 
    “You looked like a pro up there.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany shot him an unimpressed look and he laughed in response. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” he said, raising his hands in mock surrender. “You looked like a pro until you spun out of control and came crashing down.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s better.” Tiffany wiped sweat from her brow with the back of her hand. “It is crazy hot in here.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t we grab a shower together and then go grab a drink?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany smiled and raised an eyebrow. “I’m not saying that I’m ready to shower with you just yet, but if that were the case, it wouldn’t be happening for the first time in a place like this.” 
 
      
 
    “I meant shower and then grab a drink together.” Luke’s face flushed red at the realization of how he’d mixed up his words. “Honestly, I don’t even think there are co-ed showers here, and it’s not exactly my idea of a romantic adventure either.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll meet you out front in twenty minutes, then. That is, if I can figure out how to get out of this harness.” She tugged at one of the straps and tried to find the buckle holding it in place. “It’s completely different from the last one you had me put on.” 
 
      
 
    “Here, let me help.” 
 
      
 
    Luke gently turned her away from him and proceeded to work apart the various buckles and straps of her harness, his fingers moving deftly and delicately to avoid jerking her around as he pulled the stiff material through the self-locking metal plates. Tiffany’s athletic top had pulled up a little, exposing a sliver of bare skin above the waist of her shorts, and she felt a blush of heat reach her own cheeks when his fingers brushed against her several times. She couldn’t be sure if he was intentionally delaying the removal of the harness, or if it was just that complicated, but she decided that she really didn’t care to rush away from the subtle contact. 
 
      
 
    “You’re free to go.” said Luke, pulling the harness away from her. 
 
      
 
    They descended from the platform and split off into their respective changing rooms. Tiffany felt tight and sore from the activities that had forced her to use muscles that she hadn’t known she had. On top of that, the air inside the facility was hot and stale from all the gymnast chalk used by the climbers and trapeze artists, and she could feel the sweat beading off her neck roll down her back. Hurrying past the mirrors to avoid seeing how terrible she probably looked in such a state, Tiffany grabbed a towel from the guest pile and slipped into an unoccupied shower stall. 
 
      
 
    The hot water felt blissfully relaxing when it hit her skin, and she lathered herself up with a generous portion of soap from the dispenser after checking that it wasn’t the nasty smelling generic stuff often found in bathrooms.  
 
      
 
    Whoever ran this place had clearly paid attention to the small details, and Tiffany said a silent thanks for the fruity and invigorating body wash and shampoo that had been supplied in each of the shower stalls. Rubbing the soapy froth all over her body in an effort to strip away every last bit of sweat and grime, she let her fingers linger over her nipples, feeling their stiffness and the current of inner warmth that spread through her body when she touched them. 
 
      
 
    Masturbating in a public shower wasn’t the kind of thing that Tiffany usually did. In fact, she couldn’t remember ever having done it in public at all, but she was too excited from the adrenaline coursing through her body and the thought of Luke’s strong and sweaty body pressing up against hers to resist the urge to slip a soapy finger down between her legs. 
 
      
 
    Rubbing in soft slow circles at first, Tiffany closed her eyes and imagined Luke turning her around as he had on the trapeze platform, only this time he was there in the shower with her and he was eager to slip his erection deep inside of her.  
 
      
 
    Biting her lower lip to keep from making any noise in case anyone else should come into the shower area, she increased the pressure on her clit and was soon shuddering in ecstasy as a toe-curling orgasm shot through her. Tiffany grabbed the soap dispenser so hard she almost ripped it out of the wall, before finally easing out of her climax and pulling her other hand away from her sex. 
 
      
 
    “That should do it.” She muttered to herself. 
 
      
 
    Determined not to sleep with Luke that night, she now felt she had the strength to resist whatever temptation she might have otherwise carried through from the excitement of the trapeze and hundred foot rappel. Although orgasms were like a sinful dessert that she could eat more and more of once she got started, a little snack before dinner helped hold the appetite at bay, and she hoped that she’d be able to keep her resolve as firm as she wanted to.  
 
      
 
    So far, the date was going better than any she’d had in years, and unless Luke did something terribly moronic before the end of the night, she decided that she’d give in to her desires, if he asked out on a second date. 
 
      
 
    “You look radiant.” said Luke when Tiffany met him in the lobby of the adventure center. “Is your adrenaline still pumping from that trapeze?” 
 
      
 
    “From that, and the rappel, and the climbing—” 
 
      
 
    “And the great company?” He cut in. 
 
      
 
    Luke flashed a handsome grin that produced a genuine laugh from Tiffany. 
 
     
 
    “Okay, maybe a little from the company.” She hoisted her tote with her workout clothes over her shoulder. “Didn’t you say something about a drink?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it’s just a couple of blocks away.” 
 
      
 
    Luke opened the door for her, and directed her towards a large brick building that looked like it had once been a factory of some sort. Now it had a large open-air patio with several hip-looking bikes locked out front, and a subtle sign and logo stenciled on the door identified the place as a brewery. 
 
      
 
    “Do you like beer?” asked Luke as he opened the door for her. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I guess I like a beer now and then.” She took in the large metal tanks and copper kettles that occupied a closed off area behind the long bar counter that took up the entire back half of the room. Long tables designed for communal seating filled the rest of the brewery, and there were already several people seated here and there with beer glasses in several different states of emptiness. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany looked at the long list of beers scrawled on a blackboard above the bar. 
 
      
 
    “Although I’m not sure I like beer as much as you do.” She said. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s impossible to be snobby about beer.” He set his bag down by an unoccupied chair and gestured for her to sit. “I’ll grab us a couple of flights so you can try a few things.” 
 
      
 
    Although she had no idea what he was talking about, Tiffany smiled and sat down to wait for her date. He’d changed into pair of slim fit chinos and a plain yet crisp black t-shirt that made him seem both classy and comfortably casual at the same time. He was fun to be around, and not at all difficult to look at, but Tiffany began to worry that everything Luke did had to be some extreme version of what normal people did. 
 
      
 
    “There you go,” said Luke, sliding a wooden tray with four tiny glasses of beer nestled into four little grooves. “One tasting flight of the best this place has to offer.” 
 
      
 
    “Cheers.” said Tiffany, raising the first glass and tapping it against his before drinking the pale yellow beer within. “Whoa.” she said with a wince at the tart sourness of lemon and who knew what else. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I should have warned you that the Hefeweizen is pretty intense here. It’s not everyone’s cup of tea, but it’s really refreshing on a sunny day like this.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany tried another sip and tried to appreciate the subtlety of flavor, but it was hardly what she associated with the kind of beer her friends drank. The next one in the line looked more like what she thought a normal beer might be, but this one hit her with such a strong flavor of pine needles that she thought maybe it had gone off. 
 
      
 
    “That IPA has won them several gold medals.” explained Luke. “It’s probably the best thing they make here.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re really into this stuff, huh?” asked Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I guess you could say I kind of go all out with everything I do.” Luke drank the last of his Hefeweizen and set the glass back in its spot on the tray. “What about you, what kind of stuff are you into?” 
 
      
 
    “I like to read a lot and I paint once in a while.” Tiffany swirled the beer around her glass, watching the thin layer of foam slosh right up to the edge of the glass. “Honestly, I work way more than I probably should, and that keeps me from really doing much of anything else.” 
 
      
 
    Luke sipped at his next beer and nodded in sympathy. “That sounds like me a few years ago. I used to focus on work to the exclusion of all else, and I woke up one morning to realize that I wasn’t even remotely happy.” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s when you started rock climbing and drinking fancy beer?” She asked with a hint of gentle ribbing. 
 
      
 
    “And mountain biking, and running, and white-water rafting.” 
 
      
 
    “White-water rafting? Where do you even do that around here?” 
 
      
 
    “I go upstate with some buddies a few times a year. At first, we went on guided trips, but last year we all pooled our money and bought one of our own. There’s really no feeling like being out on the river for a few days and then camping under the stars each night.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh.” Not sure of what else to say in response. Tiffany tried the third beer in her tasting flight. This one, a rich amber hue like rich artisanal honey, she found it much more to her liking. It was considerably better than any beer she’d ever tasted, and for the first time since entering the brewery, she came around to the thought that Luke’s penchant for having to do everything bigger and bolder than everyone else might lead to some pretty cool discoveries. 
 
      
 
    “You like that one?” asked Luke. “It’s a Belgian tripel. Watch out though, it’s eleven percent alcohol.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that a lot?” asked Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    “Not in a little glass like that, but it can take you by surprise if you drink a few pints. A regular domestic beer you’d pick up at the corner store, is only like, five percent.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re saying I should watch myself so I don’t lose my resolve to not sleep with you on the first date?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany felt a little flushed, and she wasn’t sure if it was from the heat, the exercise, the beer, or the comment she’d just made. All she knew was that she was having a good time even though a voice in the back of her head was telling her that she had nothing in common with this guy. Still, he was nice and cute, and didn’t that count for something? 
 
      
 
    Luke smiled and blushed a little himself. “Why don’t I go get us some menus? You look like maybe you could use something to eat after all that exercise.” 
 
      
 
    “That would probably be a good idea.” Tiffany sniffed at the dark black beer that sat in the last glass of her flight and wrinkled her nose. It smelled of salty licorice and she didn’t even have to taste it to know that she probably wasn’t ready for it. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, and Luke?” she called after him and held up her empty tripel glass. “Can I get pint of this Belgian one?” 
 
      
 
    Luke laughed and went to the bar to place her order. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Tiffany checked her phone to see if she’d received any messages on her Matchr app. It had been over a week since her one and only date with Luke, and she still hadn’t heard from him, despite a long dinner of talking and more drinks. It ended with a steamy kiss on her doorstep before he pulled himself away in a very gentlemanly manner. She’d thought for sure that they’d made a connection of some sort, but one day turned into two, and then two into three, and now eight days had passed without word from him. 
 
      
 
    She was conscious of the fact that she was working with a looming deadline and knew it wouldn’t be great for her manager to walk by and see her using a dating app on her phone. She should be focusing on the artwork for a pitch that would hopefully land the firm one of their biggest clients yet. The work was fun and challenging, and normally Tiffany threw herself into it with reckless abandon. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d done something terribly wrong to throw Luke off like she apparently had. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t that Tiffany considered herself below average in any way. She knew she was pretty enough for most men to be at least passably attracted to her. Although she didn’t work out, she ate healthy and was still young enough that her metabolism took care of whatever her laziness might have tried to do to her body. She dressed cleanly and with what she considered to be a fashionably feminine style, and she was cultured and knowledgeable when it came to things like art and food. 
 
      
 
    Well, except for craft beer, she thought. She remembered drinking enough to put a little slur in her words and she was pretty sure Luke had to grab her to keep her from falling after she tripped on an uneven bit of sidewalk.  But had she been drunk enough to give him a bad impression? He’d seemed more than willing to kiss her for several minutes in the lobby of her apartment. At the time, she thought that she’d felt the bulge of his excitement pressing against her before he pulled away and bid her a good night. There’d been a goofy smile on his face like he’d wanted to do more but that he knew the smart play was to walk away, and she’d been prepared to take it to the next level when he called again. 
 
      
 
    So what happened to put him off? 
 
      
 
    “Can I see the proofs for the pitch artwork?” asked Carrie, her direct manager and the art director for the firm. 
 
      
 
    “They’re not quite done yet.” Tiffany had already put her phone away but she’d been caught staring at her monitor without actually doing any work. “I can have them for you in an hour?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re already behind schedule on this, Tiff.” Carrie checked her watch. “Can you make it thirty minutes?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’ll do my best.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany gritted her teeth and wanted to blame the woman who was now walking away to check on some other project status but it was nobody’s fault but her own that she was under this pressure to beat the clock. She’d been drifting down unproductive mental roads that led only to frustration and disappointment, and it was best to forget about Luke and to get back to living her regular life. 
 
      
 
    The minutes ticked by like seconds, and after barely making her thirty-minute deadline, Tiffany exported the proof and uploaded it to the folder she shared with her manager. It wasn’t perfect, but it was only a first concept proof and there would be time to iron out the small details later. The worst of it was that it wasn’t up to par with Tiffany’s usual work, and she knew that Carrie would notice and it would probably come up at her next review. Work was the one place where Tiffany felt most secure and in control, and she hated the idea of letting her manager and team down in even the smallest of ways. 
 
      
 
    Deciding that she needed a break, and that she had time to cut out for her usual afternoon visit to the café around the corner, Tiffany sent of a few quick emails and shoved her phone into her purse before heading out and down the three flights of stairs that took her to a side street exit. The café was blessedly quiet for the time of day, and she ordered a twelve-ounce latte that she took to an available table by the window. Sunlight streamed in and made the seat a little too warm, but the light felt so refreshing that she settled in and pulled out her phone to scroll through her latest matches. 
 
      
 
    As she scrolled through the various men who’d been suggested to her or who had taken the time to send her a private message, she wondered if maybe she wasn’t becoming too obsessed with trying to meet someone. She’d only logged into the site once every few days before her date with Luke. Since then, she’d been checking it regularly to see if he’d written her. She’d become a little addicted to the idea of being able to browse so many profiles whenever she wanted. Downloading the app to her phone had probably been a bad idea because it meant she could check her matches wherever she was. 
 
      
 
    Vaguely embarrassed by the fact that someone might look over her shoulder and see that she was using a silly dating app, Tiffany angled her phone away from the view of other café patrons, and she clicked the icon that opened up her messaging inbox. 
 
      
 
    Ugh, she thought as she looked through the stream of guys who looked more like sexual predators or mental asylum escapees than potential dates. It wasn’t that Tiffany was overly shallow, although she did prefer a guy with a nice body and a handsome face, but these people looked downright scary. Most of them seemed to have zero social skills, judging by the vulgar descriptions of what they wanted to do to her body, and she almost quit the app entirely after clicking on the ninth such message. 
 
      
 
    Something caught her eye just when she’d thought she’d read enough, and she clicked on one last message from someone with the username ThomasB3. It was pretty common for people to use nicknames or to only identify themselves by a first name and an initial, but Tiffany always preferred to interact with people who didn’t feel the need to hide behind an alias like sexmonster69, or worse. 
 
      
 
    Then, of course, was the undeniable fact that ThomasB3 was irresistibly handsome. He was not necessarily sexy or hot like Luke, but there was a depth of character that shone through his eyes. In the profile photo of him, he was wearing a light blue Oxford shirt with the top button undone and the sleeves rolled up to just below his elbows. The snapshot made it look like he was standing in some romantic European coastal town with strong-whitewashed walls behind him, but it was difficult to tell exactly. 
 
      
 
    For a moment, Tiffany worried that some creeper had simply copied a photo of a model from a men’s fashion ad, but when she clicked into the profile, she saw other photos that reassured her he was indeed a real person. 
 
      
 
    Reading his profile, she saw that his interests were in reading, art, and travel — which would explain the photo — but that it was rather vague on what he did for a living. Judging by his taste in clothing and the places he visited, he didn’t come across as one of those people who didn't care about responsibility and were always living for the moment.  
 
      
 
    Although the idea was nice, Tiffany had been turned off by people like that after realizing that she’d never be able to count on them for anything more than a casual fling before they wandered off in search of some new interest. Plus, she got tired of buying them dinner because they claimed to have forgotten to have taken cash out and had left their credit cards at home. 
 
      
 
    Everything about ThomasB3 seemed almost too good to be true, but she figured that might have just been in contrast to the abject losers she seemed to have been attracting lately. It was worth a chance, she decided, and she sent him a quick reply indicating that she was flattered by his compliments and that she agreed they might be a good match. As a little test, she asked him what his favorite book was (as a way of checking to see if he actually loved reading, or if he was just one of those guys who put things like that on his profile in order to seem more suave). 
 
      
 
    Tiffany hadn’t even finished her latte when her phone dinged to alert her to a new Matchr message. She flicked aside the phone’s lock screen and clicked on the message, surprised to see that it was a response from ThomasB3. 
 
      
 
    Great to hear back from you, Tiffany. I just happened to be online and thinking about you when I saw your message come in. Now does that seem like the fates are smiling on us or what? My favorite book is The Secret Sharer by Joseph Conrad, although I guess that’s a bit of a cheat since it’s only a short story. Still, it’s a wonderfully poignant story of what it means to put your trust in the hands of another. What about you? What’s your favorite book? – Thomas 
 
      
 
    Tiffany gawked at her screen. Most people replied to that question with the titles that had clearly been ripped from various Best Books of All Time lists, and rarely did they say why they liked them. Here was a man who’d actually read deeper into Conrad than Heart of Darkness, and he responded so quickly that he couldn’t possibly have pulled that response from any search result. 
 
      
 
    Noticing the time, Tiffany typed out a quick reply and hit send. She then set her phone to Do Not Disturb mode, and stuffed it into her purse. There was still an afternoon of work ahead and she already burned too much of the day on Matchr. The last thing she needed now was to be exchanging messages all day with this Thomas person. 
 
      
 
    The only problem was that she’d been intrigued enough by his profile and that one short message, to not be able to think about much of anything else as she worked. While one part of her brain worked on font selection and layout, the rest of it couldn’t stop thinking about Thomas.  
 
      
 
    She considered herself a modern woman who stood for gender equality and was not so shallow as to judge a person by looks alone. The fact that Thomas seemed comfortably employed and was as good looking as he was, put a big checkmark in the plus column when she considered whether or not she’d say yes to meeting him for a date if he asked. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, Tiffany’s focus shifted back to working and away from her dating life, and before she knew it, the afternoon had disappeared and almost everyone around her had packed up and left for the day. Only a few other people sat working at their computers, and it was with some surprise that she realized she’d stayed an hour later than she normally would have. 
 
      
 
    The upshot of her extra hour was that she’d gone from being behind on one project to slightly ahead of schedule on that one and another lower priority design that wasn’t due for another week. Feeling satisfied that her manager would notice the hard work she put in to make up for her lateness, Tiffany shut down her computer and left the office to go home. 
 
      
 
    Although she planned to wait until she got back to her apartment and her laptop, Tiffany couldn’t wait any longer, and so she checked her phone as soon as she found a seat on the subway. Her phone’s data connection tended to cut in and out on the train, but it had already pulled down a message from Thomas, and she used the short ride to compose a reply. Once she reached her station and saw she had signal bars again, she tapped the send button and slipped her phone back into her purse. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t likely that someone like Thomas would be sitting by his phone or computer waiting for a message from her, but a part of her was disappointed when she’d walked home via the local sushi restaurant, and still hadn’t received a reply by the time she’d sat down to dinner. 
 
    Tiffany dabbed wasabi onto a last piece of tuna sashimi, dipped the very edge of it into soy sauce, and placed it in her mouth. The fish was excellently prepared and practically melted in her mouth. It was sinful pleasure, and paired with a crisp white wine, served as a deliciously decadent pleasure at the end of a long day. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany placed her chopsticks on the table and hauled her computer into her lap. When she opened the Matchr site, she saw what she’d been waiting for, and cringed at the thought of it being from one of the disgusting randoms who’d been messaging her lately. 
 
      
 
    Just as she’d hoped, it was from ThomasB3, and the short and simple message inside was a request for her to join him for dinner the very next night. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter2  
 
      
 
    Unlike the craft brewery that Luke had taken her to, this restaurant clearly had a dress code that was far stricter. Tiffany had worried that she’d dressed too formally when she chose the sleek black dress she’d bought the year before, but now that she looked around at all the other female diners, she saw that her simple earrings and slim silver necklace made her look underdressed for the occasion. Everyone looked like they were wearing designer labels, and not one of them seemed to have bought anything off the rack. 
 
      
 
    The restaurant itself was modern and hopping with activity. She could not believe it when Thomas had told her where to meet him after she declined his offer to pick her up, as The Silver Hare was one of the city’s hottest restaurants. From what she’d heard, most people couldn’t get a reservation here without making it a year in advance. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, madam,” said a woman who looked like she possibly moonlighted as a model or music video backup dancer. Her expression was one of firm professionalism, as though she expected to have to tell everyone they had no chance of ever getting seated in such a place. “What’s the name of your party?” 
 
      
 
    “Norman,” she replied. “Tiffany Norman.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Ms. Norman,” the girl’s face transformed into a welcoming smile as she continued, “So good to have you here tonight. Your party is already seated and waiting for you.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany followed the woman to a quiet table near the back of the restaurant. It was secluded enough to offer what privacy such an open concept design could offer, yet it wasn’t so close to the kitchen area as to be insulting to anyone who cared about having the best seat in the house. 
 
      
 
    A man she recognized immediately as the Thomas she’d seen only in profile photos, rose to greet her with a practiced kiss on the cheek. It caught her off guard a little and she almost turned and bumped her nose into his chin when she expected him to go one way in front of the other. 
 
      
 
    “You look beautiful.” He said, before pulling out her chair for her. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany sat as he pushed the chair back in. It was the sort of thing she’d only ever seen in movies, and she could not believe that anyone actually did things like that. Then again, Thomas looked considerably more cultured than his profile had let on. He clearly had money and influence, but there was something more that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. He wore a modern cut dark gray suit, but instead of a tie, he had the top two buttons of his shirt undone, exposing the slightest bit of chest hair. It was a dashingly handsome combination and it left Tiffany a little flustered. 
 
      
 
    “That’s nice of you to say, but I feel a little underdressed.” She said admittedly. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you look stunning, so I wouldn’t give it another thought.” Thomas held up a tumbler and rattled the ice a little. “Would you like a drink?” 
 
      
 
    He signaled for a waiter, and seconds later one arrived to take their drink order. He asked for a refill on something Scots that she couldn’t have repeated had she wanted to, and she asked for an old fashioned. 
 
      
 
    “Old fashioned, huh?” He said when the waiter had left. “That’s a classic drink.” 
 
      
 
    “My dad always drank them,” she replied. “I know it’s kind of a guy’s drink, but it makes me think of him.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s not around?” 
 
      
 
    “No, he died a few years ago. Cancer.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh shit, I’m sorry, Tiffany.” Thomas frowned and folded his hands on the table in front of him. “I didn’t mean to bring that up.” 
 
      
 
    “No, don’t worry about it. Obviously, it was hard at first, but he was a great dad and he’d lived a good life. Everyone loved him, and I think that’s the best people can hope for in this life, don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a wonderful memory to have of your father.” A wan smile formed on his lips. “An enviable memory at that.” 
 
      
 
    Not wanting to follow what seemed like a depressing topic, Tiffany decided to change the subject. “I hope this isn’t awkward, but I’ve heard this is one of the most difficult to get into restaurants in the city. How on earth did you manage a reservation on one day’s notice?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that,” a genuine smile overtook him. “I did a favor for the owner when he was just starting out as a restaurateur. I’m not nearly as important as any of these people, but I do enjoy certain perks that most of them don’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Well it’s a heck of a way to impress on a first date.” She teased. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you approve.” 
 
      
 
    A server arrived and set their drinks down on the table, and the two clinked glasses before each taking a sip. The conversation flowed naturally from one subject to another. Any apprehension Tiffany had felt when she’d walked into the posh restaurant full of celebrities and obnoxiously rich people melted away as she got lost in the amazing food and how well she seemed to relate to Thomas.  
 
      
 
    They had so many interests in common that it seemed almost unreal they should have ever have found each other in such a large and often impersonal city. Even in the world of online dating, it was difficult to find people who actually matched up to their profiles, and Thomas seemed to be everything and more that ThomasB3 was. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you won’t think me presumptuous, but is there any chance I can convince you to come back to my place for a late night swim?” He asked over dessert. 
 
      
 
    “A swim?” She said with a giggle. The two cocktails and several glasses of wine she’d consumed with dinner had made her a little tipsy. “Is that a euphemism for something else?” 
 
      
 
    “My building has a pool on the roof.” Thomas placed a forkful of chocolate cake in his mouth and watched her as he chewed. “I mean, it’s a shared pool, but no one ever uses it. The damn thing is heated and everything, but it just sits there unused most days.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure what you think we women carry in our purses, but I don’t have a bathing suit with me.” She caught her date’s expression and smirked in response. “And to anticipate your next question, no, I’m not going to skinny dip with you.” 
 
      
 
    “As fun as that would have been, I’m sure you’ll be just fine in your underwear. Come on, it’s just like wearing a bikini.” 
 
      
 
    “My bikinis are not lacy and partially see through,” she replied, earning a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “That settles it. Unless you’re willing to fight me on it, you’re coming swimming with me.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany laughed and shook her head. She knew that this was part of a bigger ploy for Thomas to try to get her into bed, and she fully intended on sticking to her no sex on the first date rule, but how often would she have the opportunity to swim in a roof top pool in the middle of the city? 
 
      
 
    “If you really don’t feel comfortable, I understand,” Thomas said. “I’ve had a lovely time with you, and as much as I want it to continue, I’ll be happy to call you a town car to drive you home.” 
 
      
 
    “No.” said Tiffany. She dipped a strawberry in cream and then bit into it.  She licked a spot of cream off her lips in what she hoped was a seductive gesture. “I don’t think that will be necessary.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thomas’s building was modest for the city, but still several steps up in price and location from what Tiffany was used to. She’d never gotten a proper answer out of him in regard to his occupation, and after seeing how unconcerned he was about what must have been an astronomically high dinner bill, she’d decided that he must be an investment banker or something similar.  
 
      
 
    She wasn’t sure why he’d want to avoid talking about it, but the fact remained that Tiffany was solidly middle class, and it would be hard for a man like Thomas to be unaware of the general public’s negative attitude towards the rich and those who profited from them. Where some might brag about the millions of dollars of client money they traded at their jobs, Thomas seemed too humble to want to talk about it, and she could respect that, for the time being at least. 
 
      
 
    Rather than stop at his apartment, they took the elevator straight to the top floor. Thomas had claimed it would not be fair for him to put on a bathing suit if she didn’t have one, and so they stepped out onto the building-top pool deck still wearing their clothes from dinner. 
 
      
 
    Wasting no time, Thomas stripped off his jacket and shirt, kicked off his shoes, and pulled off his pants and socks. When he was down to nothing but his watch and a pair of black boxer briefs, he winked at Tiffany and dove in, creating barely a ripple of a splash as he sliced through the water. 
 
      
 
    “Coming in?” He asked when he broke the surface halfway down the length of the pool. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, but you have to look away until I say so.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas laughed and spun around, treading water and facing the other way while Tiffany kicked off her own shoes and slipped out of her clothing. The dress was so fitted that she’d dared not wear anything but her nicest lingerie beneath it, and she tried not to regret the fact that the pool water would probably ruin them for good. 
 
      
 
    At the same time, her light alcohol buzz had begun to wear off a little and she became embarrassed by the fact that she stood on top of an apartment building in nothing but a red lace thong and a rather sheer matching bra. 
 
      
 
    Rather than diving in as Thomas had, she tip-toed to the edge of the pool and sat on the edge, letting her legs slide into the water first before she hopped and spun, catching herself before her hair could get wet. The water was considerably colder than she thought it would be and she let out a gasp once she was in and swimming away from the edge in a slow breaststroke. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you said it was heated.” She said when she was halfway to where Thomas still faced the other direction. 
 
      
 
    He spun around and grinned. “Yeah, that probably was misleading, wasn’t it? They only heat it in the fall and winter.” 
 
      
 
    “It is beautiful, though.” 
 
      
 
    The lights of downtown loomed above them and although it was always difficult to see stars in the middle of the city, Tiffany thought she saw a few twinkling high above her. 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy you decided to swim with me.” said Thomas. He swept his arms and propelled himself back a little. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany followed and found she could touch bottom where she was. There were almost no lights on the pool deck, and the only real illumination came from the city around them and the underwater lights that she realized must show a lot more of her body than she’d anticipated. 
 
      
 
    Thomas was only a few inches away from her, and he moved to close the gap. “I had every intention of remaining a gentleman tonight but I would really like to kiss you right now.” 
 
      
 
    Swallowing a nervous lump in her throat, Tiffany reached out underwater to grab hold of Thomas’s waist, using it to pull herself up against him. “Gentlemen are highly overrated.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas’s lips were on hers in an instant, his tongue soon probing at the edge of her lips demanding to explore the heat of her mouth. She welcomed him in and yielded to his kisses, closing her eyes and luxuriating in the feel of the water on her skin and his hands slipping down to cup her bottom so he could pull her tighter toward him. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany’s body rose out of the water as Thomas lifted her upwards, and she wrapped her legs around his waist to secure herself while he laid a trail of kisses that traveled down her neck and onto the swell of her breasts where they struggled to escape the confines of her bra.  
 
      
 
    She looked down to see his mouth travel over the now translucent fabric to tease at the dark circle of her nipple clearly visible beneath. Her nipple swelled in response, the heat of his tongue burning through the chill of the water and the late night air. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany shrugged out of her shoulder straps and pulled her bra downward, exposing her breasts to Thomas’s hungry mouth. 
 
      
 
    His hands shifted on her butt, one of them squeezing her tight while the other reached further, wrapping around her thighs until he could hook her panties and pull them aside. His finger moved further upwards, dancing along the edge of her cleft to find the swelling bud of her clit. Just barely able to stretch his hand around that far, he moved his fingertip in slow gentle circles, eliciting a soft moan of delight from Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    “What if someone comes up here?” She asked, her voice a bare whisper between sharp inhalations as Thomas worked her into a frenzy of lust. 
 
      
 
    He flicked his tongue against her nipple one last time and slipped his finger downward, pushing it into her soft wetness as far as it would go. 
 
      
 
    “No one ever comes up here, but if they do, then I guess they’ll get the show of a lifetime.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany’s body positively radiated with nervous excitement. She reached behind her back to unclasp her bra and tugged it out from between them, letting it float away. She then unwrapped her legs from Thomas’s waist and swam backwards a stroke before jack-knifing forward and diving underwater to tug his underwear down and off his legs as he floated up to accommodate her actions. 
 
      
 
    For a moment, she floated there under the water’s surface, her eyes adjusting to the water and taking in the naked body in front of her. Thomas’s cock was almost completely erect, the tip of it bulging in anticipation of what he believed was to come. By the time her head broke water and she took in a lungful of air, Tiffany knew she was going to break her sex-free first date rule.  
 
      
 
    Although at least ten years older than her, Thomas had the body of a man much younger than most his age, and it was obvious he took care of himself and worked out regularly. The physical attraction she felt for him was secondary to the emotional high of such an amazing dinner, and if she still had any strength of will to keep from fucking this man, it had dissolved the moment she’d stepped out onto the deck of the pool. 
 
      
 
    Thomas closed the gap before she could make another move, and he soon had her pushed back to the edge of the pool, his strong hands lifting her up until she sat on the edge of the wooden deck. She had to lift up to allow him to roll her panties down and off her legs, and soon they were floating in the middle of the pool along with her discarded bra. 
 
      
 
    With two fingers on either knee, Thomas opened Tiffany’s legs and inched closer to her exposed pussy. Spread wide for him and in full sight of anyone who happened to be looking down from one of the neighboring buildings, Tiffany tilted her head back and luxuriated in the sensual attention Thomas was paying her with his tongue. It danced around her clit with expert deftness, and with more swiftness than she’d ever before experienced, Tiffany found herself wrapping her fingers in his hair and pulling his face towards herself as a toe-curling orgasm swept through her body. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my god, that was fast.” She said on a long exhalation of breath. 
 
      
 
    “I could do that all day,” replied Thomas. “Care for another?” 
 
      
 
    He moved to begin licking her again, but Tiffany stopped him and stood up. She walked over to one of the padded deck chairs and perched herself on the edge of it. “Why don’t you come over here instead?” 
 
      
 
    Thomas hauled himself out of the pool in one swift motion and padded towards her, water streaming down his muscled abdomen and dripping off his raging hard erection. When he was close enough to grab onto, Tiffany placed her hands on the back of his thighs and pulled him closer, shifting one hand around to grab his shaft as she took him in her mouth. 
 
      
 
    Now it was his turn to grunt and moan as she pleasured him with her lips and tongue. Licking him from base to tip a few times, Tiffany parted her lips and plunged them down over his cock, sucking softly as she pulled back away again. He was large enough that she couldn’t get him all in her mouth without choking, and so she stroked him in sync with the back and forth movements of her head, sucking him until his thighs clenched and he warned that he was about to cum. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” she said, pulling away and shifting him onto the deck chair. 
 
      
 
    When she had him lying on his back, she stepped over the chair and lowered herself onto him, breathing sharply as she felt herself stretching to accommodate him. It took a few partial strokes for her to warm up fully, and soon she had him all the way inside her while her hips rocked back and forth over him. 
 
      
 
    Thomas’s hands moved up to cup her breasts as she sat straight over him, his body flexing to meet each grinding push of her pelvis against hers. Leaning forward to find the perfect angle, she felt the swell of electric energy surge again when his pubic bone rubbed against her clit in just the right way. 
 
      
 
    The light breeze that had been almost chilly on an otherwise warm summer night, now felt deliciously cool as she began to sweat from the exertion of their lovemaking. Thomas sat up and was now thrusting into her with one hand cupped on her butt and the other gripping the edge of the deck chair for support. Her cheeks flushed with heat from how perilously close to cumming she was. 
 
      
 
    Thomas’s fingers dug in deeper, and she bent down to place her lips on his, her tongue seeking the heat of his mouth. She could feel him tensing below her, and his heavy breathing, and now rhythmic grunts fell in tune with the climax that had finally found a grip from with to rip through her body.  
 
      
 
    Barely aware of the powerful jets of cum Thomas shot inside her, she rocked her hips against him, crying out with the intensity of the orgasm that overtook her. Suspended in a moment of timelessness, she gasped and convulsed against him, unable to control or restrain herself. 
 
      
 
    When at last the sensation faded to a manageable level, Tiffany looked down at the man she’d met only hours before. A part of her couldn’t believe she’d had sex with him so quickly, but another happier voice rejoiced at the fact that she’d just made love on a rooftop pool with the most charming and attractive man she’d ever met. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The two weeks after their first date, passed by like a whirlwind fantasy. Apparently not a fan of the having to wait three days to call a girl rule that some guys seemed bent on adhering to, Thomas was boldly confident and had suggested lunch the very next day. They talked and laughed in a small bistro not far away from Tiffany’s office, and when she’d returned to the office, there had been a gorgeously exotic looking orchid sitting in a cute blue ceramic pot on her desk. The note on the card said only Dinner tonight? and had been signed with the letter T. 
 
      
 
    She’d gone out to dinner with him that night, and the night afterwards, and again more nights than not, afterwards. While none of the restaurants were quite as exclusive as The Silver Hare, she was been impressed by Thomas’s ability to pick places that stood out as some of the best cuisine the city had to offer. 
 
      
 
    It had been difficult for her to look at the menu prices at first, but as Thomas began to reveal that he was actually a business executive who sat on the board of at least one major corporation, she became less concerned over the money he spent on things like three-hundred dollar bottles of wine.  
 
      
 
    It was all a matter of perspective, she told herself. A man like Thomas could drop a thousand dollars on dinner and still be living well within his means. Judging by his apartment and the fact that he seemed to maintain a very small wardrobe of exquisitely crafted suits, she assumed he preferred quality over quantity. 
 
      
 
    The gifts, however, had become another thing. At first, it had been little things like the orchid or the delicate silk scarf that came in a Cartier box.  By the end of the first week, she was receiving designer dresses and earrings that she didn’t want to know what they cost.  Tiffany had to work hard for what few luxuries she owned, and now Thomas was showering her with gifts in a way that should have felt wonderful, but instead began to feel like he was attempting to buy her affection. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be silly,” he said when she’d protested that the pearl necklace he’d gifted her before a night at the opera had been too much considering that they’d only just met. 
 
      
 
    “Money is just an imaginary concept,” he continued. “Most of my supposed value is just numbers in a machine. These pearls? They are sand and grit compacted over time into something that an oyster spat out one day. Sure, they are lovely, but things only have value when we assign it to them. The value in this necklace alone is nothing compared to how perfect it looks hanging around your neck.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany relented and held her hair up so that he could fasten the string of pearls around her neck. Letting her hair drop down around her shoulders, she took in her reflection and suppressed a giggle. 
 
      
 
    “They do look beautiful.” She said, gently fingering the largest of the smooth white orbs. “I still think it’s too much, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, now that they’re on your neck, I’m afraid I can’t take them back to the jeweler.” He smiled and placed his hands on her shoulders, leaning in to kiss her neck from behind. He looked into her eyes via the mirror’s reflection. “You do look stunning. I’m so lucky to have you on my arm tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany spun around to face him. “I’ve been having such a wonderful time with you, and I feel that we have so much in common, but I have to ask you what exactly we’re doing here. I mean I’ve spent more nights in your bed that in my own over the last two weeks, and I really enjoy being around you. But is this something serious for you, or am I just a pretty young girl for you to show off in public?” 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s nothing like that,” replied Thomas. “I know I’m a bit older than you, but it’s not like I went out looking for that. The only reason I saw you on Matchr was because I accidentally reset my age filters. I’m not one of those men who goes out looking for twenty-five-year-olds to feel better about myself.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you’re saying that this is more than just a simple fling?” She asked. 
 
      
 
    Thomas chuckled. “Are you asking to be my girlfriend, Tiffany Norman?” 
 
      
 
    “It sounds ridiculous when you say it like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m happy to be your boyfriend,” he replied. “That always makes me feel like a teenager. Maybe, gentleman lover?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh hell no,” replied Tiffany, slapping him playfully on the arm. “That’s so much worse. Besides, you’d have to make a lot more money and live in a mansion for me to call you my gentleman lover.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not worry about labels for the time being then, okay?” Thomas kissed her on the lips, careful to avoid smudging the lipstick she’d put on for the occasion. “I’m happy to be with you, and I hope that we’ll continue this relationship for the foreseeable future.” 
 
      
 
    The slightest smudge of bright red lipstick had smeared across Thomas’s upper lip and Tiffany used her thumb to remove it.  “That sounds absolutely perfect. Just, maybe, not so many expensive gifts for a while; it’s all a little overwhelming.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try to hold back, but I make no promises.” Thomas grinned mischievously. “It’s not my fault that I find myself thinking of you every time I see a beautiful dress or piece of jewelry. If I was able, I’d buy you all the finest things in the world so they might know their true place in the hierarchy of beauty.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany raised an eyebrow. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were trying to get laid tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “You wound me and my good intentions, my dear.” He replied, holding his hand over his heart in mock injury. He then laughed and sighed like a boy caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “Am I that transparent?” 
 
      
 
    “No, you’re actually rather smooth when it comes to laying on the charm, but we girls know that you men spend most of your lives thinking about getting us into bed.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany reached for one of the first gifts he’d given her; a bottle of Chanel No. 5 that sat on the dresser she’d taken over for the things she left at his place. The dresser held nothing she had owned before meeting Thomas, but it was already beginning to fill up with clothing and lingerie he’d bought for her on one of their shopping excursions.  
 
      
 
    Several slinky and elegant dresses hung in the wardrobe as well, and the whole thing was beginning to feel a little too Pretty Woman for Tiffany’s liking. 
 
      
 
    Thomas placed his hands on her arms and kissed the curve of her shoulder where it faded into her neck. He inhaled the scent of the perfume she’d dabbed ever so delicately behind her ear, and he let out a soft “mmm” of satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    “You are intoxicating.” He said. “Are you sure we don’t have time before the opera? The car won’t be here to pick us up for another twenty minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “If you think I can get out of and back into this dress in twenty minutes, you’re crazy,” she told him. “Now give a woman a minute to finish getting ready.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll wait in the other room then.” He said. “If I stay here, I won’t be able to restrain myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Pour yourself a drink, and I’ll be out before you’re finished.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany watched him close the door and then bent down to put her shoes on. The dress he’d bought for her was beautiful and elegant, hugging her hips and thighs before flaring out and sweeping all the way down to the floor.  
 
      
 
    The only downside to such a dress was that it made it difficult for Tiffany to crouch very effectively, and she quickly realized that she should probably have put her shoes on before being fully zipped up into such a fitted dress. Never having worn such an outfit before, she hadn’t anticipated something so simple being such a big issue, and it was with no small amount of squirming and struggling that she managed to do up the tiny heel strap on each shoe. 
 
      
 
    Finally ready to go, Tiffany took a long look at herself in the mirror, hardly recognizing the woman who stared back. The vibrant red dress had a near-scandalous neckline that showed far more cleavage than she was used to, and her necklace and matching pearl earrings were so elegant that she couldn’t believe they were real. It occurred to her that she wore tens of thousands of dollars of clothing and jewelry, and the thought of it made her feel a little faint.  She’d given up her car as an impracticality once she’d moved to the city, but the dress alone was most likely worth more than the vehicle her parents had helped her buy when she’d finished college. 
 
      
 
    “Just go with it.” said the stunning woman in the mirror. 
 
      
 
    Thomas might have been a little over-eager with his spending on her, but underneath that, he’d shown her nothing but genuine kindness and interest in who she was as a person. It was far too early to put a name on what she believed they felt for each other, but it was not out of the realm of possibility to think that she might one day look back at these first weeks and recognize them as the first tendrils of love growing around them and pulling them together.  
 
      
 
    She’d never met anyone quite like Thomas Belton, and she counted herself lucky to have connected with him among all the other possible people using a site as popular as Matchr. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter3 
 
      
 
     Tiffany stifled a yawn and looked at the time. It was only quarter past two in the afternoon, and yet she was exhausted and felt as though she’d been there for nine or ten hours already. It wasn’t the office or the project that were to blame for her sleepiness, however, but rather the fact that going to the opera meant not eating dinner until nearly ten o’clock at night.  Eating dinner with Thomas always resulted in consuming just a few too many cocktails or glasses of champagne before falling into bed with him. Then they stayed awake until a time of night that should more properly be called morning. 
 
      
 
    As fun as it was in the moment, it had serious repercussions at work. Tiffany had already taken two acetaminophen for her headache. She drank enough Vitamin Water to keep her visiting the bathroom at regular intervals throughout the day. But she still felt like she wasn’t able to focus on the work in front of her – and that was a major problem.  
 
      
 
    While Thomas might be fun and carefree with his money, Tiffany still had an enormous tuition debt to pay off on top of things like rent and phone bills. While Thomas might be happy to pay for dinners that cost about the same as what she earned each month, that didn’t mean she was going to start planning the rest of her life around having him take care of her. 
 
      
 
    Even if they did marry someday, Tiffany wasn’t sure she could ever give up her career. She worked hard to be taken seriously in her industry, and she had one of the best jobs of any of her classmates. The firm she worked for represented multinational brands with iconic ad campaigns, and already Tiffany had produced work that had become a part of print and television ads that had been seen by millions of people. 
 
      
 
    Deciding that a quick walk around the block was just the thing to clear her head, Tiffany put her computer to sleep, told someone she’d be back in fifteen minutes, and slipped out of the office. Once downstairs, she pushed open the large glass foyer doors and strolled outside, relishing the energizing warmth of the sun on her face. A light breeze rippled through the city making what might have otherwise been a stifling day feel rather mild and pleasant. 
 
      
 
    Knowing she didn’t have more than fifteen or twenty minutes before she had to be back, Tiffany walked down the sunny side of the street with the intention of doing a short loop of the neighborhood that would bring her back to the office. It wasn’t the most scenic of routes, but she enjoyed the distraction of watching other pedestrians and looking at interesting displays in the windows of the few boutique shops and galleries in the area.  
 
      
 
    One of the advantages to working for a hip, up-and-coming marketing firm was that they’d chosen to set up their offices in a more trendy and functional part of the city rather than in the cold and impersonal downtown core of which was all cold and soulless skyscrapers and corporations.  
 
      
 
    This neighborhood still had trees and cafés, and funky little bistros that had to maintain a high standard of quality in order to keep from going under. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany had walked only three blocks when she caught something odd out of the corner of her eye. Thinking she must have been mistaken, she backtracked to the small newsstand that had attracted her attention, and she picked up a business magazine with a very familiar face on it. Staring out at her from the cover of the magazine was the man she’d been dating for the last few weeks, but the caption below it referred to him as Thomas Belmont rather than Thomas Belton as she knew him. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany paid the news vendor for a copy of the magazine, and she took it to the nearest bench. Sitting down and flipping to the feature, she read about how Thomas Belmont had shaken up the business world through a series of multi-million dollar acquisitions in an effort to grow his holdings in the tech world. The article focused mainly on his recent purchases of several start-ups, and investment in things like incubators and venture capital firms.  
 
      
 
    The author seemed to be making a point of pointing out how Thomas had done an incredible job of making his inherited father’s business into the digital age where other similar companies had floundered in their inability to adapt to the rapid market changes. 
 
      
 
    Looking at the cover once again, there wasn’t a doubt in Tiffany’s mind that Thomas Belmont had lied to her about his name and his career. She felt sick with betrayal, and wanted to call him immediately to demand an explanation, but she knew that would destroy the rest of her day. It was still mid-afternoon, and Tiffany could not afford to fall any further behind at work. She would see Thomas later that night, and she decided to wait until then to confront him about his misrepresentation. 
 
      
 
    Back at the office, however, she couldn’t help doing a bit more research. A quick search for Thomas Belmont revealed that he was none other than Thomas Belmont III, one of the most eligible bachelors in the world. His estimated net worth was in the billions, and although he was in his early forties, he had yet to marry or even be known to have been in a long-term relationship. 
 
      
 
    Wanting to believe that she made a mistake and that these two men simply bore a strikingly uncanny resemblance to each other, Tiffany did an image search that pulled up hundreds of results. She skimmed through the photos and knew that there was no mistaking that the man she’d been dating was the very same man photographed shaking hands with some of the most influential people on the planet. Thomas Belmont was about as rich and powerful as a man could be, and yet he had lied and pretended to be a simple investment banker. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany closed out her web browser and loaded up the design file she was working on at the moment. She had a lot to think about, but it would have to wait until later that evening when she had a chance to question Thomas directly. 
 
      
 
    The car pulled up in front of Tiffany’s office seconds after she emerged from her building. She’d texted Thomas and suggested that they have a night at his place instead of going out, and he insisted on sending a driver to pick her up. Until now, she’d always believed these cars to be regular town rental services used by so many city residents who counted on them as being far cleaner and more reliable than the iconic yellow taxis that swarmed the city streets.  
 
      
 
    Now she wondered if this driver was in the personal employ of Thomas. She couldn’t remember having seen this exact driver before, but then again, had she ever really paid attention? 
 
      
 
    The doorman at Thomas’s building greeted her with a smile when she walked past him towards the elevator. She smiled in return, and pressed the elevator call button. The elevator arrived almost immediately, and as she rode up and exited on Thomas’s floor, she considered the fact that this was not the sort of building a man of Thomas Belmont’s supposed wealth would have a residence. It was fancy enough for the investment banker he presented himself as, but it was hardly suitable for a man whose company had a valuation of a half-trillion dollars. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany smoothed her skirt and took a deep breath before knocking on the door. She’d been in this building more often than her own apartment lately, but suddenly everything about it had changed. Where once she’d felt giddy excitement at being with a handsome and charming man who treated her like a queen, she now felt fear turning her stomach to acid. 
 
      
 
    The door opened and Thomas stepped out to kiss her on the lips before pulling away and leading her into the apartment. “I hope you don’t mind my not consulting you, but I ordered dinner. I had the most ridiculous craving for Chinese food and it only arrived a minute before you did.” 
 
      
 
    The idea of Thomas ordering Chinese food was ridiculous enough to make her laugh despite her anxiety over confronting him. Even not knowing about of his true net worth, they’d eaten nothing but the finest food at the best restaurants the city had to offer. It was so out of character for such a cultured man to have two greasy brown paper bags sitting on his coffee table. 
 
      
 
    Thomas grabbed two plates out of the cupboard and brought them to the table. He then returned to the kitchen and fetched two cold Japanese beers from the fridge. “It’s not the right country, but it’s close enough, right?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany slipped her purse off her shoulder and sat on the couch, leaning back and watching Thomas remove several cartons and tin foil containers from the bag. He tore the end off a pair of paper-wrapped chopsticks, shook them free, and used them to serve himself a heaping pile of noodles, vegetables and spicy chicken. The scene was so absurd that she began to wonder if she hadn’t really been mistaken after all. There was no way the man eating Kung pao chicken directly from a takeout container was Thomas Belmont III. 
 
      
 
    “Not hungry?” He asked after swallowing a mouthful of beer. “I should have waited for you. I’m sorry, but I missed lunch and am absolutely starving.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not that,” she said, unsure of how to proceed. “It’s just… Well, there’s something I have to ask you and it’s kind of awkward.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas set down his plate and beer, shifting his position on the couch to better look at her. “What is it? You can ask me anything.” 
 
      
 
    “I know who you are, Thomas,” she blurted out. “I know your last name is Belmont and not Belton. I know you are not an investment banker either. I know you’ve been lying to me since the first day I met you.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” said Thomas. He reached for his beer and drank deeply, wiping his lips with the back of his thumb before setting the bottle down on the table. “I was hoping we wouldn’t have to have this talk for a while yet.” 
 
      
 
    “So it’s true then? You’re one of the wealthiest men in America, and you didn’t feel that was worth mentioning at any point in the last few weeks?” Tiffany shook her head. “You told me you were an investment banker, for fuck’s sake.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I sort of am,” he replied. “I went to business school and graduated top of my class. While I employ actual investment bankers to do a lot of the final paperwork for me, I initiate most of the investments my company makes.” 
 
      
 
    “You probably went to Harvard or Princeton, I suppose?” 
 
      
 
    “Stanford, actually.” The edge of Thomas’s mouth curled in a slight smile. “My father was a Stanford man, and he wanted me to follow in his footsteps. When you’re the son of a man like that, you don’t exactly say no to him.” 
 
      
 
    Reaching for her own beer, Tiffany twisted the cap off and tossed it onto the table. It was cold and delicious, the soft alcoholic warmth going a long way towards calming her anger and frustration. “I don’t get it. Why lie to me? Hell, what were you doing on an internet-dating site to begin with? You could have any woman you wanted. Shouldn’t you be married to some society wife or a super model or something?” 
 
      
 
    “If I wanted those things, I’d probably already have had them and been through my first divorce by now.” replied Thomas. 
 
      
 
    He stood up and walked to the window, staring at the city lights for a while before responding. “For a long time I struggled to get out from under my father’s shadow. When he died and I took over the company, suddenly the whole world was watching me to see how I’d perform. I was such a stress case for most of my late twenties and all through my thirties that I didn’t want to inflict that on anyone. I knew I couldn’t be a good boyfriend or husband, and so I didn’t bother looking for anything real.” 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t explain why you had a Matchr profile,” she pressed. “Why look on the internet when you must be surrounded by gorgeous women all the time?” 
 
      
 
    Thomas turned back to face her. “I can’t even begin to describe how shallow that world is, Tiffany. There is so much political maneuvering between families that you’d think we still lived in the Middle Ages. If it’s not that, it is some girl looking to find a rich husband who can take care of her. There hasn’t been anything meaningful in any of the short-lived relationships I’ve ever had, and I’m sick and tired of second guessing everyone’s reason for wanting to be my friend or lover.” 
 
      
 
    “Rationally, I can understand that,” said Tiffany, “but it’s a shock to learn that none of this is real. I mean, it explains this apartment. At first, I thought that you were just a minimalist guy who didn’t want a lot of clutter around, but now I see that this place has no personality because it is just a front. It’s like a down to earth jacket that you put on for the girls you are trying to trick. Everything I know about you is a lie.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas crossed the living room in a few long strides and sat next to Tiffany, reaching for her hand. “That’s not true. I lied about my name and my job, and no, this isn’t my regular apartment, but everything else I’ve said to you is the absolute God’s honest truth. I’m not in the habit of bringing women here, and if I wanted to impress girls just to fuck them, I’d probably just use my helicopter instead of tricking them into thinking I was an investment banker.” He looked into her eyes and squeezed her hand. “Tell me we haven’t had a good time together. Tell me you haven’t felt like you’ve connected with me the way I feel I’ve connected with you. Would any of that have been possible if you’d known who I really was?” 
 
      
 
    “I…” Tiffany paused and thought about it. Would she have acted like herself had she known the man she sat across from at dinner on their first date was a billionaire? The betrayal stung, but the reality that she might not have been able to get this close to him without his deception bit deeper. 
 
      
 
    “No,” she finally said. “I don’t think it would have. I wouldn’t have known how to act around you.” 
 
      
 
    “You have to believe that I would have told you eventually. I only wanted to know that you felt what you felt for me was because of who I was, without my company or my money.” He lifted her hand to his face and kissed her palm. “I’ve come to care about you a great deal, and I don’t want to lose you over this.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you really have a helicopter?” asked Tiffany, a reluctant smile forming on her lips. 
 
      
 
    Thomas grimaced. “Two, actually.” 
 
      
 
    “You have two helicopters?” she teased. “And here I was feeling guilty over all the things you’d bought me.”
  
 
    “I meant what I said that night before the opera. All of those gifts I bought you were pale shadows of beauty until they found their way onto your body. You’re an absolutely stunning human being both inside and out, and I’d be eternally grateful if you’d forgive me for hiding things from you.”
  
 
    In answer to his request for forgiveness, Tiffany leaned in and kissed him. She felt a swell of feelings for this complicated man that she couldn’t deny, and so she forgave him with her lips and tongue, her body speaking the words for her. 
 
      
 
    Thomas responded by shifting his weight forward until they were lying side by side on the couch. He continued to kiss her while his hand slipped down her body, brushing over her breast and down her belly to travel along her thigh, where it reversed direction and moved under her skirt until it reached the firm swell of her bum. 
 
      
 
    Letting her own hand drift downward, she rubbed her palm against his crotch and felt the bulge of his growing erection. The hunger with which he kissed her intensified when she squeezed his manhood, and she gasped as his hand yanked her thigh sideways as he rotated, pulling her into a sitting position on top of him. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany could feel the ridge of his cock pressing against her through his pants and her quickly dampening underwear. Thomas’s fingers worked nimbly to undo button after button until her blouse was free to fall back over her shoulders with a little shrug. Saving him the trouble, she then unclasped her bra and threw it to the floor, taking his hands and placing them over her firm breasts while she pressed her pussy against his hardness, rubbing her clit against him and feeling the first tingles of pleasure from the stimulation. 
 
      
 
    Clearly eager for more than a bit of dry humping, Thomas’s hands moved down from her breasts and onto her thighs, sliding her skirt further up her waist until her purple lace panties were clearly visible. He then cupped his hands over her butt and pulled her upwards, bringing her into position so that her pussy sat over his face. 
 
      
 
    Thomas’s tongue darted out and ran down the seam of her underwear, tickling her in a delightful manner. She was on the verge of giggling from the feeling of it, when he ran the flat of his tongue along her pussy, soaking her panties and putting hot pressure on her clit. After a few more teasing licks, he used his finger to pull the lacy material aside so he could lick her properly. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany let out a soft sigh of happiness and braced herself on the couch’s arm above Thomas’s head while his tongue danced in quick circles around her swelling bud. Now and again, he switched up the movements, dipping his tongue into her hole or sealing his lips around her clit to suck it in a way that nearly drove her mad with excitement. 
 
      
 
    Leaning back, Tiffany blindly unzipped Thomas’s pants and reached through his fly to pull out his cock. Jerking him with increasingly urgent strokes with one hand, she wrapped her fingers into Thomas’s hair and pulled his face into her pussy with the other. She felt an orgasm hovering just below the surface, and with a few more flicks of his tongue, she was there. 
 
      
 
    Crying out and gasping as her climax took hold of her, Tiffany squeezed Thomas’s cock and bucked her hips against his face. The sound of his grunting exertions as he licked her and tried to keep from being smothered by in her excited state only served to make the orgasm that much sweeter, and she finally pulled away feeling breathless and eager to get him inside her. 
 
      
 
    Shifting down the couch, Tiffany hurried to undo Thomas’s belt buckle so she could get his pants off. Once he’d been relieved of his clothing, she stood up and wriggled out of her skirt and panties, taking a moment to kneel down and take his cock in her mouth. Stroking gently with her hand, she licked and sucked him until the noises he made turned somewhat desperate. She knew what he wanted, and she was ready to give it to him. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany stood and threw her leg over him, positioning her wet and ready pussy over his cock. Reaching between her legs, she grasped him by the base of his shaft and held him ready as she lowered herself onto him, savoring the look on his face as she took him in inch by inch. When she’d sunk all the way down onto him, she began to move her hips rhythmically, luxuriating in the feeling of his manhood sliding in and out of her. 
 
      
 
    Thomas reached up and pulled her down towards him, thrusting into her as he kissed her passionately. One of his hands held her by the back of the neck while the other rested on her hip, guiding her motion as he increased the intensity of his thrusts. Shifting her further forward, he took a nipple in his mouth, sucking it and pinching it between his lips. 
 
      
 
    “I want to feel you behind me,” she said in a breathless voice. 
 
      
 
    Thomas responded immediately, pulling himself down out of her and releasing her from his grip so that she could climb off him. He then stood beside her and bent her forward at the waist until her chest rested against the back of the couch. Gripping his cock and rubbing the tip of it up and down the length of her pussy once to lubricate it with her wetness, he pushed his head into her, sinking himself all the way inside before grasping her hips and thrusting away. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah,” she moaned. “Fuck me.” 
 
      
 
    Spurred on by her words, Thomas moved one hand to her back, pushing down between her shoulder blades while his other hand slapped onto her butt cheek and dug in to hold her solidly.  He worked his hips furiously, the sound of his body slapping against hers, ringing out into the room in time to his steady grunting from the exertion. 
 
      
 
    Craving another orgasm that felt so close she could almost taste it, Tiffany reached down between her legs and fingered her clit, rubbing it in rapid circles while Thomas pounded into her from behind. She moaned and told him how good he felt, all the while inching closer to the wild explosion building up inside of her. 
 
      
 
    When she finally came, it started as a soundless gasp and quickly became a shuddering cry of pleasure. Her pussy clenched on Thomas’s cock and she squirmed beneath the pressure of his grip on her. She heard his grunting become a passionate cry of his own, and his rhythmic thrusting became uneven as he pushed into her with long powerful strokes that sent surge after surge of his cum inside her. 
 
      
 
    After both of them had come down from the initial high, Thomas leaned forward and kissed Tiffany on the back, warning her before he pulled out of her. She cupped her hand over herself and caught his sticky mess before it could spill on the couch and floor, blushing and running off to the bathroom to clean up. 
 
      
 
    Sitting on the toilet and basking in the warm afterglow of sex, Tiffany wondered what she’d gotten herself into. Thomas could have any girl he wanted, and it seemed he wanted her. It was a powerful aphrodisiac, and after rinsing herself off at the sink, she reappeared in the living room where she knelt before her lover to coax his manhood into another bout of action. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter4 
 
      
 
      
 
          Following the revelation that Thomas was one of the wealthiest men in America, Tiffany exerted more control over her schedule and forced herself to take a bit more time alone so she could keep everything in perspective. She’d developed strong feelings for Thomas in the short time she’d known him, but if she was being honest with herself, which was very hard to do in light of how magical those weeks had been. She had to admit to the temptation of getting caught up in the romance of it all. Thomas had wined, dined, and gifted things to her in the way she’d only ever seen happen in movies until now. What she needed was time to keep from losing focus on who she was as a person in the face of being swept up in the kind of lifestyle being with Thomas could offer. 
 
      
 
    The truth of it was that knowing what she knew about Thomas had changed things. She wanted to believe that he’d had only the best intentions when he’d lied to her, and her heart told her to accept him and go along with it because it felt so wonderful being around him, but her more rational brain reminded her that she couldn’t lose sight of who she was and who she wanted to someday be.  
 
      
 
    Tiffany had never thought of herself as the kind of girl who would marry rich and sit around with no career and a household staff to do everything for her. She liked the idea of being cared for, far more than being taken care of, and what she needed now was space to get the perspective she needed. She did not want to rush into anything foolish. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany clicked on the TV and found a show to watch, but her mind was still on Thomas. She could not yet admit out loud to having fallen in love with the man, but she knew she couldn’t stop thinking about him. She really didn’t care about the money, and if anything, it only made her hesitate more. What she wanted was to be near him. She wanted to talk to him and to feel the comfort of his embrace. Eating dinner and watching TV alone felt boring and empty without him. 
 
      
 
    But no, she told herself that she needed to be strong. It wasn’t as though she’d cut Thomas back to only one night a week, but rather she’d chosen to spend a single night in her own apartment after which she’d crawl into her own bed without him by her side. They had plans to meet tomorrow, and he’d promised to take her to his real home instead of the one he kept when he needed some place more low key to get away from the stress of his regular life. 
 
      
 
    The ringing of her phone pulled Tiffany away from her thoughts. She muted the television and looked at the caller ID, secretly hoping that the blocked number belonged to Thomas. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” 
 
      
 
    “Is this Tiffany Norman?” asked the woman on the other end of the line. 
 
      
 
    “This is she.” 
 
      
 
    There was a pause on the line. Just as Tiffany was about to ask what the call was about, the woman began speaking again. 
 
      
 
    “There are some things you need to know about Thomas Belmont. The man is a pathological liar who will say or do anything it takes to get what he wants. You’re just the latest in a long string of acquisitions, and you should think twice before having anything more to do with him.” 
 
      
 
    “Who is this?” asked Tiffany; blown away that someone had tracked down her personal cell phone number. “What proof do you have that any of this is true?” 
 
      
 
    “Who I am is not important,” replied the woman. “I’m not asking you to take my word for it. If you don’t have the ability to see what a lying snake Thomas is, then I suggest you do a little research into who owns that dating site where you met. You did meet on Matchr, right?” 
 
      
 
    “How did you know that?” asked Tiffany, feeling more creeped out by the second. “How did you get this number? Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Look into it, and then decide what kind of man you’re getting into bed with.” 
 
      
 
    The end of the line went dead, leaving Tiffany dumbfounded and confused. Her number was unlisted and shouldn’t have been accessible to any random stranger, but here she was getting calls late at night warning her away from Thomas. It was far too crazy to believe yet there it was, the proof of it right in her call history log. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany set down the phone and went to her computer. She powered it up and went to the Matchr site. There was little information on the About page that might tell her exactly who owned the website, and so she did a bit of searching until she found the name of a company called Phase Nine Entertainment. The woman on the phone had implied that Thomas owned the dating site, and so Tiffany typed ‘Thomas Belmont’ and ‘Phase Nine Entertainment’ into the search bar. 
 
      
 
    This returned no results matching Thomas Belmont, but it did bring up a string of results for Phase Nine. The company owned a number of dating sites, but there was practically no information about them anywhere on the internet. Their website was just a splash page with links to their dating sites, and a search result turned up nothing but a series of press releases for new acquisitions or services offered by the company. 
 
      
 
    It was on the fourth page of search results that she saw something interesting. A short tech article that wasn’t much more than a regurgitation of one of the press releases for Matchr’s latest matching algorithm, mentioned that they were a subsidiary of a parent company called GlobalTech Consulting. 
 
      
 
    Again, Tiffany went to her search bar, this time entering ‘Thomas Belmont’ and ‘GlobalTech Consulting’. 
 
      
 
    There, in the first result, was an article about Thomas that listed GlobalTech Consulting as one of the personal business ventures he launched after taking over the business from his father. The primary aim of GlobalTech was the building of a diverse portfolio of tech companies along the lines of what she’d read in the magazine article about him. The website also claimed that Thomas Belmont was a strong hands-on owner who liked to have input on many of the projects he had acquired over the years. 
 
      
 
    On the one hand, this was thin evidence to support the woman’s implication that Thomas had some nefarious access to the Matchr results, but on the other hand, it was too much of a coincidence to ignore completely. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany shut down her computer and went back to the couch. She turned off the mute on the TV, but she wasn’t listening. Her mind raced to understand the connection. Why did this woman call her on her private line to warn her about Thomas Belmont, unless she had been burned in the past by exactly this sort of thing. Tiffany didn’t want to believe it, but the more she thought about it, the more she became convinced that it wasn’t random chance and a good profile match that had brought her into contact with Thomas.  
 
      
 
    Around the time of her date with Luke, she’d stopped receiving messages from normal people and had experienced a flood of weirdoes trying to contact her. 
 
      
 
    Losing sight of her ability to think rationally, Tiffany began to question why Luke had stopped messaging her. She had been so taken aback by the sudden lack of contact that she never thought to follow up with him, but now she had to know why he had seemingly disappeared from the site. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany scrolled through her contact list and found Luke’s information. She had a text message thread going with him so they could arrange their first meeting, but she deleted it shortly after accepting that he wasn’t going to contact her again. Pressing the icon to open up a new message, she typed out a quick message: 
 
      
 
    Sorry for the awkward question, but why did you never message me after our date? 
 
    Her thumb hovered over the Send button for a moment before deciding it was worth knowing. 
 
      
 
    A reply came back minutes later: 
 
      
 
    I tried, but I got an error saying your profile was inaccessible. I thought you’d blocked me or something! 
 
      
 
    Tiffany read the message several times over. It just didn’t make sense. There was no way all of these things could be sheer coincidence. Yes, the site could have bugged out and caused problems with allowing Tiffany and Luke to connect. And of course, it wasn’t unusual for a good-looking young woman to get many messages from creepy guys on a dating site.  
 
      
 
    But somehow, in the middle of all that, she managed to receive a message from a secret billionaire who just happened to own the site through a series of parent companies.  The odds were just too far out of favor for it to be random chance. Those things had to be connected. 
 
      
 
    Punching the power button on her remote control, Tiffany then tossed it down on the coffee table, picked up a pillow, pressed it to her face, and screamed her frustration into it. She had already caught Thomas in a lie about who he really was, and now she learned that the lies went far deeper than she wanted to believe.  
 
      
 
    This new information put all of his gifts and lavish spending into a whole new light, and she couldn’t help but see herself as the latest dumb girl in a long line of innocent young women falling prey to Thomas Belmont. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany’s phone chirped with a new notification, and she checked it to find that Luke had written again. 
 
      
 
    I know it’s been a few weeks, but do you want to reconnect? I would love to see you again. 
 
      
 
    Unsure of what to do, Tiffany left the message unanswered and turned off her phone. Even if she was done with Thomas, she wasn’t sure if Luke was the right sort of guy for her. The most unfortunate thing about all of this was that she’d lost what she’d thought was a very real connection with someone who valued the same things as she did, and who she could be completely comfortable with.  
 
      
 
    Now this made her even more furious for believing his lies and taking him at his word. He probably had an elaborate system for researching women so he could build himself up to become the kind of man some would find to be the most attractive to them.  
 
      
 
    Tiffany got up and went to the kitchen. She was so angry and upset that she wasn’t sure if  
 
    She’d be able to fall asleep any time soon, and so she opened a bottle of wine and poured herself a rather large glass. In that moment, she just wanted to forget any of this had ever happened to her, and if it took a bottle of wine to make it happen, then she wanted to get started as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    It began with an email. Thomas had sent her a short message that morning, and the first thing she did was to delete it without reading it. Deep into the previous night’s bottle of wine, she would indulge in fantasies of confronting him and telling him what an asshole he was, but in the stark light of day, those ideas seemed far less practical.  
 
      
 
    Nursing a terrible headache and a gut-churning hangover, she decided that she’d do best to stay away from him completely, as she should have done that to that second bottle of wine that now caused her so much discomfort. 
 
      
 
    Going to work helped considerably. There was a lot to be done with several project deadlines converging and rapidly approaching. Her manager was on the warpath ensuring that no one fell behind, and the whole team pulled extra hours in order to stay on top of everything. It was easy enough to turn her phone off and ignore the incoming calls and messages from Thomas while at the office, but she still dreaded going home. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, one of her coworkers suggested they all go out for dinner and drinks at one of the nearby bistros, and although she’d been begging off such social engagements since meeting Thomas, she gladly accepted the distraction and went along with them.  
 
      
 
    The restaurant was loud and busy, and Tiffany ordered a mojito when the waiter came to take their drink orders. She tried not to think about Thomas and all the restaurants he’d taken her to, instead, focusing on her coworkers and the conversation flowing around the table.  
 
      
 
    She had no idea that two of her coworkers had started dating, and it was a shock to see them openly making out after a few rounds of drinks. Everyone had teased her for being surprised, and this had of course prompted her being made to order a round of tequila shots for everyone. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany grimaced and slammed the shot glass upside down on the table. She was quickly approaching the sort of drunk that would leave her body feeling even worse than it had that morning, but she did not care. Everyone was letting off steam after a rough week of work, and it felt great to be out with people who she had grown quite close to over the years.  
 
      
 
    She would never have wanted to leave this had she stayed with Thomas and had him offer to swoop her up into his world of money and power. Even if he was the richest man in the entire world, she thought she’d still want to come to work each day where she was valued and challenged to do her best. 
 
      
 
    Declining another drink, Tiffany asked for some water and sat back in her chair to catch her breath from laughing at a joke someone had told. She felt drunk and physically tired, but at the same time, she felt free from all the bullshit that seemed to follow Thomas Belmont around.  
 
      
 
    True, she would probably never wear such fancy clothes or eat in places like The Silver Hare again, but that wasn’t her, anyway. These people were more her speed, and this part of town was more her style. Besides, there were plenty of attractive men around, and maybe meeting someone the old-fashioned way was better than trying to find a perfect match through a series of random questions on some dating website. It had worked this way for generations of young people, so why change it now.  
 
      
 
    Feeling like she needed to break the ties between her and Thomas with as much finality as possible, Tiffany made a choice to be uncharacteristically bold that night. A man sitting alone at the bar had been eyeing her all night, quickly looking away whenever she glanced his direction. 
 
      
 
    At first she’d been a little annoyed by it, but the more she drank, and the more pissed she was at having to feel shitty because Thomas had lied to her, the more she began to think it might be fun to go home with a stranger for once in her life. 
 
      
 
    Daring to make the first move, Tiffany rose from her seat and was hit with the rush of several alcoholic drinks reminding her of just how strong they’d been. The room swayed for a moment, and she used the back of her chair to steady herself before regaining her composure and feeling steady enough to cross the gap between her and the gorgeous man who’d been playing eye tag with her all night. 
 
      
 
    “Hi,” she said, leaning on the bar next to him. “I’m Tiffany.” 
 
      
 
    “Do we know each other?” he asked, his eyebrows scrunching in mild confusion. 
 
      
 
    “No, but I noticed you watching me all night.” Tiffany felt a moment of self-doubt and tried to ignore it. She’d already put herself out there, and she’d come across as far drunker than she was if she backed out now. “I think I’ve already had enough to drink, but maybe you want to go for a walk and get some fresh air?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, I think you’re a bit confused.” said the man. 
 
      
 
    He pulled his wallet from his pocket and removed a twenty-dollar bill that he slipped under the drink he barely touched. Shrugging his shoulders in a silent apology, he shook his head and walked out of the restaurant, leaving Tiffany standing there alone. 
 
      
 
    To cover her embarrassment, Tiffany flagged the bartender and asked him for some tonic water. She was sure that the man had been watching her all night, and it didn’t make any sense that he would then lie to her and leave like that. The guy had only taken a few sips from his drink, and yet he’d been so put off by her approach that he had gotten up to leave. What kind of man did that? 
 
      
 
    Confused and feeling the sting of rejection, Tiffany returned to her table with her tonic water, drinking half of it before making excuses and paying her portion of the bill. All she wanted to do now was to get home before her life could possibly get any worse. 
 
      
 
    At first, Tiffany had tried to put the confusing and awkward bar experience behind her, but as the days passed, she couldn’t shake the feeling that there had been something too strange in how the man had behaved after she approached him. It had been easy to write off her blunder as a drunken misunderstanding, but the more she thought about it, the more she became convinced that she had not actually mistaken his attention at all. 
 
      
 
    There was no doubt in her mind that the guy had been checking her out for over an hour. She tried to think back on what she’d seen and how many drinks he ordered, but she hadn’t been paying that close attention to him. Still, he paid  with a twenty-dollar bill, and in a place like that it would not have bought him more than one drink, even without a tip.  
 
      
 
    She tried to tell herself that he could have been paying as he went, and that maybe he didn’t care enough about money to worry about leaving a drink almost untouched, but what kind of many was so put off by a woman coming on to him that he up and bolted from the bar? 
 
      
 
    The worst of it was that Tiffany was pretty sure he wasn’t the only one behaving strangely around her. It seemed she was getting odd attention wherever she went. The first time she noticed it after the bar, was during an afternoon visit to the café near her work. A woman had followed Tiffany into the café and sat down at a table facing in a direction that had allowed her to watch Tiffany’s table.  
 
      
 
    It could have been a random coincidence, as it was not unusual for two people to enter the popular café at the same time, but the woman had spent the whole time reading a newspaper and she hardly bothered to flip the pages. Tiffany wouldn’t have noticed at all, had she not felt the woman’s eyes drifting towards her every time Tiffany looked at her phone or seemed otherwise distracted. It was like the bar all over again, only this time Tiffany simply got up and left without going over to the woman to say anything. 
 
      
 
    The more she started looking for it, the more she began to see. It didn’t happen all the time, but at least once a day, Tiffany caught someone looking at her just a little too intensely for a random stranger passing on the street. She never recognized any of them as being the same people from earlier incidences, but after several days had passed, she became convinced that someone was watching her, and she could only think of one person with the resources to do so. 
 
      
 
    It hadn’t been easy to ignore Thomas’s calls all this time, and if he’d really done what the woman on the other end of the phone call had suggested, then it wouldn’t be out of character for him to have Tiffany followed. She didn’t know what he expected to gain from it, but since she’d deleted her profile from Matchr, maybe he hoped to learn more about her so he could try to woo her back. 
 
      
 
    Deciding she would not make it easier for him, Tiffany decided to turn the tables one day after work. It had been almost a week since she found out about Thomas owning Matchr, and she caught the reflection of someone familiar walking about a half block behind her. Keeping a consistent distance, no matter how slow or fast Tiffany walked, was the woman from the café. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany was by no means a covert operative trained in this sort of thing, but she’d seen enough movies and TV shows to gain enough of an idea of how to shake a tail. She began the process by slowing her pace to time a crosswalk until the red hand was flashing, and then speeding up quickly to barely make it before the light changed, cutting her pursuer off with a stream of heavy traffic.  
 
      
 
    Continuing down the block, Tiffany ducked into a boutique women’s clothing store, knowing that the woman would see and follow. This particular store was one she had been in before, and so she knew that it was connected to the men’s shop next door by way of an opening that spanned the back of both stores. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany used her lead on her pursuer to hurry through the store and back into the men’s section, where she walked just close enough to the front window to be able to see the woman walk past. Pretending to look at a men’s sweater, she kept an eye on the woman and watched her enter the same door Tiffany had come through just moments before. At this point, Tiffany left the men’s shop and turned back the way she’d come, ducking into a housewares shop where she could easily watch the street to see what her stalker did when she realized she’d lost Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    It only took a minute for the woman to return to the street. She seemed agitated, and she looked up and down the sidewalk in the hopes of catching a glimpse of her prey. Unfortunately for her, Tiffany saw every move, and slipped out of the shop when the woman seemed to give up and walked back in the direction of Tiffany’s office. 
 
      
 
    Now came the difficult part. Tiffany left the housewares shop after a giving the woman a thirty-second lead. She kept her pace slow and casual, and she attempted to keep several people between her and the woman in order to avoid being spotted. The woman seemed rather preoccupied with something, and then Tiffany saw her place a phone to her ear. Too far away to hear what had been said, Tiffany knew only that it couldn’t have been much of a conversation because the woman ended the call only seconds later, shoving the phone back into her pocket. 
 
      
 
    A slick black car pulled up to the curb near the woman, and Tiffany stopped and waited to avoid being seen. She watched the woman pull open the passenger side door and slide into the seat before the car pulled away and was lost in traffic. 
 
      
 
    It only occurred to Tiffany that she should have written down the license plate number after it was too late, but she would not have known what to do with it if she had. Instead, she turned and continued on her way home, hoping that no one else would follow her from there. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter5 
 
      
 
    Knowing she couldn’t put it off any longer, Tiffany fired off a message to Thomas on her way home. She told him simply that he needed to forget about her, and that she would go to the police to tell them everything, if he didn’t stop having people follow her. She knew she should probably have called him instead of texting, but she was so angry with him that she didn’t trust herself to not yell obscenities at him. That would not actually accomplish anything, other than giving him a chance to heap more lies onto the ones he had already told her.  
 
      
 
    She could not believe she had been so unlucky to have drawn the attention of someone so crazy, and it almost made her laugh to think about how she had thought just the opposite before learning the truth about him. 
 
      
 
    Exhausted and wanting to get home and into a hot shower, Tiffany climbed the stairs to her apartment, searching for her keys in her purse. Finding them tucked under a light silk scarf and a pack of gum, she looked up and nearly fell backwards in surprise with the shock of seeing Thomas sitting on the stairs across from her unit. He was dressed plainly, in dark jeans and a basic gray t-shirt, and he raised his hands to calm Tiffany before she could yell at him to get out. 
 
      
 
    “Please, Tiffany, just give me a few minutes,” he said. “After everything we’ve been through, won’t you please hear what I have to say?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany looked at her door and then at the man who put her through such an emotional wringer. She wanted to tell him to fuck off and never bother her again, but there was something about the way he looked at her that made her want to hear his side of things. She couldn’t believe that she had been so blind in not seeing that he’d manipulated her, and she wanted desperately to know if there was chance that she’d been mistaken in everything she thought had happened. 
 
      
 
    “If we’re going to do this,” she said, unlocking her door, “then let’s not do it in the hallway.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas followed her into her apartment, closing the door behind himself and kicking off his shoes. He then went into the living room and sat down on an armchair near the sofa, leaving plenty of room for Tiffany to sit without having to be too close to him. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t exactly know why you suddenly stopped returning my calls,” he began, “but I was able to accept that maybe something had happened to put you off being with someone like me. I know you wanted time to get some perspective on everything, and I was ready to respect that maybe the idea of being with a billionaire was just too much to deal with, but this whole thing about me having you followed scares me, Tiffany.” 
 
      
 
    “I know you own Matchr, Thomas,” she practically spat at him. “I did a little research into Phase Nine Entertainment and its acquisition by GlobalTech. I also know that I’m not the first person you’ve done this to.” 
 
      
 
    “Done what to?” he asked, with seemingly genuine hurt and confusion registering on his face. “I really have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
      
 
    “Someone called me and tipped me off to how you use the site to target women,” she said. “It’s so obvious what happened. You knew I was in contact with Luke, and you caused Matchr to block our profiles from each other so you could jump in and get my attention. How pathetic is that?” 
 
      
 
    “Look, I don’t know who Luke is, and I’m insulted that you’d think I would need or want to do something so sinister,” he replied. “It’s true that I own Matchr, but there are a dozen layers of corporate oversight and security between me and the kind of access you’re talking about. I have been to the Matchr offices just one time, when I first thought of acquiring Phase Nine Entertainment, and I am hardly enough of a tech geek to have done anything in that period. It’s not like I’d know how to hack into a system like that, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany stood up and ran a hand through her hair. It was infuriating listening to his lies, and she didn’t know how much longer she could last before throwing him out of her apartment. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t pretend like you’re not rich enough to just hire someone to do whatever you needed,” she said. “Just like you hired those people to follow me?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the main reason I came here today,” he said. “I’m concerned that you think someone is following you. I know it might be hard for you to believe me right now, but I swear that I didn’t hire anyone to follow you. I lied about my last name and what I did for a living, but I have already explained that. Everything else you’re accusing me of right now is completely false.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would a woman call me on my unlisted number to warn me away from you?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Thomas shook his head. “I don’t have an answer for that.” 
 
      
 
    “All of this is just too fucking weird.” Tiffany returned to the couch and sank into it. She felt tears welling up in corners of her eyes, and the last thing she wanted to do was cry in front of Thomas. What she wanted was for him to leave. 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany,” he said, his voice soft and low. He leaned forward and stared into her eyes, letting her read his emotions. “I swear to you that I didn’t manipulate our meeting. You are the best thing that has ever happened to me, and I don’t want to lose you over this bizarre misunderstanding.” 
 
      
 
    “How can I believe you after everything that’s happened already?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to believe me?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany returned his gaze and swallowed a lump in her throat. Her heart screamed out for her to answer yes, but she just wasn’t sure she could trust him. She wished she had never learned of his billionaire status or his family wealth. So many girls joked about finding a rich husband, but the truth of it was that money and power complicated everything beyond belief. 
 
      
 
    Thomas slid off the chair and fell to his knees. He reached out and took hold of Tiffany’s hands, still staring at her with troubled eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You have to believe that I’m innocent here,” he said. “I don’t know who is trying to poison you against me or why they’re trying to do it, but I promise that I wouldn’t use Matchr for my own personal gain, and that I don’t have anyone following you.” 
 
      
 
    “I do want to believe you,” she said, a tear breaking free and rolling down her cheek. 
 
      
 
    Thomas leaned forward and kissed her, his lips brushing hers lightly before pausing to see if she would pull away. When she didn’t, he kissed her again, this time more forcefully and with great passion that she couldn’t help but return. Tiffany felt her resolve crack and melt away, for even though she wasn’t completely sure she could trust him, she was irresistibly drawn to him. This had been the worst part of cutting him out of her life, and now that he was in her apartment kissing her, she had no power to resist him. 
 
      
 
    Thomas pulled back and kissed her hand. “Tell me you’ll give me another chance?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied. “It’s all too much.” 
 
      
 
    “You feel it, though, don’t you?” he asked. “You feel what I feel for you? I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since the first time I met you. Not being able to see you this week has been driving me crazy, and I’ll do anything to win you back, Tiffany.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want you to try to win me back,” she said. “I only want to be able to believe you when you say you’re innocent of the things that woman said of you. I want to know that it’s safe for me to be with you, and that you won’t just drop me when you’re bored of me.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t ever believe for a second that I could become bored of you. I want to help find who’s responsible for trying to come between us, and I want to protect you from anyone who might be following you in order to cause you harm.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose we could try again,” she said, her voice quavering with nerves. “But I have conditions.” 
 
      
 
    A smile broke out on his face and then he nodded and tried to regain his composure.  
 
      
 
    “Name them, and I’ll do my best to meet every one.” 
 
      
 
    “No more secrets,” she said. “I want to visit your real house and see your office. You don’t have to introduce me as your girlfriend or anything, but I want to see the truth of who you are.” 
 
      
 
    “I was going to do that anyway,” he replied. “Is that all?” 
 
      
 
    “No. There are two other things.” Tiffany squeezed his hand. “I want you to use your resources to find out who’s been following me. I need to know who it is so that I don’t live the rest of my life wondering if it was you all this time.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fair,” he said. “I don’t love that I’ve put you in this situation where it’s hard for you to have complete faith in me, but I recognize the challenges of the situation. I promise I’ll get answers for you.” He kissed her again and then paused. “You said there were two more things. What was the second?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany smiled for the first time that evening. She bit her lip and flashed him a seductive look. If she was going to forgive him, she figured she should forgive him all the way. 
 
      
 
    “I want you to take me into the bedroom so you can show me how sorry you really are.” 
 
      
 
    “Now that,” he said, pulling her to her feet and lifting her into his arms, “is a request I’m more than happy to fulfill.” 
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    Thomas pulled back his sleeve and checked the time on his one of a kind Hublot watch. He stared at it long after seeing that it was past eleven o’clock at night, watching the second hand tick around precisely measured seconds. 
 
      
 
    The watch had been custom-crafted for him as a ‘thank you for a business favor’ he’d done the company the year before, and although the details of the favor had never been made public, this timepiece was a reminder of the kind of power he had in the world. 
 
      
 
    A high end Hublot could sell for a hundred thousand dollars or more, and this one was worth far more than anything on the retail market. It was a symbol of how far he’d come from the days when he’d been nothing more than a boy following in his father’s footsteps. It was his most prized possession, and he often stared at it like this when something was troubling him. 
 
      
 
    “She’s not worth it.” said his assistant. 
 
      
 
    The young woman removed her glasses and rubbed her tired eyes with the back of her hand. Perhaps ‘young girl’ was more appropriate. Barely out of college, Thomas’s assistant had the admiration of every male who came across her. She was slim, blonde, had long legs that she wasn’t shy about showing off under skirts that danced at the edge of inappropriateness for the office, and she had perfect young breasts that she loved to show off by undoing one more button than was proper. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll thank you to stay out of my private business, Vanessa.” He said. 
 
      
 
    Thomas flicked his shirt back over his wrist and returned to the documents in front of him. He had several more pages of complicated contracts to sign before he could go home, and although they’d all been thoroughly vetted by his team of lawyers, he wouldn’t sign off on them before he’d read them through himself. It was this painful eye for detail and attention to every aspect of his business that had allowed him to grow his father’s business as much as he had. 
 
      
 
    “Well, if you need me to help relieve some pressure, just let me know.” The girl licked her lips and winked suggestively. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for that offer, Vanessa, but as I’ve mentioned before, I don’t think I’ll be needing that particular sort of help from you in the near future.” 
 
      
 
    His assistant laughed. “My body is yours, should you require it.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas shook his head and smiled. He’d been floored the first time she’d offered herself to him with no strings attached, and although he couldn’t deny the theoretical appeal of being able to fuck such a perfect body like Vanessa’s, he found himself not even a little aroused at the idea of it. What he wanted was Tiffany, and that was a different story altogether. 
 
      
 
    While she’d come part way towards forgiving him, Tiffany still resisted being too close with Thomas. They’d made love the last time they’d been together after he’d convinced her that he hadn’t abused his standing as owner of Matchr to manipulate their meeting, but that had been five days ago and she had yet to give him any indication of when she’d be ready to see him again. 
 
      
 
    Trying to focus on an especially complicated clause that subtly outlined the numerous ways a company Thomas hoped to acquire could slip out of their contract, he found himself instead distracted by thoughts of Tiffany’s smooth dark skin. While his eyes scanned row after row of overly complicated legal jargon, his imagination roamed across Tiffany’s body, drinking in her full breasts and the luscious curves of her hips and thighs. He recalled the tenderness of her inner thigh where it curved inward and became her supple and smooth sex. She’d waxed all but a patch above her pussy, and he could still picture the delicate pink skin within when he’d pulled her coffee colored lips aside to lick at her exposed clit. 
 
      
 
    “Do you have a hard-on?” asked Vanessa who was standing next to him. She chewed the end of a pen and flashed a knowing look. 
 
      
 
    Embarrassed to have been caught thinking of Tiffany like that, Thomas coughed and wheeled his chair a little further under the conference table, hiding the bulge in his pants. 
 
      
 
    “This behavior really has to stop, Vanessa.” He said. “You’re my assistant, and it really isn’t appropriate.” 
 
      
 
    Vanessa pulled his chair backwards and spun him to face her. She then knelt on the floor in front of him and undid another button on her blouse. It was difficult for Thomas to not look at the smooth roundness of her breasts where they squished together from her bra, and he fidgeted in his chair while trying to keep his gaze on her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You can think about her if you want,” said Vanessa, her fingers undoing one more button. “I could just suck you off and you can call me by her name if you want.” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t going to happen.” He replied, his voice a little more uncertain than he would have liked. 
 
      
 
    His young assistant had undone several more buttons by this point, and she’d pulled the cups of her bra down so that her pert little nipples poked out above them. Reaching up towards Thomas, she ran the flat of her hand down his hard cock, stroking it gently over his pants. 
 
      
 
    “Or,” she cooed, “you could just jerk off if you need to. Don’t you think you’d feel better if you sprayed a load across my tits?” 
 
      
 
    “If you weren’t such a damn good assistant, I would fire your ass right now.” He said, pushing backwards with his feet to move his chair away from her. 
 
      
 
    “I can think of something else you can do to my ass, but it involves a bit of lube and a lot of sweaty fucking.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas stood up and collected his jacket. He knew his erection still strained awkwardly at his pants, but this wasn’t what he wanted. Fucking Vanessa would be too easy, and too wrong. If he was to have any chance at properly reconciling with Tiffany, he couldn’t have this hanging over his head. 
 
      
 
    “I expect this to be the last time you’ll try something like this.” He said, his tone firm and commanding. “I value the work you do for me, but if you try to push your boundaries like this again, I will fire you.” 
 
      
 
    Vanessa pouted and stood up. She tugged her bra back up over her breasts and began re-buttoning her blouse. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I really just thought I could shift your mind away from that woman you’re so hung up on.” She looked at him appraisingly. “I honestly didn’t realize it was this serious.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas slipped into his jacket and fastened the top button. “Honestly? I didn’t realize it either. I guess I owe you that much.” 
 
      
 
    “Gee, thanks boss.” She replied. 
 
      
 
    Vanessa stepped in close and kissed him on the cheek. The faintest hint of vanilla and some bright floral scent hovered around him, and he almost reconsidered giving in to her just to be rid of the longing he felt for Tiffany. He knew it wouldn’t be enough, though, and that it would only serve to make matters worse. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s call it for tonight.” He said, turning and walking towards the conference room exit. “I’ll be back in the office early, but why don’t you take some time in the morning. Come in around ten?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing,” she replied. “I’ll lock up on my way out here.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas nodded and left the conference room. He walked down the hall and punched the button for the elevator. Once inside, he pressed the button for his private office on the top floor. His company owned the entire building, and after he’d taken control of it, he’d renovated the top floor lounge and had it converted into a large office with an adjoining apartment.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t his only apartment, of course, but he often worked late into the night and preferred to not have to deal with the hassle of commuting to his much larger estate outside the city. Even dealing with the helicopter was too much bother most work nights, and so he maintained this semi-secret residence as a place to sleep for a few hours before awaking to begin a new work day. 
 
      
 
    Tonight, however, he had something else on his mind when he unlocked the door that allowed him to access the apartment. The door locked automatically behind him, and so Thomas gave it a little push to ensure that it was seated properly. No one else had a key card that could open that door except for the specified times that a two-person  crew came in to collect his laundry, change his sheets, and do a general cleaning of the apartment. 
 
      
 
    Thomas shrugged out of his jacket and hung it on a hanger from his wardrobe. Unknotting his tie, he folded it and put it away with a dozen others on a simple wooden rack. He then kicked off his shoes and untucked his shirt before unbuttoning it and tossing in a laundry hamper. His belt went back in the wardrobe, but the rest of his clothes followed his shirt into the hamper. 
 
      
 
    Slipping into a navy blue silk robe, Thomas went to a bookshelf along one wall of the small apartment and pushed in on the spine of a copy of Sun Tzu’s The Art of War. He then pulled out on the spine of Atlas Shrugged, activating a trigger that caused the entire bookshelf to slide away to reveal a hidden doorway. It had been a terrible indulgence for him to install such a contraption, and it brought a smile to his face every time he used it, but it was the one place in the world where Thomas knew he wouldn’t be interrupted. 
 
      
 
    Once inside the windowless room, Thomas pressed a button on the wall that closed the door behind himself and then took a seat at a desk that held three huge computer monitors. The computer came to life at the touch of a specific and obscure combination of key presses that he’d programmed as a layer of security. Once the system was up and running, Thomas clicked on a specific folder with a list of timestamped video files. Double clicking on one of these, he pressed the fullscreen button on the video player and leaned back in his chair. 
 
      
 
    High definition footage of the pool on top of his fake apartment building appeared on the screen. The video had been trimmed to the exact moment that he and Tiffany emerged out onto the roof, and he untied the belt on his robe in anticipation of what was to come. Letting the silky material fall to either side, Thomas watched the object of his desire strip off her clothes and dive into the pool.  
 
      
 
    Watching her swim towards his video self, Thomas stroked his manhood back to erection. He began to jerk himself more vigorously when the video switched angles to show Tiffany straddling him and riding him to her climax. Watching her gorgeous body gyrate brought him to an explosive climax that he directed into a hand towel. 
 
      
 
    Breathing heavily and tossing the hand towel into the garbage bin next to the desk, Thomas closed the video player and brought up a messaging app that allowed him to send SMS messages to any phone. He loaded up his ongoing conversation with Tiffany and sent her a polite request that she join him for dinner the next day. Jerking off to a stolen security video was one thing, but he wanted more. He wanted Tiffany’s trust again, and he was determined to do what it took to win it back. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    A pile of dresses, shirts, skirts, and pants covered the bed. Tiffany had gone through almost everything she owned in order to find an outfit for her date with Thomas, and she still felt like she had nothing to wear.  
 
      
 
    Of course, there were several things he’d given her that she had stuffed into a cedar chest at the bottom of her closet, but she wasn’t ready to open that particular box just yet. Thomas had fractured their trust with his deception, no matter how good intentioned it was, and she was determined not to let him buy her affection in any way.  
 
      
 
    In fact, she’d told him as much upon receiving his late night message asking her if she’d see him again, and she’d replied with the specification that he keep it as simple and un-billionairish as possible. She didn’t know exactly what that looked like, but she wanted to spend time with the man behind the helicopters and the money, instead of being blinded by the fancy restaurants and lavish gifts he’d bought her on too many prior occasions. 
 
      
 
    Deciding to keep things simple with a pair of dark jeans and a tight black top that showed off her figure and was casual enough for a walk down the beach or just barely dressy enough to wind up at a club. She selected a pair of low black heels that wouldn’t do well at all on the beach, but took the whole thing up another slight notch. It was the kind of thing she might have worn on a fourth or fifth date with someone more in her income bracket rather than something she’d have chosen to impress any of Thomas’s wealthy friends or business partners. 
 
      
 
    That thought made her frown. Did Thomas even have friends? Surely he had plenty of acquaintances that wanted to be around him for his money and his influence, but he’d never mentioned any friends in all the conversations they’d had since first meeting.  
 
      
 
    He didn’t seem to go to basketball games or play racquetball with anyone, and she was pretty sure he hadn’t been passing up any guy’s poker games or other events to spend time with her over the few weeks they’d been together. The man seemed to pretty much just work and date her, and she had no idea what he’d been doing when he hadn’t been with her these last several days. 
 
      
 
    Satisfied that she was as ready as she was going to be, Tiffany went downstairs and hailed a cab. She’d told Thomas that she didn’t want to be picked up, and that she’d meet him somewhere instead, but when she sat down in the rather old and sour smelling taxi, she felt a tug of regret at not letting him send a car. She told herself that if he behaved and showed her he could be trustworthy then she’d probably never have to hail another cab as long as she was with him. But that was no reason to look past the lies that he’d told her or to ignore the slanderous implications on his character she’d received from a vengeful stranger. While he’d sworn up and down that they weren’t true, she still needed to know for herself that Thomas was a man to be trusted. 
 
      
 
    The cab pulled up outside the address Thomas had given her, and she paid him and happily exited into the relatively fresh air of a large cement lot in front of a huge and possibly abandoned warehouse. She might not have left the safety of the vehicle had if she hadn’t seen Thomas standing there waiting for her, and so she walked over to him and accepted his kiss on the cheek.  
 
      
 
    She felt a desire to kiss him on the lips just then, but she checked it and kept herself distant. There was no point letting her physical attraction get the better of her so early in the date, and she wanted to send him a message that she wasn’t going to let him off the hook so easily. 
 
      
 
    “Why exactly have you brought me out to the middle of nowhere?” She asked. 
 
      
 
    He offered her his arm. “Come with me and I’ll show you.” 
 
      
 
    They walked around the side of the warehouse and Tiffany saw light spilling from a door that had been propped open. The inside of the old warehouse had been converted into a huge art gallery, and carefully positioned lights highlighted a number of artworks hung on long white walls. They seemed to have the gallery completely to themselves. 
 
      
 
    “Did you use your connections to arrange this?” She asked, her annoyance plainly evident. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” he said, his smile widening. “In fact, I found this place through Craigslist.” 
 
      
 
    “What exactly are we doing tonight?” She asked as they walked towards the back of the gallery. 
 
      
 
    Thomas led her into a back room where a host of easels had been set out in a wide half circle around a table, straight out of a renaissance still life. A man and woman, each completely nude, reclined in the middle of this bizarre scene, and all around them were people chatting, laughing, and doing their best to capture the scene. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we join in?” asked Thomas. 
 
      
 
    He stepped up to an unoccupied pair of easels and snatched up one of the painting frocks draped over the canvas. He handed this to Tiffany before donning one of his own. 
 
      
 
    “We’re painting?” she asked, feeling a little silly for asking something so obvious. 
 
      
 
    “It’s date night,” he replied. “They do it once a month for couples looking to try something fun and new. It also cost me fifteen dollars for each of us, so you better get to work.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany laughed and stepped up to her canvas. She had no idea what she was doing, but an instructor soon wandered by to help her get started. The experienced painter showed her how to lay a base coat with big wide strokes of one brush before switching to a smaller one and dabbing bits of color onto the canvas. He helped her flesh out the scene and then left her to her experimentation so he could move on and help someone else. 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea what I’m doing.” She said. It felt impossibly difficult to do much more than dab paint onto the beginnings the teacher had helped her with, but she was having a surprising amount of fun trying. 
 
      
 
    “Well, maybe I can give you a lesson,” said Thomas from behind the brush clenched between his teeth. 
 
      
 
    He held his paint palette in one hand and slashed artfully at the canvas with his brush. It was tilted at just the right angle for Tiffany to not be able to see what he was doing, but he appeared to be quite confident in his actions. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know you could paint.” Tiffany said, a note of awe seeping into her voice. “Did you learn that at one of your fancy prep schools?” 
 
      
 
    “I am completely self taught,” he replied, removing the small brush from his teeth and leaning in to apply some bit of detail. “Come see for yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany stepped around to peer at his canvas and she giggled so loudly that even the female model cracked a smile before regaining her composure. 
 
      
 
    Thomas’s canvas was a splattered mess that looked like a child had used his fingers and toes to try to capture the scene in front of them. Every one of his colors was off, and the whole thing could almost have been called abstract modern art if it hadn’t been for the fact that Thomas had splashed more paint on his smock and on the floor than on his canvas. 
 
      
 
    “Not so good?” he asked, raising his eyebrow like a little boy on the verge of causing trouble. 
 
      
 
    “You may not want to quit your day job.” said Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    The instructor announced that their two hours were up, and Tiffany couldn’t believe how much time had flown by. She hadn’t thought about Thomas’s money or the issues between them since they’d started painting, and she kissed him full on the lips the moment they were out of the studio. 
 
      
 
    “What’s for dinner?” she asked, a part of her hoping he’d suggest a return to his apartment. 
 
      
 
    “Pizza,” he replied. “And you’ll never believe where we’re going.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany gave him a quizzical look and followed him across the vacant lot to another warehouse that didn’t look much different from the first one. He knocked on a door. They were greeted by a young woman who took Thomas’s name and let them into what seemed to be a large makeshift kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “You have got to be kidding me.” Tiffany said as they were handed a pair of aprons. 
 
      
 
    “I upgraded my package to include the dinner option.” He slipped his apron over his head and tied it around his back before poking at the pile of dough on his workstation. He massaged it gently with his fingers and looked longingly into her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “They say working with pizza dough is very sensual.” He said in a sultry voice. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany cupped her hand over her mouth to stifle another fit of giggling. “You’re incorrigible.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what that means,” he joked, “but I hope you’re going to join me. I’m starving and I hear they have a real wood fired oven cranking back there. I can’t wait to get this thing in my belly.” 
 
      
 
    Blown away by how different and down to earth this date was, Tiffany decided that Thomas had definitely earned enough points for her to reward him a little. As they chatted about everything and nothing while preparing, cooking, and eating their pizzas with a glass of wine by a metal fire pit that had been set up near the wood ovens behind the warehouse, she felt more attracted to him than she had been on their first date. She felt like she was really seeing the man behind the money, and everything she saw looked wonderful to her. 
 
      
 
    “So where to now?” asked Tiffany after they left the pop-up pizza kitchen. She pointed across the vacant lot at what looked like a rundown old factory. “Is that some hot new cocktail bar that only opens after midnight?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid you put me in something of an unwinnable situation when you proposed the terms for this date.” He said. “Do you remember asking to see my offices and my real house last time we spoke? Showing you those things is somewhat at odds with having to keep the date as, how did you put it, un-billionairish as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I suppose I did say that.” She said with an embarrassed grimace. 
 
      
 
    “At this point, I figured I’d offer you a choice,” he continued. “It’s coming up on midnight and I’ve had a wonderful time with you. We can go have a couple of drinks at a rather boring pub not far from here before I put you in a cab and send you off with a kiss on the cheek, or…” 
 
      
 
    “Or what?” 
 
      
 
    “Or we can go see the home I grew up in.” He seemed to be watching her to see how she’d react. “It’s a little late to be going to the office, and it’s not very interesting there anyway, but I can show you my real house. I have to warn you though, I think it’s what would properly be called a mansion, and it’s not very humble.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany closed the gap between them and kissed him on the lips. She pulled back just enough to whisper in his ear, “I think you’ve held up your end of the bargain well enough. Why don’t we go back to your place?” 
 
      
 
    Thomas answered her with another kiss, this one long and passionate enough for her to not notice the sound of the approaching helicopter until it was practically on top of them. She spun around in time to see it settle in for a landing in the middle of the vacant lot not thirty feet from where they were standing. 
 
      
 
    “Seriously?” She yelled into Thomas’s ear. 
 
      
 
    An impish grin appeared on his face. He had to shout to be heard over the sound of the engine as they hunched forward and walked towards the waiting aircraft. “You didn’t think we were going to drive, did you?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany shook her head, the sound of her laughter whipped away into the night by the powerful rotor wash that swirled around them. Once they’d climbed on board the helicopter, an attendant closed the side door before jumping in next to the pilot. With the door closed, the noise was considerably reduced and it was possible to speak at a normal volume once again. 
 
      
 
    “Would you really have gone to a boring pub with me?” She asked. 
 
      
 
    “Honestly, I wasn’t sure what you’d say,” he replied. “I was happy to do either. The important thing for me is spending time with you.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany reached across the seat and placed her hand in his, squeezing at she watched the city fly by beneath them. Soon the dense pavement and high-rise buildings gave way to greenery and suburbs before transitioning into huge property lots with a handful of enormous houses dotting the landscape. It was towards one of these that the helicopter directed itself, and only minutes after taking off from the Warehouse District, they landed on the roof of a building that might have more properly been called a castle in some countries. 
 
      
 
    “This is your home?” asked Tiffany, when they’d disembarked and stepped into a rooftop elevator. 
 
      
 
    “My great-great-grandfather commissioned its construction in the early eighteen hundreds. It took nearly fourteen years to build, and my family has owned it ever since. Some modifications like this elevator have been made over the years, but it’s essentially the same building with no major extensions like some of the other mansions in the area have.” 
 
      
 
    The elevator stopped at the main floor and they exited into a stunningly appointed main entrance hall. Two large curved staircases swept down around a marble-floored space that was large enough to fit Tiffany’s entire apartment. She tried not to gawk, but it was incredibly difficult to avoid. 
 
      
 
    Thomas gave her what she figured to be a very short version of the grand tour that took them through the dining room, the library, his father’s old study, and the glass covered winter garden, before ascending to the second floor where they soon arrived at his bedroom where Tiffany noticed that he seemed to be waiting for her to take the initiative on what would happen next. She knew she could ask him to bring her back to the city, and that he’d fly her back without question, but the truth was that she wanted to stay. 
 
      
 
    Although the mansion was impressive, what really affected her was how Thomas spoke of the place as one filled with family memories rather than an object he could show off. It was clear that he viewed the mansion as a deeply personal part of his life, and that he was sharing something of himself by showing it to Tiffany. She couldn’t say for certain, but she got the feeling from the way he acted that he didn’t bring very many women to this place. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure a big fancy bedroom like this has a pretty nice mattress, huh?” Tiffany strolled to the bed and sat on the edge of it, kicking off her heels and lying back with her head on the pillow. “Oh yeah, I could get used to this.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas came to stand beside her, a smile on his face as he looked down at her lying on his rarely slept-in bed. “Does that mean you’d care to stay the evening?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany rolled towards him and put a hand on his thigh, sliding it up and inward until she’d cupped his manhood. Licking her upper lip and maintaining eye contact with him, she shifted into a position where she could use her other hand to unzip his pants and pull out his semi-hard cock. He made a small sound of pleasure when she took it between her lips, his hand stroking the back of her head while she sucked him to stiffness. 
 
      
 
    “I take it that’s a yes?” He asked, looking down at her with hungry eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I’d love to stay,” she replied, “but only if you start taking my clothes off so you can beg forgiveness with that tongue of yours.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas bent down to pull her shirt up over her head. He then kissed her while she unfastened her bra, his lips pressing against hers and then moving down along her jaw, her neck, and onto the swell of her bare breasts before targeting first one nipple, then the other. He licked and sucked each of them until they were hard and charged with sensual sensitivity before moving downwards to kiss her along her belly and the hem of her jeans. 
 
      
 
    Unbuttoning her pants, he waited for her to lift her bum off the bed so he could slide them down over her hips along with her underwear. When he had her fully naked, he didn’t hesitate another second before diving back down between her legs, licking and teasing at the edges of her pussy. He ran his tongue up between her lips, pulling them aside with his fingers so he could better target her swelling clit. She felt herself grow wetter with every flick of his tongue, and she whimpered at his touch. 
 
      
 
    Thomas doubled the pace of his licking, the tip of his tongue swirling around her clit and pausing every few strokes to lick upwards before he closed his lips around her and sucked gently. Tiffany cried out when he did this, the sensation of his mouth on her sending a wave of hot pleasure rippling through her body.  
 
      
 
    She was on the very edge of climax when he probed at her opening with two of his fingers as a prelude to sliding them up inside her. He curled them inward again and again, stroking her g-spot and sending her tumbling over the edge. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany latched onto his head with fingers entwined in his hair as her stomach clenched and she writhed in ecstasy. Wave after wave of sensual electricity washed over her, and soon it became so intense that she had to push him away from her. 
 
      
 
    Wiping her wetness from his mouth with the back of his hand, Thomas stood up and stripped off his clothes. Tiffany could only lie there and watch as the last tremors of her climax subsided, and he was on top of her before she had a chance to fully recover. 
 
      
 
    She gasped when he entered her. He pushed his cock deep inside of her, and she wrapped her legs up and around him in order to fully take him in. When he’d sunk himself up to the base of his shaft, he kissed her softly and lay still for a moment before slowly inching back out of her and pressing back in again. He repeated these small strokes a few more times, and then he began to move more aggressively. 
 
      
 
    “Oh god, you feel so good,” moaned Tiffany, her fingers digging into the tensed muscles of his back. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know how much I’ve been thinking of you.” He whispered in her ear. “I’ve been wanting you so badly this past week.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you get behind me and show me how much you want it,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Thomas pulled out of her and guided her around into a kneeling position. With one hand on her bum cheek spreading her open to himself, he gripped his cock with his other hand and pushed it against her flushed and swollen pussy. Rubbing it up and down her slit a few times to lubricate himself, he then slipped it inside of her, sinking it home in one smooth stroke. 
 
    Both of his hands moved to her hips, and he began to pump his own hips back and forth, his manhood plunging in and out of her. The sounds of his grunting were almost drowned out by the soft thwack thwack thwack of their bodies coming together with forceful slaps each time he thrust into her, and she was soon crying her own pleasure into the mix. Each stroke rubbed against her in just the right way, and she felt another climax welling up within her. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany was sweating now from the exertion, and she had to grip the sheets hard from being pushed away from him and into the headboard. The feeling of his cock slamming in and out of her bordered on being too much to handle, but it sent her ever onwards to another orgasm. 
 
      
 
    She moaned and turned her head to look back over her shoulder at Thomas. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck me!” she cried. “Fuck me like you mean it.” 
 
      
 
    “You look so goddam hot right now.” He said through clenched teeth. 
 
      
 
    Thomas pressed down on her back between her shoulder blades, leaning into her and thrusting with all the power and speed he could manage. His grunts came faster as his strokes increased, and Tiffany felt his fingers curl into her skin where they’d grabbed onto her ass cheek for purchase. 
 
      
 
    “Oh god, I’m cumming!” She said, closing her eyes and gripping the sheets so hard she thought she might tear them. 
 
      
 
    She heard Thomas cry out then too, and she felt him let loose inside her. His thrusting became uneven and he held his strokes for a long pause before thrusting again. Tiffany pushed back against him, revelling in the climax tearing through her body in perfect sync with her lover’s cum shooting inside her. She clenched her muscles and squeezed him on his backstroke until he couldn’t stand it any longer and he stopped moving altogether, his mouth coming down to kiss her back while he fought to catch is breath. 
 
      
 
    They fell into a heap on the bed then, Thomas’s seed spilling out of her a little when he pulled out of her. She felt it run out onto her leg and spill onto the sheets, but she was too exhausted to do anything about it. Instead, she rolled over to face him, cupping his cheeks in either hand and kissing him passionately. 
 
      
 
    She was glad she’d decided to come with him tonight. She couldn’t entirely say that she trusted him absolutely, but he’d gone a long way towards redeeming himself that night, and she couldn’t deny how good he made her feel. 
 
      
 
    “How about a shower?” asked Thomas between kisses. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany shifted her position a little and felt his erection pressing up against her. “Are you still hard?” 
 
      
 
    “I might be,” he said with his usual mischievous grin. “Feel like rinsing off and then getting sweaty again?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany nodded and followed him out of bed and towards the bathroom. A moment ago, she’d been basking in the sweet and sleepy afterglow of sex, but now watching Thomas step into a hot shower, she felt a surge of energy and knew that it would be some time before they slept that night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter7 
 
      
 
    Tiffany’s morning commute was far and away the most interesting she’d ever had. Together with Thomas, they took the helicopter to his work where he gave her a basic tour and introduced her to some of his key employees as his girlfriend. She thought it might be a bit presumptuous of him since she hadn’t explicitly told him whether or not she fully trusted him again, but after considering how they’d spent the previous evening, she didn’t think it was entirely inappropriate, either. 
 
      
 
    The first person to greet them was Thomas’s attractive young assistant, and Tiffany couldn’t be sure, but she’d felt a cool and unpleasant vibe coming off the girl. It wasn’t enough to really concern her, and after meeting the incredibly polite and charming CFO along with several of the other top executives who were about to go into a meeting, she felt rather proud of herself for insisting that Thomas show her around the company he’d inherited. As warm and welcoming as everyone had been, she couldn’t help but notice how surprised most of them had been at seeing their boss introducing someone as his girlfriend, and she knew that it must have been an extremely rare occurrence, if one that had ever happened before at all. 
 
      
 
    After seeing his personal office and getting a brief glimpse at the floor containing the bulk of the executive offices, she’d left him to his work and taken the elevator down to the main floor where a limo waited for her. Not wanting to be seen pulling up to her office in a limousine, she had the driver pull over a block away and she got out to walk from there. 
 
      
 
    “Carrie?” asked Tiffany, upon seeing her manager outside. 
 
      
 
    The woman’s eyes were puffy and red as though she’d been crying and she’d just angrily hung up her phone and shoved it into her purse. When she, Tiffany, closed the distance, her co-worker wrapped her into a quick hug before pulling away and gesturing at the building. 
 
      
 
    “Can you fucking believe this bullshit?” She asked. 
 
      
 
    “Believe what?” Tiffany looked up at the building expecting to see the upper floors on fire. 
 
      
 
    “We’re locked out.” explained Carrie. “The company has been shut down, and we’re under investigation for god knows what. None of us can get inside the building and our clients are freaking the fuck out.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand,” said Tiffany, shaking her head in confusion. “We’re just a marketing firm. What could we possibly be under investigation for?” 
 
      
 
    Carrie’s phone chirped in her hand and the woman checked the display to see it was before pressing a button to silence it. “I don’t have all the details, but we were in negotiations for a buyout. The owners must have signed over already, and I guess this new company liquidated everything overnight and left us high and dry.” 
 
      
 
    Other employees showed up and clustered around the front door, trying to figure out what was going on. No one had any more information, and few seemed to know even as much as Carrie did.  
 
      
 
    Most of the employees turned around and went back home after being urged to do so by their managers, and more than a few jokes about polishing up résumés were made. 
 
      
 
    Unsure of what to do herself, Tiffany wandered down the street to her favorite café, feeling the need to process this before going anywhere else. She’d been in such a good mood only moments before, and now it seemed she was without a job and would be competing for any new openings with the dozens of other designers who’d just been shoved out of their own positions.  
 
      
 
    In any other city, in the country, she might have been able to ride it out on unemployment for a few months while she searched for a new employer, but NYC wasn’t just any other city. 
 
      
 
    Excited to be working at such a great marketing firm, Tiffany had stretched herself a little when it came to finding a rental within her means. She’d planned on a series of performance-based increases that had been promised to her at the two-year mark, and in anticipation of the first one, she’d let herself loosen up her spending on things like dinners and drinks with friends and co-workers. Now she was stuck with rather large credit card bills and a rent that she wouldn’t be able to pay when the next month came due. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany looked down at the ten-dollar latte and pain au chocolat she ordered, and cursed her old habits. She should have just stuck with a drip coffee instead, but she figured that one last personal splurge couldn’t hurt too much. 
 
      
 
    There was always Thomas, said a small voice at the back of her head. She knew he’d loan her money or most likely offer to pay for several months rent outright without asking anything in return, but then she’d feel as if she owed him something.  
 
      
 
    Of course, he would say that it was nothing and that she was free to accept his gift without feeling in debt to him. She could practically hear his voice saying those very words, yet she knew she’d feel beholden to him in ways that she wasn’t ready to accept. Maybe if their relationship hadn’t been surrounded by implications that he’d lied and cheated his way into meeting her, she’d be able to ask him for help, but that was too much vulnerability for her at this point in their relationship.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t that she didn’t want to trust him, but more that she still hadn’t resolved her feelings around the strange woman who’d called her the week before, and of the fact that she’d been fairly certain that someone was following her. 
 
      
 
    Despite her failed attempt to catch the woman who’d followed her from this very café, Tiffany wasn’t sure if she’d imagined the whole thing or not. It had seemed so obvious that the woman had tailed her into the shop and then been frustrated when Tiffany evaded her, but could that have just been a bizarre coincidence? Tiffany couldn’t think of a single reason someone might want to spy on her unless they were working for Thomas, and she’d made him swear that he hadn’t ordered any such thing. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany finished off the last bite of her pastry and got up to leave. She figured she should probably go home to start looking for a new job, but she was too frustrated and upset to focus on that.  
 
      
 
    Instead, she decided she’d go home and grab a change of clothing so she could hit the gym for a quick workout. She’d been neglecting her gym membership over the last few weeks, and on top of that she’d been indulging in far too many rich meals and alcoholic drinks that were loaded with bad calories. While she wasn’t so concerned with her figure that she only ate salad and drank water all day, Tiffany did like to keep herself in decent shape, and so she tried to get a workout in every couple of days. 
 
      
 
    The one advantage of not having a job to go to was that the gym was a lot emptier than it normally was on an evening or weekend. Most of the machines were unoccupied, but there was a spin class starting in just a few minutes and so she opted in to that. Grabbing her water bottle and towel, she entered the class and picked a bike near the back of the room.  
 
      
 
    Several other women who seemed to be regulars in the class chatted and laughed with each other while waiting for the instructor to arrive, and Tiffany felt a little out of place until one extremely toned looking woman came in just behind the instructor. The woman stared at Tiffany for longer than she felt was normal before selecting a machine just beside her. 
 
      
 
    The instructor stuck her smartphone into a dock in her bike and pressed play to kick a high intensity music playlist onto the room’s speakers. She then had them warm up their legs with a short low intensity session before calling for them to get out of their seats for a series of high speed hill climb simulations.  
 
      
 
    Sweat poured from Tiffany’s body after only a few minutes of this had gone by, and she had to wipe her forehead constantly to keep the beads of sweat from dripping into her eyes. 
 
    It was during a light intensity rest moment that Tiffany began to suspect the toned woman was there for reasons other than her own personal fitness. She hadn’t brought water or a towel in with her, and she hadn’t even broken the slightest bit of a sweat. It was hard to tell, but Tiffany thought she’d caught the woman glancing her way during head down sprints. She wasn’t sure if it was just her imagination, but the woman looked far too fit to be in a class like this.  
 
      
 
    She had a look about her like she could kick someone’s ass in a fight, and Tiffany definitely didn’t want to find that out the hard way. 
 
      
 
    When the class ended, Tiffany went straight to the locker room to shower off and change. The toned woman followed her in, which wasn’t entirely unusual if she’d just come for the spin class, but it was rather odd that she came out of the shower at the exact same moment as Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    “Tough class, huh?” asked Tiffany, opening her locker to retrieve her clothing. 
 
      
 
    The woman looked at her and narrowed her eyes a second before seeming to realize what was being asked of her. “Oh yeah, tough.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany dropped her towel on the bench and stood there naked while she located her underwear. The woman didn’t seem remotely uncomfortable or thrown off by this, but that didn’t really say much about her. Some women got weird about semi-public nudity, and for others it was no big deal. Judging by how the woman had removed her own towel and was now dressing with no concern over Tiffany watching her, the woman seemed to fall into the latter category. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t suppose you’ve tried the juice bar downstairs, have you?” asked Tiffany. “I was thinking of grabbing a smoothie before heading out, but I don’t want to waste the money if they’re no good.” 
 
      
 
    “I really don’t know.” said the woman, not looking directly at Tiffany when she spoke. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany fastened her bra behind her back and then pulled her skirt on. She pulled her blouse over her shoulders and tried to act casual when she set what she hoped would be the trap that would catch this woman out for who she was. “I guess I’ll have to risk it then. I’m so hungry after that spin class.” 
 
      
 
    The woman had fully dressed by this point, and she looked to be about ready to leave. Tiffany fastened the last button on her blouse, slipped into her shoes, and stuffed her workout clothes into her bag. She made to leave and waited just long enough for the other woman to start following her out before she pretended to have forgotten something. 
 
      
 
    “If I don’t moisturize these legs, then I’ll be so dry later,” she said apologetically as she awkwardly skirted around the woman in the narrow space between the benches and the row of lockers. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany removed a tube of cream from her bag and proceeded to rub it into her legs, giving the woman enough time to have left the building if she really had just been there for a spin class. 
 
      
 
    Satisfied that enough time had passed, Tiffany tossed the cream in her bag and left the change room. Rather than go down into the juice bar, she located the back stairwell and left by the exit that took her into the gym’s underground parking lot. From there she had to walk up the car ramp to get back to the street, but it allowed her to go around the block to walk past the front entrance where she could easily look in through the large windows of the lobby and the attached juice bar. 
 
      
 
    Just as she expected, the woman from the spin class stood awkwardly browsing a notice board not far away from the juice bar. Catching Tiffany’s movement out of the corner of her eye, the woman turned and scowled when she saw that Tiffany had tricked her, and she threw down the pamphlet she’d been reading and made for the doors. 
 
      
 
    Seeing that the woman was coming after her, Tiffany jogged forward to catch up to two men walking down the sidewalk just in front of her. She fell in step just behind them, and cast a nervous glance back over her shoulder. The woman was there, but she seemed to be keeping her distance, most likely wanting to avoid making a scene in public, thought Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    After two blocks of following the men, Tiffany saw the escape she needed. A taxi had pulled over to let its passenger out, and she raced forward to jump into it before it could pull away from the curb. Not knowing where else to go, she gave the driver the address to her apartment and figured she’d make sense of everything there. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter8 
 
      
 
    Tiffany debated whether or not to tell Thomas about the incident with the woman but in the end decided that it wasn’t worth upsetting him just yet. As much as she didn’t want to think about it, she had to allow for the possibility that he was somehow responsible for these people following her, but if he wasn’t, then she didn’t want their date to be ruined by his need to protect her.  
 
      
 
    So far, none of the people watching her had been violent or had shown any indications of wanting to harm her in any way. For all she knew, they were paparazzi wanting to figure out if she really was dating one of the most eligible bachelors in the world. Of course, for that theory to have been true, they would most likely have been carrying big cameras with fancy long lenses, but it could just mean that they were following her and not wanting to alarm her until they could get a shot of her and Thomas together. 
 
      
 
    Trying to keep her mind off Thomas and whatever weird things were going on with her stalkers, Tiffany sat down in front of her laptop and loaded up a few job sites. She couldn’t afford to stay unemployed for long, and since she hadn’t actually been officially fired yet, she wasn’t sure when she was going to be able to start claiming unemployment.  
 
      
 
    One thing was a near certainty though, if everything Carrie had said was true, then this week’s paycheck wouldn’t be showing up in her bank account. She needed that money to pay rent in time, and the only way she’d feel comfortable putting it on her line of credit was if she had a few interviews lined up so she could start working on paying off her debt. 
 
      
 
    The afternoon ticked away in a series of clicks and emails, and Tiffany realized that she only had a few minutes to get dressed before Thomas arrived to collect her. She’d decided to forgive him after seeing the effort he’d put into his low key date with her, and that meant not having to take another smelly taxi to wherever he was taking her that night. She’d told him that she still wanted to keep things away from the super expensive and exclusive restaurants he normally preferred, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t still take her some place nice. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany picked out a slinky black dress and a matching pair of heels, dressing quickly and hurrying to put on a bit of makeup. She’d just finished applying her lipstick when the sound of the front door buzzer sounded in her front entrance way. Snatching up her purse, Tiffany went to the door and punched the speak button on the intercom. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be down right away.” she said. 
 
      
 
    Excited to have a chance to get out and forget about her job and other problems for a few hours, Tiffany locked the door behind herself, slipped her keys into her purse and walked down to the main floor. She opened the door expecting to see Thomas but was horrified to see the woman from the gym standing there instead. 
 
      
 
    The woman put her hand on the door and stepped inside, forcing Tiffany back into the hallway. She slammed the door shut behind her with one hand and pushed Tiffany backwards at the same time with the other. Clearly trained in some sort of martial art or self defense system, the woman was able to force Tiffany back onto the stairs in a matter of seconds, securing her wrists in an awkward hold while pressing her hand over Tiffany’s mouth to keep her from screaming for help. 
 
      
 
    “This will go better for you if you remain quiet.” said the woman. Her eyes narrowed and she glared down at her captive. “Although I ought to slap you around a bit for all the trouble you’ve caused me, I am not going to harm you if you promise to behave. Is that understood?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany nodded and sucked air in through her nose. The woman’s hand blocked her mouth and her nostrils, making it extremely difficult for her to breathe properly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to let go of your mouth, and I want you to walk up the stairs calmly and quietly so we can have a little chat in your apartment, okay?” She waited for Tiffany to nod in understanding again. “Cross me and I’ll snap your neck and be gone before anyone even comes out to check on you.” 
 
      
 
    The woman eased her hand away from Tiffany’s mouth, and hauled her up to her feet. Stepping in close enough to grab her if she so much as hinted at trying to get away, the woman motioned for Tiffany to get moving. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany marched back up the stairs and was about to go into her purse when the woman seized her wrist. 
 
      
 
    “Not so fast,” she said. “I don’t need to get pepper sprayed in the face.” 
 
      
 
    The woman unzipped Tiffany’s purse and reached inside, rooting around until she’d found the keys. When she had them, she gave them to Tiffany and let her unlock the door. 
 
      
 
    “Nice and slow,” said the stranger. “Take a seat on the couch and don’t try anything. I’m faster than you, I’m stronger than you, and I won’t hesitate to fuck you up if you try to trick me.” 
 
      
 
    “Why have you been following me?” asked Tiffany, doing as the woman had told her. “What do you want from me?” 
 
      
 
    The stranger settled into an armchair across from Tiffany. She wore tough-looking black boots over dark jeans and a form-fitting blue top that seemed designed for movement. She didn’t look to be concealing any weapons, but Tiffany had seen how the woman had acted, and she decided that she had to assume the woman was perfectly capable of following through on her threats of violence.  
 
      
 
    It didn’t take a knife or a gun to end someone’s life, and there was a fire in the woman’s eyes that backed up her verbal threats. 
 
      
 
    This woman wanted people to be afraid of her, and it was working perfectly on Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    “What is your interest in Thomas Belmont?” asked the woman. 
 
      
 
    “My interest?” asked Tiffany, shaking her head in confusion. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
      
 
    The stranger leaned forward and glared at Tiffany. “Why are you seeing him? What is your relationship to him?” 
 
      
 
    “I… I suppose I’m a little bit in love with him.” blurted Tiffany. She’d been caught off guard, and it had just come out without her thinking about it. “I mean, I don’t really know how I feel about him yet, but I can’t stop thinking about him and I know he’s in a complicated situation but that doesn’t mean I can’t—” 
 
      
 
    The woman silenced Tiffany with an upraised palm. “You are aware of his past? Of how he uses his power and connections to seduce women? You know that you’re just the latest in a long string of stupid women who’ve fallen in love with this man only to be dropped when he tires of them, and yet you’re still playing right into his little game?” 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” asked Tiffany. “Why do you know these things about him?” 
 
      
 
    “Who I am is not important.” she replied. The woman leaned back and shook her head. “Thomas Belmont III is a menace, and I don’t want to see him hurt any more women like you.” 
 
      
 
    Anger rose up within Tiffany, and she couldn’t hold it in. “So you’re what, a jilted ex-lover trying to protect everyone from the bad man who broke up with you? Bitch, you better get over yourself and stop threatening me.” 
 
      
 
    The woman was off the chair and in Tiffany’s face in a heartbeat. The slap came so fast that Tiffany didn’t even have time to react before her head snapped back and hit the back of the couch. The woman put her hand around Tiffany’s throat, pinching at the soft flesh just below her jaw. 
 
      
 
    “I am not one of Belmont’s ex anythings,” she spat. “What I am is a fucking ghost of righteousness that will be on your ass as long as you decided to stay with him. He is a capital B, Bad Fucking Man, do you get that?” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” squeaked Tiffany. She could only just breathe in if she didn’t move or fight against the woman’s grip. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not your problem.” She replied. The woman eased her grip a little and patted Tiffany on the cheek. “You just stay away from him.” 
 
      
 
    The woman stepped back and walked away from Tiffany, heading for the door. When she was nearly out of sight, Tiffany called after her. 
 
      
 
    “What if I don’t stay away?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    The woman stopped and tilted her chin down and to the side, not fully looking back to address Tiffany. “Then things get worse for you. So long as you bring Thomas happiness, you’re a problem for me.” Tiffany’s attacker paused and then turned around. “Oh, and don’t get any ideas about going to the police. People like me are hired specifically for our ability to evade the police, and you wouldn’t enjoy the personal consequences of having them try to come after me. Anyone comes after me; I come after you. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany nodded and pulled her knees up to her chest. She hugged her shins and fought back tears, wanting the woman to leave her alone once and for all. She watched the woman turn away and leave the apartment. At the soft click of the front door lock clicking back into place, Tiffany’s restraint gave out, and the tears finally began to flow. She sobbed loudly and openly, wondering how she’d ever got into this horrible situation. 
 
      
 
    The sound of the front door buzzer made Tiffany jump in surprise. She ran to the door and slammed the deadbolt home, thinking the woman had come back for her. It was only after the intercom buzzed again that she realized she’d been waiting for an altogether different visitor. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” She asked hesitantly. 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany?” asked a familiar male voice. “It’s Thomas. Are you coming down?” 
 
      
 
    She held down the button that let her speak to him. “Can you come up for a minute?” 
 
      
 
    Buzzing him in, she waited by her door with eye pressed to the peephole until she was sure it was him and not some strange trick to get her to lower her guard. Not until she could clearly see him standing there, did she open the deadbolt and pull the door open for him. He opened his arms in surprise when she rushed towards him, clearly confused by her intense welcome. 
 
      
 
    “Is everything okay?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany sniffled. “No, it’s not actually.” 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” he asked. “Did something happen? Let’s go inside.” 
 
      
 
    They went back into Tiffany’s apartment and she closed the door and locked it again. She almost didn’t want to go back to her couch where the woman had threatened her, but neither did she want to go into the bedroom where Thomas might get the wrong idea about her intentions. 
 
      
 
    She decided to take a seat at her kitchen table, inviting Thomas do to the same. When he was seated, she told him everything that had happened from when she’d gone to open the door expecting him up until the moment he’d arrived at her doorstep. When she had finished, he merely stared at her with a confused look in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Thomas reached across the table to take her hand. “I don’t know why this woman would be following you like that. It doesn’t make sense that anyone would want to poison you against me. Honestly, everything she told you is a lie and I can’t for the life of me see how she benefits from it.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s all getting to be too much, Thomas,” she said. “I don’t know if I can continue on like this. I like you, I really do, but this is insane. I can’t have people threatening me.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas stood up and came over to her, bending low where he took both of her hands in his and looked up at her. “I can protect you from this. If it’s security you want, then I can assign someone to watch over you. I’ve had to use private security on several occasions, it’s not as strange as it might seem.” 
 
      
 
    “She was in my house.” replied Tiffany, pulling away one hand to wipe at a tear-stained cheek. “Am I supposed to live with a body guard twenty-four hours a day?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you could move in with me.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany’s jaw opened to reply, but nothing came out. She thought this had been something she’d wanted, but everything was too strange and raw for her to accept such an offer. Despite the fact that it would mean rescue from her unemployment and money issues, she knew she had to make sense of everything for herself before committing to a man like Thomas in that way. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, fresh tears welling up in her eyes. “I just can’t. Every time I think I’m getting to know the real you, something gets in the way of that. I just don’t know that it’s worth it anymore, Thomas. Maybe it’s time for me to go back to my normal life and to find a normal man.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas stood up and held Tiffany against his body. She sat there and cried into his shirt while he stroked her hair. She knew she didn’t want to move in with him, but she also knew that she didn’t want him to leave. What she wanted was a chance to date him and get to know him normally, but other people had taken that option away from them. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to leave you like this,” said Thomas. “I can respect whatever you wish, but I hate to walk away when you’re hurting.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe don’t leave yet, then?” She said, standing to kiss him. 
 
      
 
    Thomas nodded silently and took her hand, leading her off towards the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure this is okay?” asked Thomas in a whisper. 
 
      
 
    They stood in Tiffany’s bedroom, illuminated only by the streetlights that shone in through the window. The night was quiet and calm, and Tiffany felt a sad sort of acceptance that this was to be their last moment together. 
 
      
 
    She wanted a chance to have more, but if that was to be denied them, then she would have this for her memories. Knowing it would only make things more difficult when she thought back on what might have been, she couldn’t deny her physical desire for the man standing so close to her in that dark room. 
 
      
 
    “I want this.” she whispered in reply. “I want you.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas kissed her then, his lips brushing hers softly before pressing more firmly. He pulled her in close to him, their bodies aligning perfectly in the near darkness, so close that she could feel his every breath as a rise and fall of his chest, and every movement of his body in the flexing of his muscles. His hands slipped comfortably onto her waist and he held her there while he kissed her, parting her lips and exploring her mouth with his tongue. 
 
      
 
    His kisses felt deliriously good, and Tiffany closed her eyes and let herself get lost in them. She allowed herself to drift away in the sweet taste of his mouth and the spicy smell of his skin and cologne. It was a moment that she didn’t want to break free from, but the movement of a growing bulge in his pants told her that he was ready for more. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany took his hand and guided him to the bed. She removed his jacket and hung it carefully on the back of a chair before positioning him on the edge of the bed so he could sit watching her. She then stepped away and flashed him a sultry smile, reaching behind her back to pull down her zipper. Once the dress had been loosened, she slipped off one shoulder strap and then the other, teasing him with a view of her purple lace bra before sliding the fabric down to below her belly button. 
 
      
 
    Spinning around to face away from him, she rolled the dress down a little further, letting him see the hem of her matching panties before bending low and sliding her dress down altogether, presenting him with a perfect view of her firm round ass. Straightening up a little while still pushing her bum out, she kicked the dress away and ran a hand over her bum, grabbing the top edge of her underwear and repeating the motion of slowly rolling them down. 
 
      
 
    Bent forward, she thrust her hips out as she pulled the lacy material down her thighs, pushing her vulva out to him. When her underwear was down to her knees, she spread her legs apart and showed him even more of herself. Bent over like that, she licked  
 
    two fingers of her right hand and reached down between her legs, running a finger along her quickly moistening pussy and back again before twirling it around her clit. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany stood and moved her legs, letting her panties fall down so that she could kick these away too. She stepped forward and unhooked her bra, pulling it off and letting it fall to the floor. The soft yellow light of a street lamp highlighted her smooth dark skin and perfect body while she stood there in front of Thomas, wet and eager for him. 
 
      
 
    “You look so amazing.” he said. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany bit her bottom lip, looked down at the solid erection straining against his pants, and put a finger on his lips. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want you to talk.” she said. “Lie back and use that mouth for something better.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas lay back on the bed and she climbed on top of him, grabbing his wrists and pinning them above his head. First, she kissed him briefly, then she snaked her body upwards, teasing her nipples against his lips while he struggled to catch them up in his mouth. His tongue darted outwards, but she played her body away from him, making him strain to connect with her skin. 
 
      
 
    She then moved forward again, this time releasing his wrists and stepping over his shoulders until she straddled his face. His hands came up to grab her bum, and he lifted his mouth to her waiting pussy. She was wet and ready, and the moment his hot tongue hit her clit, she felt a flush of sensual energy rush through her body. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany spread her thighs a little wider and leaned back a little. Thomas licked her with long teasing strokes before twirling his tongue around her clit and sucking on it. He teased her towards climax bit by bit, with a round of licking followed by clamped lips and just enough suction to send a shiver of excitement rippling through her body. 
 
      
 
    Leaning back further, Tiffany reached behind herself and unzipped Thomas’s pants, freeing his hard cock from his underwear so she could stroke it while he licked her. She heard him breathe more heavily when she started stroking him, and she squeezed her fist a little, tightening her grip on his shaft as she moved her hand up and down in increasingly rapid movements. A climax welled up inside of her, and she used her free hand to grip Thomas’s hair, pulling his face into her pussy when that final flick of the tongue tipped her over into a stomach clenching orgasm. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany shouted her passionate climax into the room, gripping his cock and his hair for anchors while she gasped for air as wave after wave of erotic energy crashed over her with furious intensity. She was dimly aware of Thomas’s muffled grunts and heavy breathing to keep from being choked between her legs, but she held him there as long as his tongue kept licking at her swollen clit. 
 
      
 
    When it became too much to bear, she pulled his head back and away from her body and she climbed off him. Unbuttoning his shirt, she pulled it away from him and went to work on his pants. In seconds, he was undressed, lying on the bed with his manhood standing straight up in the air. She kissed him on the lips, tasting her own sex on his mouth before sliding down to position her face below his cock. 
 
      
 
    She licked him from base to dip, running her tongue up the underside of his shaft. Spreading his legs, she ran her tongue around his balls, teasing him before taking one in her mouth and sucking it until he twitched at the edge of pain.  
 
      
 
    When she toyed with him enough, she planted a hand on the mattress on either side of him and she lowered her mouth down onto his cock, taking him as far into her mouth as she could. He was well endowed enough that it was difficult for her to get her mouth more than half way down his shaft before feeling the pressure that told her to pull back, and so she closed her lips tightly around him and sucked in as she slipped her head back and away. 
 
      
 
    Thomas groaned with pleasure and she saw his stomach muscles clench when she pulled back off him, her lips smacking together with a light pop. Gripping him with a fist, she pumped her hand up and down quickly a few times before dropping her mouth back onto him, sucking in rhythm with her strokes. 
 
      
 
    Worried she might make him lose it too quickly; Tiffany eased off and slowed her pace before stopping altogether. She crawled upwards and pressed her pussy down onto his cock, flattening it against his stomach so she could rub herself up and down it a few times, lubricating him with her wetness and stimulating her clit as she moved. When she couldn’t stand it herself any longer, she shifted her hips up a little higher so that the tip of his manhood was in line with her opening, and then she eased herself down onto him, breathing in sharply as she sunk downward and took him all the way inside of herself. 
 
      
 
    Thomas’s hands shot up to her hips and he moved his hips in small responses to her own motions. Moving intentionally slow, Tiffany pulled up and away from him a little before pushing herself back down onto him, warming herself up to how he filled her pussy, and at the same time teasing him with the hint of the fucking she knew he wanted. 
 
      
 
    Not content to lie there any longer, Thomas’s hands moved upwards and he pulled Tiffany down to him until her lips were against his and her bum arched upwards a little. He had to tilt his hips up to stay in her, but once he had her held down against him in that position, he had fully freedom of movement to begin thrusting at his own pace.  
 
      
 
    Moving in increasingly rapid thrusts, he slid his cock in and out of her faster and faster until the sound of his body slapping hers overtook the soft whimpers of pleasure Tiffany was making. Tiffany yelped in surprise when Thomas shifted her to the side, rolling both of them over in a quick smooth movement without breaking contact. On top of her now, he kissed her and nibbled at her neck, all the while driving his cock in and out of her. She responded by reaching around his back and digging her fingers into the hard flexing muscles there, holding on to him as he fucked her with reckless abandon. 
 
      
 
    Thomas grunted as though possessed, his hips working furiously while his one hand pulled her thigh upwards, changing the angle of her own hips and causing him to push into her at a completely different angle. 
 
      
 
    She responded by lifting both legs higher, bringing her knees to her chest and clutching the pillow behind her for support when Thomas shifted into a kneeling position in front of her. He pressed down on the soft flesh of her thighs, opening her completely while he worked his cock in and out of her. She looked down and saw his shaft sliding in and out of her pussy, moaning loudly in response to his seemingly endless stamina. He wore an expression that made it seem as though he would cum at any second, but still he kept thrusting and thrusting, never fading in his intensity. 
 
      
 
    After a bit of this, he pulled himself out of her and shuffled backwards a little, taking her by the hips and guiding her around until she was on all fours. From there, he leaned down and kissed her between her shoulders before pressing down gently between her shoulder blades. Breasts squished against the mattress and head turned to the side on the pillow, Tiffany kneeled there, ass tilted up and exposed to the world while Thomas took his time rubbing the tip of his cock against her wetness. 
 
      
 
    She whimpered for him put it in her, and so he did, pushing past her lips to plunge inside of her in one smooth stroke. Hands at his sides, he moved his hips back and forth a few times, moving slowly and watching his shaft slide in and out of her, until he decided it was time to pick up the pace again.  
 
      
 
    A hand clamped down hard on each of her butt cheeks, and she felt him start thrusting harder and harder until he was fucking her with more intensity than she’d felt all night. His cock pressed down against her g-spot as he moved, and she felt a welling sensation of pleasure building up inside her. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany gripped the sheets and braced herself against him, overwhelmed by how good it felt to have him driving into her with such passionate energy. She moaned loudly, not caring about how it might sound to her neighbors. She was so wrapped up in the raw pleasure of it that it was easy to give herself completely over to the experience. 
 
      
 
    Thomas reached forward and grabbed her by the upper arms, pulling her up and holding her like that while he fucked her. Completely at his mercy, she gasped with delight when his cock pushed against her g-spot, feeling ever closer to the elusive orgasm she wasn’t sure she could even have without at least a little pressure on her clit. 
 
      
 
    Now every driving slam of Thomas’s hips brought her nearer to climax, and she became a little nervous when she felt a little like she had to pee. She wanted to say something, to ask Thomas to slow down a moment, but at the same time it felt so good and he was clearly lost in his own world of desire and self-satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    Thomas pulled her up even farther, so that she was kneeling almost upright with her ass tilted out so he could keep fucking her. One of his hands came around to grab her breast where it thrust out from the angle, and he squeezed it hard, pinching her nipple between forefinger and thumb. He used his other hand to tilt her head around so he could kiss her, both of them having to strain to keep contact in the midst of their frantically paced fucking. 
 
      
 
    A feeling not unlike a sudden release of pressure slammed into Tiffany and she was engulfed by an orgasm so intense she almost couldn’t stand it. Wetness flushed into her pussy, and she broke away from Thomas’s kiss to cry out and arch her back into him as he fucked his way to his own climax. She heard him repeat the words “I’m cumming” several times before his thrusts became erratic and slow, but she was so wrapped up in the raw pleasure coursing through her body that she barely took notice. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany’s body shook with pleasure. Her orgasm was a crescendo of reverberating waves bouncing off each other only to slam into her repeatedly. It seemed to go on forever, and she lost all connection to her basic awareness of her body and its connection to Thomas. She felt in that moment that they shared one skin, and she couldn’t tell where she ended and he began. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany fell to the mattress in a quivering heap when Thomas eventually released his grip on her. She breathed deeply as though she’d just run a marathon, and her legs felt like wobbly blocks of jello. Soft echoes of pleasure still danced through her body, and she felt her face burning with the flush of blood that had shot through her. 
 
      
 
    Thomas fell down next to her, his own chest heaving as he fought to recover from his exertions. He kissed her shoulder and wrapped his arms around her, holding her tightly in the warm afterglow of their shared experience. 
 
      
 
    Both of them knew it would be the last time, but for a few minutes they kept silent and let the lie settle over them like a warm blanket. Eventually Thomas would have to get up and leave, but in that moment it didn’t matter. They were what they were to each other, and although circumstances had conspired to separate them, they would always have this at least. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany closed her eyes and let out a long slow lungful of air. Tears welled up in the corners of her eyes, and she was thankful for the darkness that would keep him from seeing her cry. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter9 
 
    Thomas raised his glass to his lips only to discover that it was empty. He rose from his seat at his private computer station and went to the sideboard where he kept a basic supply of his favorite bourbon. Pouring a large helping of the rich amber liquid into his tumbler, he returned to his desk and stared at the information covering his monitors. 
 
      
 
    After hours of research, he’d gained no insights into the identity of the woman who’d been stalking Tiffany. He cursed his lack of clues and tried to think of whom from his past might threaten her like that. There were girls from his past, of course. Far more than he’d ever share with Tiffany, but he couldn’t really believe that any of them were the type to physically threaten a woman just for dating him. 
 
      
 
    Using his vast network of social website connections to research the women he’d been with, he put together small dossiers on each of them. It was the kind of painstaking work he’d have typically farmed out to a lesser employee, but in this case it was sensitive information that he’d rather not have anyone else knowing about.  
 
      
 
    Using the more modest apartments he kept around the city, only one of which Tiffany had seen, he’d become quite adept at keeping his romantic flings under the radar and out of the press. It involved a considerable amount of time and money, but it was worth it for the relative anonymity it provided him. 
 
      
 
    From what he could gather, most of the girls from his past had moved on and were either in committed relationships or in some state of happy single status. Where their social network profiles weren’t visible to the public, he used a number of programs he kept for just such a reason to get a better look at how the women seemed to be doing.  
 
      
 
    He browsed their photos and used their status updates to get a general snapshot of how well adjusted they seemed. It wasn’t a perfect picture, but it told him enough to know that none of the girls he’d slept with over the last few years were acting in any unusual way that might signify their loss of emotional control and subsequent actions against him and the girl he was interested in. 
 
      
 
    Thomas sipped his bourbon. That was the problem, he knew. Tiffany was different from the other girls. As a handsome billionaire, it had been easy to find any number of young women to take to bed for a few nights, and he’d even enjoyed talking to a couple of them for a few minutes here and there, but it was only Tiffany that kept him awake at night when she wasn’t by his side. He’d found a deeper connection there, and he cursed the fact that he’d been so stupid in how he’d gone about meeting her. 
 
      
 
    Seeing her profile come up in the search algorithm he’d designed that pulled potential girls from the Matchr database, he’d first seen her as just another beautiful face with a body to match. It was only after researching her in order to decided how best to craft his interactions with her that he realized he didn’t have to play a fake persona in order to get her to want to meet him.  
 
      
 
    For the first time in longer than he could remember, Thomas had only ever been himself when he was around her, and she seemed to be attracted to him for who he was instead of the perfect match he’d often pretended to be. 
 
      
 
    Swallowing the last of his drink in one long pull, Thomas set the glass down and pulled up a photo of Tiffany. He felt like a moony teenager staring at her image whenever he was upset, but he wasn’t about to give up on her just yet.  
 
      
 
    He’d screwed himself over by building up a castle of lies around himself, but he was determined to win her back even if that meant knocking it down stone by stone. Someone was trying to get to him through Tiffany, and while he hated that someone would stoop so low to attack him, it made him even more angry that they were using Tiffany to do it. 
 
      
 
    At a dead end with his own investigation, Thomas let out a sigh of resignation and reached for his phone. He pulled up a contact labeled only as gh0st, and hesitated with his thumb over the call button. Gh0st was a black hat hacker who specialized in compromising complex security measures on sites like the ones Thomas had just been using to check up on his exes. The man had a number of other skills though, one of which was an ability to track down hard to come by information through his network of hacker friends. 
 
      
 
    Thomas pressed the button and put the phone to his ear. The phone rang a few times, and then there was a click as though someone had answered yet no one said anything. 
 
      
 
    “I have a job,” said Thomas. “Double the usual rate if you can help me quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m listening,” said the voice slightly garbled male voice on the other end. Gh0st used a program to modify his voice during these calls, and he sounded different every time Thomas called him. 
 
      
 
    “A friend of mine is being followed and harassed, and I need to find out who’s responsible for it.” Thomas said. 
 
      
 
    “Send me what you have along with fifty percent up front and I’ll get back to you when I have something.” 
 
      
 
    The line went dead. 
 
      
 
    Thomas collected his research and information into one folder, zipped it, and uploaded it to a secure file server he used only for this purpose. He then logged into a private offshore bank account and set up a transfer for a hundred and fifty thousand dollars. It was a large sum of money, even for a man like Thomas Belmont III, but it would be worth every penny if it got him some answers. 
 
      
 
    The next few days crawled by for Thomas. He could normally lose himself in the day-to-day chaos of managing a multinational corporation, but since his last night with Tiffany, he’d been able to think of nothing but her and whoever might be harassing her. He’d resisted the urge to put one of his own people on surveillance, knowing that it would only make her more frightened if the person got sloppy and was spotted, and so he had to make due with following her social media accounts as much as possible. 
 
      
 
    These weren’t much help either, as she seemed to have retreated away from the internet in recent days. He knew almost nothing of what she was doing or whether or not she was still being followed, and he yearned to pick up the phone and call her to ask how she was doing. 
 
      
 
    “Thomas?” asked his assistant. “Did you hear any of what I just said?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Vanessa,” he replied, pinching the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. “I’ve not been sleeping well and I just drifted off there.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, pull yourself together because we have to lock this contract down before the deadline closes in less than an hour.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas looked at his assistant. She was stunningly gorgeous and had made her interest him known on several prior occasions. He imagined himself wrapping his fingers in her long blonde hair while he bent her over the desk and fucked her mercilessly, but the thought just didn’t do anything for him. He’d had his fill of empty sex and meaningless relationships, and Vanessa, as pretty as she was, could offer him nothing more than that. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, leaning forward and redoubling his efforts to focus on the contract in front of him. “You’re right. We should get this done.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas’s phone chirped once and he glanced at the alert. The sender was identified by nothing more than a random string of numbers and the message contained only an image of an arrow pointing upwards. While it would have seemed like a malfunction or glitch to anyone else, Thomas knew exactly what it meant, and he couldn’t handle the thought of waiting to deal with it. 
 
      
 
    “Call Richardson and have him finish this.” he said, rising from his seat. 
 
      
 
    “But you never let Richardson have final approval of these things,” said Vanessa, clearly concerned. “What’s wrong? Is this about that girl?” 
 
      
 
    Thomas shut her down with a cold glare. She retreated from his gaze, raising her hands in apology for questioning him and backing off to go fetch someone to ensure that the contracts were ready to go off for final signing. 
 
      
 
    Thomas marched out of the room and went straight to the elevator. He punched the button for his private office, tapping his fingers against his leg impatiently while he waited for it to get there. Once at his floor, he practically ran to his computer terminal where he entered his login and password into the file server site. 
 
      
 
    As the message had indicated, a new file waited for him. It wasn’t the most efficient way of communicating with the gh0st, but it was damned secure and prevented either of them from being identified if one or the other were compromised. 
 
      
 
    Thomas downloaded the file to his desktop and opened it. To his disappointment, it contained almost no information. Gh0st confirmed that he’d been able to hack some security camera feeds from the days Tiffany had told Thomas she’d sighted possible stalkers, but the people couldn’t be found in any facial recognition database.  
 
      
 
    Even the license plate on the car that had picked one of them up was a complete dead end, as it was a false plate that didn’t correspond to any known vehicle registered in the state in the last five years. 
 
      
 
    The note was signed off with the phrase ‘will keep looking’, but Thomas wasn’t hopeful. Gh0st was one of the best in the business at sussing out hidden data, and if he was running into brick walls already, then that meant someone equally talented was behind all of this. 
 
      
 
    Thomas stored the file in his folder containing all the information he’d collected on Tiffany and then put the system to sleep. He left the room, shutting the secret entrance behind him, and went to the floor to ceiling windows that dominated the other half of the apartment. The windows were mirrored on the outside so it was impossible to see through them, and he’d had them installed at a slight angle so that he could more easily look down on the city. 
 
      
 
    Standing in front of them gave one an eerie perspective of the city below, and he liked to stand there to remind himself of exactly what kind of power he wielded. There were other men who had as much or more money than he did, but few of them had such control over the tech world that ruled over everything.  
 
      
 
    Thomas’s companies had invested deeply into security and networking technologies, and he had at his fingertips the power to access almost any information he wanted if he was willing to ignore a few laws here and there. 
 
      
 
    He placed a palm on the glass and leaned his forehead against it. The surface was cool on his skin, and he felt a slight twinge of vertigo. 
 
      
 
    With all the resources he commanded, why could he not do this one thing? His winning back Tiffany relied on him removing the threat against her, and that seemed to be an information black hole. He seemed to be able to get close to the edges of it, but he could never get at its center without having his attempts shut down completely. 
 
      
 
    Someone was working very hard to keep him away from that information, and it only served to drive him even harder. He didn’t care what it took to find out who had sabotaged his relationship with Tiffany, he only knew that he’d burn down anyone who dared stand between him and what he wanted. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Sweat dripped down Tiffany’s neck and trickled along her chin to hit her lips while she hung downwards, touching her toes as part of a sun salutation. She’d felt a little guilty about coming to a yoga class when she was unemployed and facing down a mountain of debt, but since the month’s membership was already paid for, she’d figured she could use the escape from her worries. 
 
      
 
    Flowing from one pose into the next, she focused on her breathing, and tried to ground herself in the movements of her body. She struggled to ignore the negative thoughts fighting for attention, especially the more paranoid ones that made her worry someone in the room was watching her.  
 
      
 
    She was fairly certain that no one had been following her since she’d broken things off with Thomas once and for all, but she still looked twice at anyone who glanced her way or seemed out of place. It was no way to live, and she wanted it to be over. 
 
      
 
    The instructor guided them into a final moment of peaceful meditation, and she focused her energy on the good that she’d done that day. She’d followed up on several job leads, at least two of which seemed promising, and she’d called her bank to discuss options for consolidating her upcoming debt. Of course, none of those things were immediate solutions, but she had laid the groundwork for future successes, and that was what was important.  
 
      
 
    She told herself to prioritize the positive, and she pushed the negative thoughts of Thomas and her possible stalkers out of her mind. 
 
      
 
    By the time the instructor dismissed them with a warm “namaste” she felt rather centered and calm. All in all, her day had been very productive, and she felt she could splurge on a cheap bottle of red wine on the way home. She’d cut alcohol out of her budget completely after realizing that she’d need to scale back her expenses as much as possible, but today she felt especially proud of herself for finding a sense of balance between her problems and the solutions she had worked hard to put into place.  
 
      
 
    Standing in the aisle at her favorite shop on the way home, she skipped over her usual twenty dollar bottles and veered towards the cheaper options. She hadn’t bought six dollar wine since she’d been a college freshman, but there was a limit to how much she could treat herself. A twenty-dollar bottle of her favorite Malbec might cheer her up, but it was a slippery slope that would soon have her back to buying only locally produced organic food, or going out to restaurants and bars with friends now and then. 
 
      
 
    She paid for the bottle and the ridiculous thought flashed through her mind that she could always sign back up on Matchr to go on a few dates. Guys were always eager to pay for dinner and drinks when they were with her, and it would be a cheap way to take her mind of how frustrating her life had become. 
 
      
 
    Smiling to herself as she removed her debit card from the machine and stuffed the bottle of wine into her tote, she dismissed the notion immediately. She couldn’t imagine going back on Matchr after everything that had happened, and even worse, she didn’t think she could stomach any more blind dates for a while. No, she was perfectly happy to be going home to a simple meal and a few glasses of wine in front of the TV. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany climbed the steps to her apartment, unlocked the door, and tossed her yoga mat in the corner. She removed the bottle of wine from her tote, placed it on the table and dropped her bag on a chair, thinking she’d shower and change out of her sweaty yoga clothes. She’d only made it a few steps away from the kitchen when she heard her phone ringing from inside her bag. She debated ignoring it and heading for the shower anyway, but it was still only late afternoon and there was every chance it could be a job prospect calling. 
 
      
 
    She dug out her phone and saw that the contact was a blocked number, and a tiny thrill went through her. If the caller wasn’t in her contact list, then that meant it was a good chance it was one of the companies she’d applied to over the last few days. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Tiffany Norman speaking.” 
 
      
 
    There was a moment of silence on the end of the line and then a soft hissing static that quickly became a man’s voice she recognized immediately. 
 
      
 
    “So this will grant me full super user authorization on any of the sites without being detected?” said the man she knew to be Thomas Belmont. 
 
      
 
    “Thomas?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” said a stranger. His voice sounded strangely altered. Almost robotic. “It’s completely untraceable and no one will see your digital footprint. Even the network admins won’t have any idea of what you’re doing. It disguises your traffic as routine maintenance demons that run all the time anyway. Seeing the anomalies in your usage would be like picking a single screaming teenager’s voice out of a stadium filled with Justin Bieber fans.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany listened in horror. She knew now that what she was listening to wasn’t a live conversation but rather a recording. She couldn’t believe someone had this information and was playing it for her, but she couldn’t help herself from wanting to hear more. 
 
      
 
    “And that extra feature I asked you about?” asked Thomas’s voice. “Did you get that working?” 
 
      
 
    “For sure, man,” said the other person. “You can easily block out anyone and decide what kind of traffic gets directed to a profile. Say you target one girl, but she’s got a connection going with some other dude, right? You can block those two profiles from each other so it’ll look to each of them like the other person quit the site.  
 
      
 
    Then, if you want to be a total bastard, you enable my custom scumbag filter that starts matching your girl with all kinds of losers. You message her in the middle of that and you look like a goddam knight in shining armor.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect,” replied Thomas. “This is better than I’d hoped for. It works across all the sites, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Just Matchr for now, but I expect to have backdoors installed on every site you own in the next few days.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m in the menu right now,” said Thomas. “This is beautiful work. I’m going to send over payment right now, and there’s a twenty k bonus in it for you for turning this around so quickly, and obviously, for never telling anyone about this, right?” 
 
      
 
    The voice on the other end of the line laughed. “For sure man, I know the deal. I wouldn’t be in business long if I couldn’t keep my secrets.” 
 
      
 
    The hiss of static ended and there was just flat silence on the other end of the line. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” asked Tiffany, unable to keep panic from sounding in her voice. “Who is this? Why are you sending me this?” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted you to hear this just in case you were thinking of changing your mind about Thomas Belmont,” said a female voice that sounded a lot like the one belonging to the woman who’d assaulted Tiffany in her apartment. The line went dead and Tiffany nearly dropped the phone. Shaking with fear and rage, she pulled up her contacts and pressed the button for Thomas’s phone. 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany?” he said, sounding surprised to hear from her. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you?” she shouted into the phone. She squeezed it so hard her fingers hurt, but she couldn’t seem to relax her grip. 
 
      
 
    “Whoa, calm down,” he said. “What’s going on? Tell me what’s wrong so I can help you.” 
 
      
 
    “I just got a call with a recording,” she spat. “Do you want to know what was on it? It was you talking to someone about a back door program you paid him to install for you! It was exactly what you swore to me you didn’t do.” 
 
      
 
    There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line before Thomas spoke again. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no easy way to say this,” he began. “I lied to you because I didn’t want you to know about what an asshole I’d been with other women. It’s so impossibly hard to just have normal relationships when you have the sort of public profile that I do, and all that money and power sort of shifts things into a strange perspective. I admit that I used the program, but I regretted all of it the moment I met you. You have to believe me, Tiffany.” 
 
      
 
    “How the hell am I ever supposed to believe anything you ever say?” she asked. “All I get from you is lies on top of lies. You only ever tell me the truth after you’ve been caught.” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, please let me—” 
 
      
 
    “No,” she said, cutting him off. “I’m tired of explanations, Thomas. I’m tired of having to second guess everything that you tell me, and I’m sick from always having to hear the truth from other people. I don’t know why this person is using me to get to you, but I suppose I should be thankful that they showed me the truth about what sort of psychopathic asshole I was dating in the first place.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany ended the call and then turned her phone off completely. She didn’t want to hear from him again, and she knew he’d try to call back. She told herself she’d look into blocking his number so he couldn’t call her again, but for now she’d just ignore every incoming call until she felt ready to deal with life again. 
 
      
 
    Tearing the foil off the bottle of wine, Tiffany sniffed back tears. She grabbed a glass and filled it almost to the brim, drinking a big gulp of it immediately in order to calm herself. The wine tasted bitter in her mouth, but the alcoholic buzz felt warm and comforting amidst the turmoil in her head. She didn’t want to think about Thomas or the whoever was following her any longer, and if it took a bottle of wine to block it out, then she intended to finish it sooner rather than later. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany tossed and turned. She was a sweaty mess, and the sheet had wrapped around her in a ridiculous knot of twists that made it impossible for her to get comfortable. She felt dizzy and sick to her stomach, and she regretted everything about the last two glasses of wine she’d finished hours ago. Rather than drinking herself into a mellow mood that made it easy to sleep, she found she drifted halfway between conscious and not, unsure of whether she dreamt or hallucinated the strange events that haunted her thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Drifting a little deeper into sleep, her body twitched as she ran from someone chasing her down a dark alleyway. The person was nothing more than a blurry shape, but in her dream mind she knew it to be the woman who’d followed her and forced her way into Tiffany’s apartment. For what felt like hours, they ran through the city until Tiffany finally reached the front door of her apartment. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany fumbled through her key ring, trying key after key, but none of them would even fit in the lock. She yanked on the door handle and pounded on the glass, but she couldn’t get in. The woman was closing in on her, and Tiffany knew that she’d be in serious trouble if she didn’t get to safety, but nothing seemed to work. She was trapped on the street in the middle of the night with no one around to help her. 
 
      
 
    A hand latched onto her shoulder and yanked her backwards. She screamed in terror as another hand gripped her arm and pulled her into a hard embrace. The hands slid around her chest and grabbed her breasts, squeezing them in a sensual way. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany looked down to see male hands on her body, and she spun around in her captive’s arms to see Thomas’s face where the woman’s had been only seconds before. Thomas leaned in and kissed her, his tongue pushing hungrily into her mouth while he held her tight against him. She could feel his erection pressing into her body, and she felt a painful need to take him inside of herself. 
 
      
 
    Despite the fact that they were still outside on the street, Thomas began to undress her without care for her clothing. He tore away her shirt and ripped her skirt open until it fell away. He unhooked her bra with a quick snap of his fingers, and threw it onto the sidewalk. When she was nearly naked, he hoisted her up onto a nearby car and lifted her legs up in order to strip off her panties. 
 
      
 
    Thomas left her sitting there naked and exposed to the world while he hurried to rid himself of his own clothing. Night had become day, and Tiffany was dimly aware of people walking by in the background, but she didn’t care who saw them. She wanted only to feel the heat of Thomas’s skin against her own, and she was soon rewarded with just that. 
 
      
 
    Stepping in between her legs, Thomas grabbed his cock and thrust himself into her. Her pussy was wet and ready for him, and she gasped with pleasure when he grabbed her by the back of the neck and began to fuck her with reckless abandon. Her breasts bounced up and down from his vigorous movements, and she felt her bum squeaking against the hood of the car with each driving thrust of his hips. His cock felt incredibly good inside her and she freely cried out her happiness. 
 
      
 
    Surprising her with the quickness of it all, Thomas pulled out of her and crouched down between her knees. He ran his tongue up her groove and played with her clit, his tongue making soft lapping sounds as he worked her towards climax. She closed her eyes and leaned her head back, enjoying the feeling of his mouth on her sex. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany entwined her fingers in Thomas’s hair and was caught off guard by how soft and long it seemed. She could never have grabbed as much of his short hair as she had in her hand now, and she opened her eyes and tilted her head up to see the woman who’d stalked her licking away at her pussy. 
 
      
 
    They were no longer on the hood of a car, but now on the rooftop pool deck where Thomas had taken her on their first date. She was lying on one of the deck chairs, and the woman was completely naked and bent over between her legs. Confused by the sudden change, Tiffany’s first instinct was to push the woman’s head away, but something else overrode that and she instead pulled the woman’s face into her pussy, bucking her hips up to increase the pleasure. 
 
      
 
    Gasping with an impending orgasm, Tiffany closed her eyes and opened them again a moment later to see Thomas smiling at her from behind the strange woman. He was completely naked and sweating with effort of fucking the woman while she licked Tiffany’s pussy. Caught in the middle of the two of them, the woman moaned loudly while still trying to work her tongue around Tiffany’s clit despite being bumped forward with each thrust of Thomas’s hips. 
 
      
 
    Jealousy fired up inside of Tiffany, but it had to compete with the raw pleasure of having her pussy licked so well. Being able to watch Thomas fuck someone was surprisingly erotic, and she felt herself getting more and more excited as she watched.  
 
      
 
    Thomas was working hard and grunting from the effort, and she felt a thrill run through her body when Thomas pulled out of the woman and came over to Tiffany. He stood above her then, his manhood standing out at attention, and he guided her mouth towards his shining wet cock. 
 
      
 
    He tasted the way he did when she sucked him right after he’d been fucking her, only this time, she knew the musky sex she detected had come from the strange woman. Twisting to suck him off, she kept her legs open and luxuriated in the feeling of a warm tongue licking her pussy at the same time as she had a cock in her mouth. 
 
      
 
    The feeling of arousal reached its pinnacle and Tiffany felt an orgasm grab hold of her. The woman grabbed firmly onto Tiffany’s thighs in order to keep her face from being bucked away from Tiffany’s writing hips, and she had to moan her climax around the tip of Thomas’s cock while he gripped her head and began jerking himself off until he grunted and sent an ropy jet of cum into her mouth. Shaking from the intensity of the orgasm coursing through her body, she whimpered and swallowed several more blasts of hot cum from Thomas’s pulsing cock before he pulled away and faded into a distant nothingness. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany looked down between her legs and saw nothing but a damp sheet that had become twisted in the night. She was in her own bed again, and she thought she was awake, although there was a distinct feeling of electric warmth coming from between her legs. Tiffany touched herself and her fingers came away wet and sticky, as though she’d had an orgasm in her sleep. 
 
      
 
    Feeling more exhausted than she had when she’d first gotten into bed, Tiffany got up and yanked the sheets of the bed, tossed them into the laundry hamper and went to take a shower. It was still dark outside and a good hour earlier than she would normally have woken up, but at this point, she wanted to clean herself up so she could focus on the day ahead instead of all the garbage she hoped to leave behind. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter10 
 
      
 
    Thomas put down the phone after Tiffany hung up on him. He didn’t know how she’d learned what she had, but something from the call kept echoing in his mind. She’d told him that she’d heard a recording of him talking to the person who had installed the backdoors, but that was impossible.  
 
      
 
    He’d employed gh0st to write and install the programs that gave him access to sites like Matchr, and there was no way gh0st would betray him like that. As much as the hacker was someone who dealt with the darker side of the law every day, he was too dependent on his reputation to double cross a client as wealthy as Thomas. 
 
      
 
    There was one way to straighten this out. Thomas unlocked his phone and called gh0st. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve just heard some disturbing news,” said Thomas, keeping his voice cool and level. “Tell me you didn’t sell a recording of me asking you to install a backdoor into a certain website.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you serious?” said the modified voice on the other end of the line. “I’d never do that. You know who I am. You know my rep. I wouldn’t sabotage myself by doing something so stupid.” 
 
      
 
    “Then how did someone else get a hold of it?” he asked. He did his best to avoid using any obvious identifiers in case someone was listening in on the call as he spoke. “Someone played a recording for that person I asked you to look into. That recording could only have been made by you or I, and I sure has hell didn’t do it.” 
 
      
 
    “That you know of.” said gh0st. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Thomas. 
 
      
 
    “It means this line is compromised,” said gh0st. “It means that someone has access to your private communication and is able to listen in on every call you make. It means some rat fuck is listening in on this call, and it means that I’m hanging up right now. Stick to the other method of communicating me if you need anything. No more phones for a while.” 
 
      
 
    The line went dead as Thomas was hung up on for the second time that day. 
 
      
 
    He cursed and threw his phone against the glass wall of his apartment where it splintered and shattered into fragments of glass and plastic. He looked down at the pieces in disgust, wondering how someone had gotten to him. It was inconceivable that someone could track his audio remotely, and that meant they’d compromised his phone. 
 
      
 
    Thomas crouched next to the broken pieces of his phone and picked through the various electronic circuits and components. He couldn’t tell what belonged and what didn’t, but he knew people who could figure such things out. He picked up each of the pieces he could find and carried them to the small kitchenette where he dumped them on the counter. The only thing he could find to put them in was a ceramic cereal bowl, and so he swept them off the counter and into it so he could deliver them to one of his trusted technicians. 
 
      
 
    He’d have them identify the components and hopefully track the transmitter back to a receiver of some sort if that was the case, but he had little confidence that they’d be able to find anything. Having heard the conversation that had transpired before Thomas had smashed his phone, anyone surveying him would likely have shut down that receiver and moved over to a new frequency to avoid being detected by any sort of scanner looking for it. 
 
      
 
    Thomas returned to his window and looked down on the street. From what he knew of that kind of technology, someone had to be relatively nearby. Somewhere out there would be a nondescript van or truck with a full suite of surveillance equipment. He scanned the windows of nearby buildings, wondering if they’d gone as far as renting a unit somewhere in order to have a more permanent base from which to monitor him and his company. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t entirely out of the realm of possibility that someone was actively watching him in the hopes that he’d do something they could use against him. Thomas’s company owned tech that would revolutionize certain industries once it was released to the marketplace, and there were a lot of people who either wanted to beat him to the punch, or to stop him in his tracks completely.  
 
      
 
    Either way, it meant competition, and competition at this level had been known to get as serious as life or death. He didn’t want to believe that anyone would ever harm Tiffany just to gain a business advantage over him, but the emotional trauma they’d already inflicted on her was enough to seriously piss him off. 
 
      
 
    Thomas took the pieces of his broken phone down to his public office and called the tech from his desk phone. Once the technician had come up to collect the fragments in order to analyze the components, Thomas called Vanessa and asked her to arrange a new phone for him. She knocked on his door a few minutes later and came in holding a brand new phone and charging cable. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not fully charged, but it has a backup SIM and is ready to go.” She placed it on the desk in front of him. “What happened to your old phone? Did I see a technician walking out of here with pieces of it in a bowl?” 
 
      
 
    “I had an accident,” he growled. “My hand slipped and I threw it against the wall.” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa, bad day, boss?” She asked with a little laugh. 
 
      
 
    “I’d really rather not talk about it.” He leaned back in his chair and ran a hand through his hair. “Can you do me a favor and have the helicopter readied? I think I’m going to head to the house for a couple of days. You can route any important business calls through to me there, but otherwise I’d like you to hand off as much as possible to the other execs.” 
 
      
 
    “Is everything okay, Thomas?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Genuine concern showed on the girl’s face, and Thomas was glad to have her by his side. Her not so subtle romantic advances could be difficult at times, but she was by far the sharpest and most efficient assistant he’d ever had, and he didn’t know what he’d do without her. 
 
      
 
    “I’m under a lot of pressure right now.” He said. 
 
      
 
    Thomas looked at her and thought of all the long hours he’d spent poring over contracts or preparing for major buyouts with her. She’d been steady and solid throughout everything, and he knew he did her a disservice by keeping her at arm’s length. Deciding he needed to start trusting more people to help him with things, he broke down and told her everything about what had happened between him and Tiffany, not even skipping over the details of his hacking Matchr in order to bring them together. 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” she said. Vanessa sat in the chair opposite his desk. “That’s a crazy story.” 
 
      
 
    “I have to find out who’s targeting me,” said Thomas. “I won’t let anyone bully me around like this, and it’s reprehensible that they’d drag Tiffany into it as well. She’s just a bystander that some asshole is trying to use in order to get to me somehow. I just can’t seem to figure out the why of it.” 
 
      
 
    “How can I help?” asked Vanessa, leaning forward in her chair. “You shouldn’t have to go through this alone.” She paused and picked at her fingernail in a surprisingly nervous gesture. She’d always been the picture of confidence around Thomas, and he’d never seen her look so hesitant before. “I could come with you,” she ventured. “It doesn’t have to mean anything romantic. I think I could help you, though. You can’t figure this out by yourself, and I worry about you being alone in that big house of yours.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas stood up and walked around his desk. He squeezed Vanessa’s shoulder and kissed the top of her head. 
 
      
 
    “That’s incredibly sweet of you,” he said, “but I need some time to figure things out right now. I need to understand who is after me, and I need you here to hold things down and to keep this company from falling apart without me. You’re the only one I trust to do this, Vanessa.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded her head silently and rose to her feet. Smiling through obvious hurt and rejection, she muttered something about having filing to do and left him standing there alone wondering if he’d made the right decision. Vanessa was a great girl, and she seemed to still hold a high opinion of him despite everything he’d told her about his lying and cheating in order to sleep with women from the dating sites. 
 
      
 
    That didn’t change the fact that he was still hung up on Tiffany. Packing a few notes into a briefcase, he went to the elevator and took it up to the rooftop helipad. He boarded the helicopter and watched the city fly by as he soared away towards his mansion. He’d find a way to fix things, he vowed, even if it meant not winning Tiffany back. She didn’t deserve the trouble being thrown at her because of him, and he swore he wouldn’t rest until she was happy again, even if it meant being free of him forever. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter11 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry Mrs. Norman, but we’re just not hiring right now,” said the human resources man who’d been kind enough to come down to talk to her. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany felt like she’d been to every single ad agency and marketing firm in the city. She’d sent off countless resumés, called in favors, and branched out into looking for freelance options to even bring in a bit of money. The problem was that no one had anything to offer her. 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” she said, trying not to let the news get her down. She’d asked a personal favor of a friend in order to get even this meeting, but it seemed to have been for nothing. 
 
      
 
    “The last time we posted a position, we had over eight thousand applications come in,” the man said, frowning. “It’s crazy out there, and I don’t envy your position. With budgets being cut left, right, and center while everyone sources as much free artwork and labor as possible, we’re having a hard time staying competitive. Our firm has more unpaid interns than ever before, and to be honest, they’re doing work that’s well above what they should be doing.” 
 
      
 
    “Does my experience count for anything?” she asked. “I know you’re not hiring, but as someone who regularly interviews candidates, do I at least stand out from the competition?” 
 
      
 
    “I did have a chance to look over your resumé, and although the samples you sent me were very strong and well executed, your work history is a little thin. Everyone is buzzing with what happened to your old firm, and I have to say that doesn’t look great on you.  
 
    Obviously someone in your position had nothing to do with whatever happened there, but no one wants to be associated with something so nasty.” 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate your candor,” said Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    “Rachel said you were a friend, so I’m telling you the truth,” he replied. “It’s not pretty out there, and I’m sorry I can’t do more for you. This is a tough job and we’re in a bad market right now. Have you thought about moving home for a while? Maybe updating your schooling to learn some new skills?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s sort of a last resort,” said Tiffany. “I can’t imagine leaving the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, all I can say is best of luck to you then.” The man offered her an empathetic smile. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for taking the time to talk to me,” she said, reaching out to shake his hand. “If anything changes, let me know?” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany knew she’d never hear from him again. She turned and walked through the lobby of the building, heading for the exit. It had been foolish of her to think that she might have learned anything that would cheer her up, but she knew she at least had to try.  
 
      
 
    Her options were running thin, and if she didn’t find another job soon, then the only option left to her would be moving back home with her parents. She’d told herself that she’d never go back to live in the small town she’d grown up in, but here she was, facing just that very thing if she couldn’t find a better option. 
 
      
 
    At least it was a nice day outside, she thought as she stepped into the sunlight. She strolled along the sidewalk, trying to figure out what to do with the rest of her afternoon. She’d already spent so many hours applying for jobs and bidding on freelance contracts that she couldn’t face the thought of going back to it.  
 
      
 
    The freelance option might have been a good one, but the rates people were asking were abysmal. She couldn’t believe the number of requests she saw for projects that required a minimum of eight hours work yet offered to pay only $50. Even the worst job at a firm would pay ten times that amount for a half decent designer, and she didn’t know who were  taking these this jobs and driving down the expectations for everyone else. 
 
      
 
    All Tiffany knew was that she couldn’t compete in that market. It might be income for her if she moved back home, but then she might as well go work at a café in order to make more money per hour. No, freelancing just wouldn’t cut it without a lot of industry connections to lead her to real work, and she didn’t have time to build those connections. 
 
      
 
    Deciding that if she already had a few thousand dollars of debt on her credit cards, she might as well add a few more, Tiffany stepped into an airy and welcoming café with sleek concrete floors and a long dark wood counter top.  
 
      
 
    All the baristas looked ridiculously trendy with the men wearing in shirts and suspenders with perfectly manicured beards and haircuts, and the women all tattooed and dressed like off-duty  rock stars. Tiffany stifled a little laugh and tried to picture herself working in a place like this. 
 
      
 
     At this point, she was beginning to think that it was her last real option, but the truth was that she wasn’t hipster enough to work in a beautiful artisan café like this one, and she didn’t think she could handle the uniform in a chain café. She’d worked at a fast food burger joint for several years to pay for college, and she’d promised herself that she’d never wear a uniform again. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany ordered a cappuccino and a whole wheat multi-berry scone. She swiped her credit card and tried not to think of the cost of what she’d just bought. She took her scone to a table near the window. She loved sitting by the window on days like this. She could watch people walk by for hours at a time, and it was so relaxing to just forget about her problems for a while.  
 
      
 
    There was something about basking in the warmth of a sunny window that made her feel like a cat curled up and soaking in the luxuriously energy of the sun. 
 
      
 
    “Cappuccino for Tiffany?” called the barista. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany got up and went to fetch her coffee. She picked the saucer up carefully, trying not to spill the delicious foam all over the place as she carried it back to her seat, and then she saw something that almost made her drop the cup on the floor. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked the woman from her apartment. 
 
      
 
    “I came to talk to you,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    The cup rattled in the saucer from Tiffany’s shaking hands as she set the cup down on the table. A splash of coffee sloshed over the edge and landed on Tiffany’s hand. She wiped it off awkwardly and stood there, glancing over her shoulder to see if anyone else had followed her in. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not make a scene,” said the woman. “If it helps, you may call me Nadia. Please let us sit and talk like two old friends.” 
 
      
 
    “You and I are far from friends,” said Tiffany. She sat down anyway, not wanting to cause a disturbance or risk angering the woman, only to have her attack her at some later point in time. “What is it you want from me?” 
 
      
 
    “Thomas Belmont,” said Nadia. “You’re no longer together, correct?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s none of your business, but yes, I broke it off with him.” Tiffany looked down at her scone, but her appetite had withered to dust upon seeing the woman. She pushed the plate away from her. 
 
      
 
    “Thomas Belmont is a bastard,” she said. “He uses women as his playthings, and then he ditches them and moves on to the next. I represent a party who wishes to remain nameless, but who wants to see Thomas Belmont pay for his actions.” 
 
      
 
    “But why go through me?” asked Tiffany. “How do you expect me to help you?” 
 
      
 
    “Go to the press,” she said. “My employer is in the unfortunate position of being in the public eye, and she can’t go public with this information lest her intentions be misconstrued as malicious action against Belmont. You could tell your story though.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would I want to do that?” Tiffany’s nerves had eased a little bit after realizing that the woman didn’t seem to have any intention of harming her, and she sipped at her coffee and thought about what was being asked of her. 
 
      
 
    “Because he needs to be stopped.” Nadia said. “What he did to you was wrong, and it hurt to find out the truth, didn’t it? Well, you’re not the only one it happened to, and you won’t be the last. Think of the next girl to fall into his trap. She’s going to go through everything you did because you didn’t have the guts to say anything.” 
 
      
 
    A short burst of laughter escaped Tiffany’s lips. “That’s a cute story, considering you work for some anonymous person who won’t come out themselves. How crazy are you that you think following me and harassing me is any better than what happened between Thomas and I? He’s not the real problem here, you are.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re making a big mistake here.” The woman glowered and curled her hand into a fist. “Thomas Belmont needs to be stopped, and you are in the best possible position to do something about.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” said Tiffany, her confidence building with each word. “What needs to happen is that you need to leave me the fuck alone. You can follow me, and you can attack me, but I won’t go public with this. My issues with Thomas are mine alone, and I won’t let you bully me into acting out your employer’s agenda. You tell her she can fuck right off, because I’m sick of your shit.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany reached for her scone and broke off a chunk. She popped it in her mouth and chewed defiantly, the smile on her face betraying the roiling anxiousness swelling in her stomach. She knew she couldn’t possibly come out ahead in a fight with this woman, but they were in a public place and at this point in her life, she figured she had little to lose anyway. 
 
      
 
    Reaching into her purse, Tiffany took out her phone and activated the camera. Before Nadia knew what was happening, she held the phone up and snapped a photo of the woman. 
 
      
 
    “You stupid bitch,” said Nadia. “Give me that phone or I will make you regret that action.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going to give you my phone, but even if I did, it wouldn’t matter. All my photos are immediately backed up to my cloud storage account. You can delete them from the phone, but I’ll still have a copy to use when I go public about how you’re harassing me. How much use would you be to your client if that happened, huh?” 
 
      
 
    The woman stood up and scowled at Tiffany. She looked as though she wanted to say something, but instead she just stood there, anger radiating from her body language. Tiffany almost reconsidered her wisdom of threatening someone like this, but she had no other options. She knew she couldn’t keep living her life  like some quiet little mouse being batted back and forth between Thomas and this crazy bitch or whoever she was working for. 
 
      
 
    “Tell your boss to leave me alone,” said Tiffany. “I’m done with all of you.” 
 
      
 
    Nadia turned and stormed out of the café, casting a glance back at Tiffany through the window before stalking off down the street. 
 
      
 
    Unsure of what to do next, Tiffany tried to stay calm as her body trembled with the fading adrenaline that had been coursing through her blood. She’d never had to be so aggressive with anyone like that before, and she couldn’t believe that she’d threatened someone who was obviously trained well enough to be able to sneak up on and seriously injure someone like Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    Wanting to kill as much time as possible, Tiffany nibbled at her scone and sipped her coffee for over an hour. She felt safe in the café since plenty of witnesses had seen her with the obviously angry woman, and even someone as ruthless as Nadia wouldn’t come back to attack her in public like that.  
 
      
 
    No, if anything was going to happen, it would be later at her apartment. Or worse, they would wait and let her fall into thinking she was safe from harm, only to be snatched from the street on some late night, never to be seen or heard from again. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany pushed these dark thoughts from her mind and realized that the sun had already traveled a fair ways across the sky. It was pushing into late afternoon, and she knew she couldn’t spend the rest of her life hiding in a café. Given the circumstances, she could only think of one person to call, and as much as she hated to do so, she knew she had no other options. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany picked up her phone and pulled up the contact she’d wanted to delete but hadn’t. She’d tried to erase whatever traces of him she could find, but for some reason she couldn’t bring herself to delete his number. She told herself that she’d left it there so his name would appear on caller ID, giving her warning so she’d know not to pick it up, but the truth cut much deeper than that. 
 
      
 
     The truth was that she regretted all the bullshit that had come between them, and that she missed the Thomas she’d spent those first lovely days and nights with. She hated the lies and drama that surrounded him, but she couldn’t fool herself into believing that he was evil down to his core. 
 
      
 
    “I need your help,” she said after making the decision to call him after all. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” said Thomas. “What’s wrong? Tell me what you need, and I’ll do whatever I can.” 
 
      
 
    “Someone threatened me,” she said, her voice cracking a little at saying out loud what had happened. “That woman found me again, and I told her to fuck off. I’m worried I put myself in danger, and I don’t think it’s safe for me to go home. You’re the only person I know who can help me, Thomas.” 
 
      
 
    “Did she hurt you?” his voice had a hard edge of concern and anger. “Tell me where you are, and I’ll come get you immediately.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany gave him the address of the café. “Thomas, this doesn’t mean I’ve forgiven you for anything. I just don’t know who else to call, and since this woman wants me to speak out against you, I figure you’re just as invested in this as I am. I want to be clear that this is about my safety and nothing more.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” he said, his voice betraying his disappointment. “I understand. I’ll be there soon.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany put her phone back in her purse and eyed the streets for any suspicious vehicles or people lingering too long on the sidewalk as she  passed by. It was easy to get paranoid and to think everyone was part of some big conspiracy to use her against Thomas, and she told herself to relax. Thomas would be there shortly, and however she felt about him as a man, and whatever she thought of what he’d done to betray her trust, she knew he’d act to protect her and to get to the bottom of this. 
 
      
 
    Still, she couldn’t help but wonder if she’d only made things worse by calling him. 
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    True to his word, it took Thomas barely twenty minutes to get to the café. Tiffany could only imagined how quickly he must have dropped everything to come and get her, and she half expected to see a helicopter idling on the street outside. The notion of how much he cared for her warmed her heart a little, and she had a hard time not rushing into his arms when he walked into the café and spotted her. 
 
      
 
    “You’re okay?” he asked, his eyes scanning her body as though checking for signs of physical harm that might have come to her. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, Thomas,” she said as she got up from her chair. “The woman just talked to me, and she only got angry after I told her to fuck off.” 
 
      
 
    “I still don’t like the sounds of that,” he said. “Should we get out of here?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany nodded and followed him out onto the street. A sleek black town car was double parked in front of the café, and a tough looking driver jumped out and came to open the door for Tiffany when she approached. Thomas walked around and entered the car from the other side, and he slid into the seat next to her. 
 
      
 
    She could see through the partially translucent privacy screen that two men sat up front. Thomas usually only traveled with a single driver, and once she’d learned the truth of who he really was, he’d told her that the driver was an ex Navy SEAL, and that he was a ruthlessly trained killer who now served as Thomas’s private bodyguard.  
 
      
 
    The other man in the front seat wore the same dark suit and simple haircut, and his muds muscled  build identified him as most likely being backup security. It told her that Thomas had expected trouble, and she wasn’t sure what he knew about the woman who was using her to get to him. 
 
      
 
    “What exactly happened in there, Tiffany?” asked Thomas once the car had started moving. 
 
    She recounted her experience with the woman in the café, not leaving out any details. 
 
      
 
    “What do you know about this person who’s trying to get at you?” she asked when she’d finished telling her story. 
 
      
 
    “Honestly?” he replied. “Nothing. I’ve had someone investigating it through his contacts, but this Nadia person doesn’t seem to exist. The guy I have looking for her is a total pro at getting just this kind of information, and he can’t find a single shred of evidence that she’s even a real person, let alone uncovering any information that would tell us who she’s working for.” 
 
      
 
    “How many women have their been?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Thomas sighed. “Tiffany, that was a different time. I was a different person. I know I’ve wronged you, and that I’ll never be able to apologize enough times for that, but I am truly sorry for deceiving you like I did.” 
 
      
 
    “Just answer the question,” she said. “I want to know how many girls there were before me.” 
 
    “I don’t have an exact number,” he said. “Somewhere between twenty and thirty.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany laughed in disgust. “That’s it? I’d expected you’d have a different girl every night. How long have you been doing this?” 
 
      
 
    “Since before I acquired Matchr,” he confessed. “Ironically, it was my using the site that way that proved its worth to me as a corporate asset. I already had full access as a super user before I ever became an owner of the company.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” asked Tiffany, shaking her head and desperately wanting to understand what would make a man feel like he could play with people’s emotions like that. 
 
      
 
    “My whole life has been about rigid structure and building myself into the perfect businessman,” he explained. “I went to the best preschool, the best grade schools, the best boarding schools, and the best universities. Nothing was denied me so long as I kept performing, and I’ve always been at the top of my class.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas spread his hands in his lap as though at a loss for words. He frowned and looked at Tiffany with sadness written all over his face. 
 
      
 
    “A lot of my friends got into drugs and partying,” he continued. “There was so much coke around all the time, and we were pushed so hard by our parents that we were always on the verge of exploding from the pressure. Whenever we had a chance, we did just that, only we got drunk, snorted coke, and had sex with as many girls as we could.  
 
      
 
    I managed to avoid the drugs, and I never really drank that much, but there was something about being with a woman that made me forget all about who I was supposed to be and what I was supposed to become. It’s like an addiction, Tiffany. I don’t know how else to explain it.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you talked to anyone about this?”  
 
      
 
    His emotion seemed genuine, but she steeled herself against yet another ploy to get her to forgive him again. “If you really have a problem, then why not see a therapist?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not that simple,” he replied. “When you operate in the circles I do, you can’t trust anyone with your innermost secrets. There’s no way of knowing whether or not a psychiatrist will turn around and sell your secrets to a journalist. It’s happened to people I know, and I didn’t want to risk the exposure. Besides, I’d convinced myself I deserved it. A lot of guys sleep around, Tiffany. I just had to be more creative in how I found girls because I couldn’t afford to do it in public.” 
 
      
 
    “You lied to them,” said Tiffany. “Just like you lied to me, you told them a fantasy that was designed to get them into bed, and then you dropped them when you got bored of them. That’s not okay, Thomas. It’s not normal.” 
 
      
 
    “I never lied to anyone,” he said. “I manipulated circumstances to put me in their path, but I never showed them a false sense of who I was as a person. Other than my last name and the true wealth of my family, I never pretended to be someone I wasn’t just to get a girl into bed.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany shook her head and looked out the window. “I don’t know what to believe anymore. I really don’t.” 
 
      
 
    “The important thing is that we figure out how to protect you from this woman,” said Thomas. “I know I’m probably the last person you want to be around right now, but we’re both involved in this, and I have the resources to protect you and to help you stop this person from targeting you.” 
 
     
 
    “What am I supposed to do then?” asked Tiffany. “Are you going to move in with me or give me one of your body guards or something?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I think you should come stay with me for a while,” he replied. “I’ve been living at the mansion again. There’s plenty of guest rooms and you could stay as far away from me as you like. I won’t try to take advantage of the situation, I promise.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know…” she said, drifting off into thought. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany weighed her options. She had nothing keeping her to her apartment, and with no job to go to, it wasn’t like she had a real need to be in the city. Living with Thomas would make it difficult to search for jobs and go to interviews if any miraculously popped up, but then again, it wasn’t exactly convenient for her to be hiding out in her apartment afraid that she might be attacked by some psycho female stalker every time she left her building. 
 
      
 
    “Only until we figure out who’s doing this,” she said. “This is not about you convincing me that you’re a different person, or about us getting back together.” 
 
    “I’ll be a perfect gentleman,” said Thomas. “I want you to know that I wish it were otherwise, but I understand the situation that brought us here, and I know that there’s little I can do to remedy it.” 
 
      
 
    They rode in silence for a long time. Thomas asked the driver to take them out to his estate, and instead of boarding the helicopter as they had last time, they stayed in the car and Tiffany whiled away the time staring out the window and wondering how long it would take before she could have some semblance of a normal life back.  
 
      
 
    At this point, she didn’t care so much about finding a job or keeping her nice apartment; she just wanted to be free from the constant fear of wondering if someone was watching her or trying to pressure her into doing something she didn’t want to do.  
 
      
 
    Since meeting Thomas, it seemed as though everyone in her life was trying to manipulate her in order to get what they wanted, and she didn’t want to be a part of it any longer. 
 
      
 
    The city eventually thinned out and became more rural. After only a short while, they started passing extremely large homes that peeked out from behind tree-lined roads. The only other cars that passed them were either sports cars or luxury SUVs, and Tiffany felt a distinct sense of not belonging.  
 
      
 
    These people spent more money in a day than she would earn in any given year, and if Thomas and his story was any indication, none of them seemed to have a solid grip on the reality of what it was for most people trying to get through their lives. The lived cut off from the rest of the world, wrapped up in the security of their wealth, and it was a mindset that Tiffany felt she could never truly understand. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany’s parents had grown up poor, and had worked hard to be able to help pay for her college education. Both her mother and father had known the pains of being black in a white person’s world, yet still they’d persisted in making a good life for their family. Driving through this neighborhood of opulent mansions and estates, Tiffany took strength from the knowledge that her parents had fought hard to make her into a strong young woman who didn’t need to rely on others to take care of her.  
 
      
 
    She told herself that this situation with Thomas was only temporary, and that she’d find a way to bounce back and stay in the city even if it meant moving into a cheaper apartment and finding a roommate. 
 
      
 
    The car pulled up in front of the house and Tiffany opened the door before the driver could get to her. She might have to accept Thomas’s help, but that didn’t mean she was incapable of doing anything for herself. It was a bit of a petty move, to be sure, but she didn’t care one way or another. 
 
      
 
    Thomas led her into the house and showed her to her room. She remembered the general location of his bedroom from her previous visit, and she was glad to see that he had stayed true to his word and put her on a different floor and on the opposite end of the house. She didn’t think he was going to sneak into her room at night or anything quite so ridiculous, but she recognized that he had listened to her and helped reassure her that his intentions were largely motivated by a desire to help and protect her rather than to abuse the situation in order to get her into bed again. 
 
      
 
    Needing a moment to herself, Tiffany asked to be left alone. She went into the attached bathroom and looked in the mirror. She felt far more exhausted than she looked to herself, and she didn’t know how much longer she could go on like this.  
 
      
 
    She splashed cool water on her face and scrubbed away her make up with a hand towel. It was getting to be late enough in the evening that she was tired of having it on her face, and she decided that she didn’t need to look her best for dinner with Thomas that night. There was nothing romantic about the time they were about to spend together, and if that was the case, then she was going make herself comfortable.  
 
      
 
    She hadn’t brought a change of clothes, but if she had, she would have changed into a pair of jeans and an old comfortable t-shirt. There was something about being in the mansion that made her feel she had to be someone other than herself, and everything in her rebelled against that notion. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany went back into the living room and opened her purse. She had her phone and a few basics that she always carried around with her, but not much else. She’d need to either go back to her apartment soon or have Thomas send someone to fetch her laptop and some clothes. 
 
      
 
    The phone bleeped twice and the screen lit up with a new message notification. Someone had sent her an email, and she picked up the phone hoping it was from one of the companies that received her application. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany punched in her passcode and clicked the email app icon. Her heart froze when she saw that the sender was a string of random numbers and letters instead of a name. The email consisted of one line and an attachment. 
 
      
 
    Maybe this will change your mind. –Nadia 
 
      
 
    Hand shaking, Tiffany clicked on the attachment and waited as her phone loaded the document. It seemed to be rather large, and she hoped she hadn’t just made a stupid mistake by allowing her stalker to install some kind of virus on her phone. 
 
      
 
    The document unpacked into a large PDF, and Tiffany scrolled through pages of contracts and legal documents that at first she couldn’t make sense of. The files were difficult to read on the small screen of her phone, but after a few minutes she started to get a clearer idea of what she was seeing. 
 
      
 
    Somehow, Nadia had gotten hold of various internal memos and documents that painted a very clear picture of what had happened to her old company. If what she was reading was even remotely true, then it meant she had proof of who was really behind the embezzlement and ultimate collapse of her firm.  
 
    With this information, she could go public and possibly save her reputation. It could even lead to her company finding a way to file a lawsuit that could put them back in operation. If she played her cards right, Tiffany might even see a promotion and a raise out of it. 
 
      
 
    The only problem, and the one she intended to deal with right that minute, was that the documents clearly indicated one person as the mastermind behind her company’s downfall. While his name wasn’t explicitly written on the documents, Tiffany recognized enough of the shell company’s names to know that Thomas Belmont and his company were responsible for the loss of her job. 
 
      
 
     It would almost be unbelievable had Thomas not already gone to ridiculous lengths to manipulate her. This just proved that he would stop at nothing to in his efforts to push her back towards him. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany stalked out of the bedroom and marched down to where she thought the dining room was. She intended to find Thomas Belmont, and she planned to get an answer out of him one way or another. 
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    It took her a minute to figure out how to navigate the big house to get where she wanted to go, but after a few wrong turns she made it to the main floor and the large dining room that had places set for two. Thomas was already there sipping on a drink and reading the newspaper, but no food had yet been brought out and he appeared to be waiting for her to join him. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, there you are,” he said when he saw her arrive. “I was just going to send someone for you. Hungry?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you responsible for what happened to my company?” she asked. “Don’t lie to me, Thomas. I swear I can’t handle any more lies from you.” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa, back up a second there,” he said, laying the folded newspaper down over his plate. He stood up and took a step towards her, careful not to come too close. “I don’t know what happened to your company, and I don’t know what it is that you think I did, but I had nothing to do with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Explain this then,” she said, handing him the phone. 
 
      
 
    Thomas took the phone from her and scrolled through the pages of documents. He paused every now and then to zoom in on some detail that he read carefully, but he soon understood what it was she had become so upset about. His face grew tired and he shook his head in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t have anything to do with this,” he said. “It’s true that I own all of these companies in some form or another, but I didn’t authorize any of these purchases or actions.” 
 
      
 
    “The fucking paper trail is right there,” she said. “How can you possibly stand there and lie to my face like that?” 
 
      
 
    “Think about it, Tiffany,” he said. He put the phone down on the table. “What would I want with a marketing firm? We have several of the world’s most prestigious agencies representing our brands around the world. Why would I buy your firm? What could I possibly have to gain by purchasing it and breaking it up like this?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany crossed her arms over her chest. “You don’t think I’ve seen what kind of depths you’ll sink to in order to control women? I don’t know what you thought you could gain by this, but it’s not going to work. I want you to call someone to take me home right now. I won’t stay in this house another minute.” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, please,” he said. “Give me a chance to explain this. What was done to your company is completely illegal. We’re talking about a poorly covered up attempt to both discredit me and hurt you at the same time. I’m too good at this, and too careful to ever do anything so stupid. I’ve never done business this way, and I have no intention of ever doing so.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany threw her hands up in frustration. “How could this happen without you knowing it? It’s your company, for fuck’s sake.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s unfortunately a lot easier than you want to believe,” he admitted. “Moves are made from within companies all the time, and it’s often done because someone is trying to skim a little extra for themselves, or because someone is working to undermine a CEO like me. If my board of directors ever found out about this, I could be pushed out of my own company, Tiffany.  
 
      
 
    This is dangerous information you’ve been given, and I think it makes it pretty clear that someone wants to hurt me and that you’re just collateral damage.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t ask for this,” she said. “I only wanted to find someone nice to go on a few dates with. How did I end up in this situation?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s take this discussion to my study,” said Thomas, collecting her phone and guiding her down the hall. 
 
    She went with him mostly because she felt so tired and weak that she didn’t know what else to do. She was so far away from the city that she couldn’t exactly afford a cab to take her home, and that meant relying on Thomas to have someone drive her. She knew he’d do it if she put up a fight, but after the day she’d had, she had little energy left to fight with. 
 
      
 
    The study was warm and comforting with floor to ceiling bookshelves dominating two walls and a large bay window that faced out over an open expanse of well manicured lawn. A large wooden desk sat in front of the window, and several leather wingback chairs were arranged around a circular coffee table. 
 
      
 
    It was in one of these chairs that Thomas guided her, and he then took a seat next to her, perching on the edge and leaning in to speak in quiet tones. 
 
      
 
    “I am not this evil person you’re making me out to be,” said Thomas. “Did I abuse my wealth and power to make it easier for me to meet women? Yes, and I’m deeply ashamed of that. I have not, however, stooped to the level of destroying your company just to drive you towards me. I would have to be absolutely insane to do something like that, and I think you know me well enough to see that I’m not like that.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what’s real or not anymore,” she said, her voice almost a whisper. 
 
    Thomas lifted his hand and reached out, hesitating a moment before placing it on her shoulder. She didn’t brush it away, and so he leaned in closer. 
 
      
 
    “I want to fix this for you,” he said. “I have to figure out who’s responsible for this or I’ll risk losing everything, but it’s not okay that they’ve placed you in the center of everything. You don’t deserve to have this happening to you, and I want to help you.” 
 
      
 
    A tear formed in the corner of Tiffany’s eye, and she sat silently as it tipped out and rolled down her cheek. She’d run out of anger, and she now just felt small and helpless. All of this corporate intrigue was too big for her, and she didn’t know how she could ever face it alone. She needed Thomas more than she wanted to admit, and to make matters worse, she hated herself for enjoying the comfort of his touch. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t live like this anymore,” she said. “It’s all too much.” 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me you’d lost your job?” he asked softly. “I would have helped you find a new one. I still can find a new one.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t just swoop in and do everything for me,” she said. “That’s not your right. You’re not my boyfriend or my partner or whatever it is we were for a few days there. You’re just a guy I used to fuck, and I don’t need you trying to fix my life.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas removed his hand from her shoulder and shifted back in his chair. She regretted her angry words immediately, and more tears followed the first. She wanted so much to do things on her own, but she needed Thomas for more than just his ability to track down whoever was doing this to her.  
 
      
 
    What she wanted was a man to hold her and tell her everything would be alright, and the only man she still wanted to do that was Thomas. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what to do,” said Thomas. “Just say the words and I’ll have someone take you home, or I’ll put you on a plane back to your family. You want to leave the country for a while? I’ll pay for a trip to Fiji where you’ll be safe until I can figure all of this out.” 
 
      
 
    “I want you to hold me,” she mumbled beneath the tears. 
 
      
 
    She’d spoken so quietly that Thomas didn’t react for fear that he’d misheard her. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany leaned in towards him and was relieved when he reached out and put his arms around her. Shifting to the edge of his chair, he held her in his protective embrace and kissed the top of her head. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t let anything bad happen to you,” he said. “I promise I’ll protect you.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany looked up and kissed him, tasting the salt of her tears on her lips as they met his. Thomas responded with a light touch of his hand on her cheek, and he pulled back to kiss her on the forehead. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to rush into anything,” he said. “I want you to find a way to forgive me and to let me back into your good graces, and I don’t want to ruin that by taking advantage of your emotional strain.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany smiled through her tears and nodded. She sniffled and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “That’s probably for the best.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas told her he be right back and he disappeared from the room for a moment. She sat there trying to figure out how she felt about Thomas and what had just happened, but her mind refused to cooperate. Instead of processing what she’d just experienced and letting the rest of her know how she felt about it, she stared at the wall, not really focusing on anything. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you could use these,” said Thomas. He had a box of tissues in his hand and he held it out for her. 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” she said, a little surprised from not seeing him return. “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany took a tissue and dabbed at her eyes before snatching up another one and rather unceremoniously blowing her nose.  
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, “that’s probably not very attractive.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas put a hand on her knee and squeezed it gently. “It’s fine. I understand how hard this must be for you. I wish you’d told me about losing your job and everything. I could so easily help you find a new one I you wanted me to.” 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate the offer,” she said, “but I wasn’t raised to take handouts. I worked hard to get where I am, and it’s important that I do this on my own.” 
 
      
 
    “I can respect that,” he replied. “Are you hungry? Dinner should be ready, and I’m starving. I can have it brought in here or somewhere else if you’d prefer?” 
 
      
 
    Not having eaten anything since the scone and coffee hours earlier, Tiffany felt a burning emptiness in her stomach and figured she needed to eat something. The idea of going back to the dining room with its grandiose formality seemed too much to bear just then, and she didn’t know what else to suggest. 
 
      
 
    She hesitated in her answer, but Thomas must have seen something in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “When I was a kid I begged my dad to let us get a home theater,” he said. “It was originally built with actual movie theater chairs, but after a few years we realized they weren’t very comfortable and so I had it retrofitted with a couch and a couple of comfortable recliners. How about we throw a movie on and go eat in the theater?” 
 
      
 
    A tiny giggle escaped Tiffany’s lips before she could stop it. “Are you serious? Are you asking me on a movie date after everything we’ve been through?” 
 
      
 
    “Is that weird?” asked Thomas. “I just didn’t think you wanted to go back into the dining room for a formal dinner service.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” she replied quickly. “A movie sounds good.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas took her hand and led her through the house and down a set of stairs that took them into a large finished basement. Through an open doorway she glimpsed a cluster of fitness equipment in one room and through the glass of another door she saw what looked like a small indoor lap pool. She couldn’t believe the size of this place, and it was incredible how many surprises waited around every corner. 
 
      
 
    “It’s sort of tucked way back here,” explained Thomas as he pushed open one of a set of double doors that brought them into a mini movie theater complete with gigantic projection screen. “My dad refused to have it anywhere on the main floors.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” said Tiffany. “This is ridiculous.” 
 
      
 
    A big comfortable couch dominated the front area of the room and several plush armchairs made room for upwards of a dozen people. Thomas collected a tablet from a nook by the entrance and he selected a number of programs that dimmed the lights and pulled up a selection of movies. Together, they picked a light-hearted comedy, and then Thomas used an intercom to call up to his household staff to let them know they’d be eating in the theater. 
 
      
 
    Two men dressed in matching dark pants and crisp collared white shirts came down a short while later bearing trays of food that they set up  on a table they’d positioned in front of the couch. A perfectly roasted chicken had been carved and broken down for easy serving, and an assortment of lovely roasted vegetables and a fresh salad made Tiffany’s mouth water with a hunger that hit her full force. 
 
      
 
    Heaping food onto her plate, Tiffany curled up on the couch next to Thomas and settled into the darkness to watch the movie while she ate. When she was stuffed to the point of not being able to take another bite, she leaned back into Thomas’s arms and only half paid attention to the movie.  
 
      
 
    She was exhausted from everything that had happened to her, and her head felt like it had been worked overtime with the rapidly changing emotions she’d experienced over the last twelve hours.  
 
      
 
    It felt so good for her to just lie there in Thomas’s arms that she soon drifted off to sleep, mildly amused by the fact that a night with her billionaire ex-boyfriend would end in such a chaste fashion. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter14 
 
      
 
    Tiffany awoke alone in the bedroom Thomas had shown her to when they’d first arrived. At first, she had no recollection of how she’d wound up there, but as she drifted out of the grogginess of sleep, the memories came back. She remembered eating in front of the movie screen and then falling asleep in Thomas’s arms, and then there was a vague memory of him waking her very gently and guiding her back to her room.  
 
      
 
    The details were fuzzy since she’d only been half awake at the time, but she remembered him helping her into bed and then leaving her with a single kiss on the forehead before saying goodnight. 
 
      
 
    Although she was glad that Thomas hadn’t undressed her while she was only semi-conscious, Tiffany looked down at the clothes she’d been wearing since the night before and she wished she had something to change into. She peeled them off and stepped into the shower, cranking the hot water and luxuriating under the wonderful pressure of the high quality shower head. Everything about this house was perfect, she thought to herself as she lathered shampoo in her hair.  
 
      
 
    It was a stark contrast to all the issues she had with her own apartment. It was nice enough by New York City standards, but it had its share of issues like pathetic water pressure and thin walls that meant she heard far too much of her neighbors’ television or other noises. 
 
      
 
    Forgiving Thomas and entering into a long term relationship with him would mean making all of this a regular part of her life. The fancy clothes and expensive jewelry would all become normal things, as would eating in only the best restaurants and attending prestigious charity and cultural events. Everything about Thomas’s world was foreign to her, and she couldn’t help but be intimidated by it. For her to accept Thomas even after she accepted the murky circumstances of his actions meant agreeing to become part of this different class of people. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany rinsed conditioner from her hair and stood under the water for a moment longer before turning the tap off. She grabbed a towel from the rack and was surprised at how warm it was until she realized that the towel rack was heated and must have come on when she’d flipped the ventilation fan on. The towel itself was wonderfully soft, and she loathed the idea of putting her dirty clothes back on for yet another day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a minute of poking around the room, she found a luxuriously smooth silk robe in one of the closets, and daring to forgo any underwear, she tied it around her waist and traipsed barefoot down towards the kitchen. The silk felt deliciously soft against her skin, and she felt her nipples rise a little from the gentle rubbing of the fabric over her breasts as she walked.  
 
      
 
    She was going to give Thomas’s household staff a bit of a show, but she was too hungry to care about that, and she figured it wasn’t anything they hadn’t seen before, anyway. 
 
      
 
    A woman dressed in a knee length black skirt and white blouse that identified her as one of Thomas’s house ,staff, intercepted Tiffany and showed her to an enclosed glass room where Thomas sat at a table with a spread of breakfast food and drink in front of him.  
 
      
 
    Tiffany sat in the chair that had been set out for her, careful to sweep her robe under her thighs to keep it from pulling up and flashing bits of herself that she didn’t want to share with the world in that moment. She tried to ignore Thomas’s pleased grin while she poured her coffee. 
 
      
 
    “Enjoying the view?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t,” he replied. “Did you sleep okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Surprisingly well, actually.” She popped a perfectly fresh strawberry into her mouth and chewed thoughtfully before continuing. “Thank you for being a gentleman last night.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas set his tea cup down and shrugged. “I feel a complete bastard for letting things get so far out of hand with us. I’ve made some bad decisions in my life, but I regret none of them so much as the ones that put you in the position you’re in now.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not entirely your fault,” she ventured. “It’s not like you sent that woman after me, and it’s not like you’re the one harassing me every day.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany helped herself to a slice of french toast. It had been slathered with butter and had the lightest dusting of powdered sugar sprinkled over it, but that didn’t stop her from spooning a generous helping of fresh berries over it before topping it with a large dollop of whipped cream. She cut off a bite and put it into her mouth, closing her eyes and humming her delight as she chewed. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t say I forgive you for how you used Matchr to contact me,” she continued when she’d swallowed her french toast, “but I suppose I can understand the circumstances that led to you trying such a thing. I’m still unhappy about that whole issue, but it’s not on the same level as physically threatening me. At the end of the day, that’s not your fault.” 
 
      
 
    “While I’m happy you can see that,” said Thomas, “I hate that you’re even in this position because of your mere association with me. I swear to you, Tiffany, I’ll do whatever it takes to get to the bottom of all of this.” 
 
      
 
    He paused a moment, as if there was more he wanted to say, but then he looked away and stared out the window. There was obviously something else on his mind, but Tiffany didn’t feel like pushing him to get at it. He’d kept enough secrets from her already, and she didn’t want to take on the full time job of sorting through his thoughts and words to figure out what was really going on behind those steely eyes of his.  
 
      
 
    If he wanted to tell her whatever it was that was on his mind, then he would. Otherwise, she’d go on enjoying her breakfast until it was time for her to make a decision about whether she’d continue to stay in his house while they figured out who was harassing her, or if she would go stay in a hotel until it all blew over. 
 
      
 
    “This is hard for me to say,” he continued when Tiffany had finished eating and leaned back in her chair. He turned his head to look her in the eyes and she could see the emotional turmoil raging below the surface. “Once we stop this person who’s after me, you never have to see me again.  
 
      
 
    I won’t contact you or ask anything of you if you decide that’s what you want. Again, I wish it could be otherwise, but I promise to respect whatever decision you make regarding our future together.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” said Tiffany. “I haven’t exactly made up my mind how I feel about everything and whether or not I can move past it, but I appreciate you saying that.” 
 
      
 
    A drawn out silence filled the room before Thomas rose from his seat. 
 
      
 
    “I think we should go to your place to get you some clothes, don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany looked down at her robe and thought about the rumpled outfit she’d left on the floor of the bedroom upstairs. As much as she didn’t want to go back to her apartment, she knew it would be best to go grab a few things. It would have been nice to stay in her robe all day, but that wouldn’t exactly lead to a lot of work getting done on tracking down whoever was targeting Thomas through her.  
 
      
 
    One wrong move in this thing and her breasts would be hanging out all over the place. It would be hard to convince Thomas she wanted to keep things unromantic between them if she insisted on parading around barely dressed as she was. 
 
      
 
    Knowing she’d be able to change again soon, Tiffany went back up to her room and slipped her old clothes back on. She then collected the few items she’d brought along in her purse and went down to meet Thomas in the front lobby. He apologized and told her he had a few other errands to run in the city, and explained that it would be easier if they took the car instead of the helicopter. Seeing the two burly security men waiting by the vehicle, she was glad of the decision, even if it meant another long car ride with a man she wasn’t sure she wanted to be around. 
 
    It was one thing to fall  into his arms in the depths of emotional despair, but in the light of day she was able to think more rationally on all the trouble he brought with him. No matter how much some part of her yearned for his touch, a wiser voice insisted that she proceed carefully when it came to giving any part of herself over to him. 
 
      
 
    Traffic was relatively light and before long, they arrived at Tiffany’s apartment. The car pulled up to let them out and then left, presumably to wait until Thomas called it back. Tiffany had wanted to go up alone, but given everything that had happened to her in that very hallway, she relented when Thomas insisted on coming up with her. 
 
      
 
    Once inside the apartment, she left him to wait in the living room while she quickly changed into a pair of jeans and a black and white striped shirt with a somewhat deep v neck. Feeling a lot more comfortable and casual, she stuffed a couple of t-shirts, a floral summer dress, and a few pairs of underwear into a canvas tote bag before going into the bathroom to collect her toothbrush and a few toiletries. 
 
      
 
    The sound of a commotion from the doorway startled her, and she dropped her makeup bag and ran out to see one of Thomas’s bodyguards holding the arm of a woman he’d brought up to the apartment. Tiffany couldn’t believe it, but it was clearly the woman who’d called herself Nadia. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” asked Thomas of the woman. 
 
      
 
    “You know why I’m here,” she said. “I’m trying to convince Tiffany that she could do a hell of a lot better than you.” 
 
      
 
    “Let her go,” said Thomas to his bodyguard. “Stay nearby, though.” 
 
      
 
    The man released his grip on Nadia and stepped out into the hallway, closing the door behind him. Tiffany didn’t hear any footsteps, so she assumed that the big man had taken up a protective post in front of the door. She wondered what her neighbors would think if they walked past and saw him there. 
 
      
 
    “I told you to leave me alone,” said Tiffany. “Why are you here?” 
 
      
 
    “Look,” said Nadia, “I have an employer just like anyone else. Do you think I like wasting my time on a job like this? I don’t care if you want to fuck this guy or if you’re just in it for his money, but I’m going to do what I was paid to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Who is paying you?” asked Thomas. “You have nothing to gain by staying loyal to your employer. I’ll pay you double what you’re getting now if you tell me everything you know.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” asked Nadia, raising an eyebrow. “You do realize my fee is rather high considering the specialized work I do?” 
 
      
 
    Thomas looked at Tiffany and saw the fear and confusion written on her face. He turned his gaze back to Nadia before replying. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll pay whatever it takes for you to help me put an end to this,” he said. “Give me a number and your routing info, and I’ll transfer a payment right now.” 
 
      
 
    The woman took Thomas’s proffered phone and punched a few digits into it. He accepted it back, nodded once in agreement and pushed a button. When the transaction had been completed, he showed Nadia the confirmation. 
 
      
 
    “Wasn’t that simple?” asked Nadia. “What would you like to know?” 
 
      
 
    “Why are you doing this to me?” asked Tiffany, stepping in between them. “Why have you been harassing me?” 
 
      
 
    “If it makes you feel better, it’s just business, kiddo,” said Nadia. “I work for Eleanor McDormand.” 
 
     
 
    “Shit,” said Thomas. He ran his hand through his hair and turned away in obvious frustration. He stared out the apartment window for a moment before turning back to address Nadia. “What did she hire you to do?” 
 
      
 
    “She wants your company,” explained Nadia. “Or, more precisely, she wants to see it crash and burn with you trapped under the flaming rubble.” 
 
      
 
    “Who is Eleanor McDormand?” asked Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    “Someone I was once romantically involved with,” explained Thomas. “I’m not proud of how things ended between us, but I was never interested in her. Our parents wanted us to be together and we only went on a few dates before I broke it off.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, go on,” said Nadia, a devilish look of glee twinkling in her eyes. “Tell her how you ended it.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas sighed. “I was young and stupid, and we weren’t even properly in a relationship—” 
 
      
 
    “What did you do?” asked Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    “I slept with her sister,” he replied. “She was the wild one in the family, and it just sort of happened one night. It didn’t mean anything, but it obviously led to some problems when Eleanor walked in on us at their family’s summer home.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t even believe what I’m hearing,” said Tiffany. She threw her hands up in a gesture of surrender. “This is absolute madness. Have you ever just had a normal relationship with anyone?” 
 
    “I was trying with you,” he said. “I really truly was.” 
 
      
 
    Nadia scoffed at this. 
 
      
 
    “Is Eleanor responsible for what happened to Tiffany’s job?” asked Thomas, his mind beginning to put some pieces together. “Does she have an agent within my company?” 
 
      
 
    “She sure as hell does,” replied Nadia. “I don’t know who exactly it is, but from what I understand they’re right under your nose. It’s someone you trust implicitly, and that’s how Mrs. McDormand has been able to stay ahead of you all this time.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you done harassing me, then?” asked Tiffany of Nadia. “Can I expect that I won’t have to worry about you following me anymore?” 
 
      
 
    “She’ll send someone else,” replied Nadia, “but that’s the last you’ll see of me.” 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” she asked, turning to Thomas. “Can you use this to take down this Eleanor person? Can you stop her from using me to get to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Now that I know who’s behind everything, yeah,” he replied, “I can stop it.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then, could both of you kindly get the fuck out of my apartment?” asked Tiffany, her fists clenching with rage. 
 
      
 
    Thomas opened his mouth as if to protest, but then seemed to think better of it before saying nothing at all. He gestured for Nadia to lead the way out, and he followed close behind, turning to give Tiffany a pleading look before she shut the door in his face. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Getting shut out of Tiffany’s apartment was not how Thomas had intended his day to go. It was yet another dramatic turn of events after the pleasant evening he’d spent with Tiffany, and he couldn’t believe that he was right back to being pushed out of her life.  
 
      
 
    Under any other circumstances, he would have stayed and tried to talk to her, but if even half of what Nadia had told him was true — and he was fairly certain it was — he had to get what information he could out of her before Eleanor McDormand realized that her asset had been converted. 
 
      
 
    Corporate espionage was a brutal game that often left companies completely crippled after being taken down from the inside. It was painfully clear that someone in his upper executive team was working to undermine him at every turn, and he had to focus his energies on rooting them out before they did any more damage. 
 
      
 
    The biggest mistake Eleanor McDormand had made was going after Tiffany’s company. The move was unnecessary and sloppy from a sabotage point of view, and Eleanor’s personal revenge would cost her whatever hold she had on Thomas’s company. By making it appear as though Thomas himself had orchestrated the takedown of the marketing firm, she’d exposed the fact that she controlled one of the very few people who had the sort of signing authority necessary to orchestrate such a complex chain of events. That meant one of three people on Thomas’s executive team, and he intended to have that person dealt with by the end of the day. 
 
      
 
    Nadia joined him in the car and she filled him in on everything she knew as they drove to his office. Thomas wanted to hate her for the role she’d played in harassing Tiffany, but he reminded himself that it had only been a business transaction as far as she was concerned.  
 
      
 
    The woman was a professional, and she’d shown herself to be the type of person who was loyal to whoever paid her the best price. Thomas knew he could make the more attractive offer in the end, after all his holdings were worth more than triple what the McDormand net worth was, and he needed Nadia to serve as a double agent for a while. 
 
      
 
     It would get messy before everything was over, but he’d have his victory in the end, and he’d see that Eleanor paid for harm she’d caused. 
 
      
 
    Once inside the building, Thomas and Nadia entered his private elevator and rode to his top floor personal office. Once there, he pulled up the personnel records of the three executives he suspected and he had her go over them with him to see if she knew anything about which of them might be working for Eleanor McDormand. They went through every bit of information she had until they begrudgingly accepted that Nadia knew nothing that could connect the three men to Thomas’s competition. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to have my assistant bring up a pot of coffee,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “Do you want anything? Tea? Food?” 
 
      
 
    “No, coffee is fine,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    Thomas buzzed Vanessa on his intercom and asked her to bring up some coffee and snacks just in case they got hungry later. He stared wordlessly at the three photos on his computer screen, wondering which of these men had made a deal behind his back, and what incentive they could possibly have to double-cross  him. 
 
      
 
    Vanessa arrived a few minutes later, bearing a carafe of coffee and a small assortment of muffins. She set everything up on the table and poured a cup for Thomas, stirring in a splash of cream before handing it to him on a small saucer. 
 
      
 
    “Anything I can assist you with?” asked Vanessa, her eyes wandering to where Nadia sat. 
 
      
 
    “No, thank you,” said Thomas. “That will be all for now.” 
 
      
 
    Vanessa walked back to the elevator, throwing a nervous glance over her shoulder before stepping in and pressing the button for her floor. The doors closed and the elevator whisked her downwards. 
 
      
 
    “Who is that woman?” asked Nadia. 
 
      
 
    “Vanessa?” asked Thomas. “She’s my assistant. Why do you ask?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve seen her before,” said Nadia. “It was only for a second, but I swear it was her. She was wearing the most ridiculous outfit; sunglasses and a scarf wrapped around her head like an incognito movie star from the twenties, but it was her, alright.” 
 
      
 
    “Where did you see her?” asked Thomas, leaning forward in his chair. He hoped that he wasn’t about to hear what he suspected he might. 
 
      
 
    “Leaving Mrs. McDormand’s office.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas’s stomach sank. He didn’t want to accept it, but it made too much sense. Vanessa handled every bit of the paperwork that Thomas did. She had no real authority of her own, but she could easily produce documents on company letterhead, and he didn’t doubt that she could forge his signature with ease. All it would take was a call from her pretending to be acting on his request, and she could have his legal team put together all manner of contracts, or even have accounting route massive payments for purchases of companies. 
 
      
 
    Thomas picked up the handset on his desk phone and punched a button. “Security, please have Vanessa Myers picked up wherever she might be in the building. She’s to be brought to my private office immediately.” 
 
      
 
    Nadia stayed quiet while Thomas got up and paced back and forth across the room waiting for Vanessa to be brought up to see him. He caught himself pacing and then made himself sit down again, hating himself for being unable to hide his agitation.  
 
      
 
    The idea that someone so close to him could be working against him made him sick to his stomach, and the bitter thought that this was how he’d made Tiffany feel by betraying her only added fuel to the fire. 
 
      
 
    “We caught her on her way out,” said one of the security guards escorting Vanessa out of the elevator. “She was almost at the front doors when we got the notice.” 
 
      
 
    “So it’s true then?” asked Thomas. 
 
      
 
    Vanessa shrugged. “How much do you know?” 
 
      
 
    “At this point, I know that you’re working for Eleanor McDormand, and that you made a series of company purchases in my name so you could cripple the company Tiffany works for.” Thomas’s hands clenched into fists, his knuckles whitening from the pressure with which he held them shut. “What I don’t know, and what I can’t seem to figure out, is why you would do this to me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d say it was the money, but we both know that’s a lie,” she spat. “I suppose I did it to get back at you for never wanting anything to do with me. How tacky is that, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “You did this because I rejected you?” asked Thomas, bewilderment showing on his face. 
 
      
 
    “You fucked so many girls, Thomas,” she said, tears welling up in her eyes. “I watched you work your way through them, all the while ignoring what was right in front of you. I told myself it was different because you didn’t care about them, and that you cared about me and didn’t want to spoil what we had, but then that bitch came along and I knew; I knew you didn’t care about me.” 
 
      
 
    “Vanessa,” said Thomas, his voice soft and concerned. “I’m so sorry you felt like that. I was an idiot not to see it, but that doesn’t excuse what you did. Tiffany is a complete innocent in all of this. It’s not her fault that I don’t feel the same way about you.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s her fault for being the one to make you truly love someone for the first time,” said Vanessa, her voice cracking as the tears began to flow. 
 
    She sobbed and crumbled, collapsing to the floor in a heap of tears and sniffles. The two security guards rushed forward, and each of them grabbed an arm to pull her back to her feet. 
 
      
 
    “Call the police,” said Thomas. “And get her out of my sight until they get here.” 
 
      
 
    The security guards escorted the sobbing woman back into the elevator, leaving Thomas alone with Nadia. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was interesting,” said Nadia. 
 
      
 
    “How could I have been so blind?” asked Thomas. 
 
      
 
    He sat on the edge of his desk and stared out the window, his mind unable to move off one particular thing Vanessa had said. He hadn’t thought about his feelings for Tiffany in quite those specific terms, and until that moment he would not have been prepared to admit that he might possibly love her.  
 
      
 
    He’d never used that word to describe his feelings for anyone aside from the more platonic family sort of love he’d felt for his parents and relatives. Even now he wasn’t sure if he could call it love, but the truth of it was there for him to face. He felt something far more powerful for Tiffany than he could ever remember feeling, and he couldn’t believe he’d screwed everything up so badly. 
 
      
 
    Thomas asked Nadia to give him some privacy, and she gladly left him alone. She seemed particularly eager to not be there when the police arrived and she wrote down a private email address where she could be contacted without Eleanor McDormand knowing about it. It had been a great victory outing Vanessa and bringing Nadia over to his side, but it felt somehow hollow and meaningless in light of his fractured relationship with Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    The police arrived shortly thereafter, and it was closing in on midnight before Thomas was done telling them everything he knew about Tiffany and her involvement in Eleanor McDormand’s scheme to take down Thomas’s company.  
 
      
 
    He further explained the trail of companies that had led to the destruction of the marketing firm Tiffany had worked for,  making it clear that he had only just learned about it and that he intended to offer the former owners of the company a sizable payout to make up for the harm Vanessa had caused. 
 
      
 
    He’d been exhausted by the time he fell into bed several hours later, and sleep overtook him quickly. It was not the peaceful sleep of the deeply content, however, and he tossed and turned as his mind turned the stress of the day into a series of convoluted scenarios involving all the women in his life. 
 
      
 
    Thomas tossed and turned throughout the night, waking in the early morning with a pounding headache. He’d been deep in a particularly vivid dream, and he sat on the edge of the bed, eyes closed, trying to make sense of it all. 
 
    From what he could remember, the dream had started in one of his board rooms. The entire board of directors had been present, each of them taking their turn chastising him for his recent failures.  
 
      
 
    Instead of the business dealings they normally presided over, however, they knew about each and every one of the girls he’d slept with, and they harangued him endlessly for his treatment of women as mere sex objects without feelings of his own. 
 
      
 
    After a while, Thomas had looked around the table to see that each of the board members was actually one of the women he’d tricked into going out with him by manipulating their results on the Matchr site. He’d looked down to find himself completely naked and bound to his chair, unable to speak or move.  
 
      
 
    The women then closed in on him, attacking him with nails and fists, pulling his hair, and even sinking their teeth into his skin until he wriggled his way free of his bonds and was able to make a run for it. 
 
      
 
    He’d run through the hallways off his office, each turn leading to yet another hallway that defied the physical reality of any office space. His company’s building had become a labyrinth of sorts, and he’d run and run through the night, plain white hallway walls turning into dark leafy green hedges that soared up towards the sky. 
 
      
 
    At long last, scraped and bleeding, dirty from several slips and tumbles into the muddy ground of the maze, he’d arrived at the center of the maze to find an elevator waiting for him. The door was open and the tiny space was empty, but once he stepped into it and pushed the button to close the door and take him to his office, he saw that he wasn’t alone after all. 
 
      
 
    Wearing the glamorous dress and expensive necklace he’d bought her for their night at the opera, Tiffany stood glowering at him in judgment of all that he was. He’d dropped to his knees then, begging and pleading for her to forgiver him. 
 
    . 
 
    That’s when his dream self had said it. Despite the fact that Thomas knew none of it had been real, he’d awoken from such a vivid moment of him crying and begging forgiveness from Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    His dream self had told her that he loved her, and he’d woken to the realization that it was true. 
 
      
 
    Thomas rubbed sleep crust from his eyes and blinked at the light shining in through the window. He could speak a single voice command and have the windows automatically tint back to darkness so he could go back to sleep, but he in that moment he wanted to face the brightness of the day. He knew that he needed to atone for his actions against Tiffany, and he had the first glimmer of a thought as to how he might do that. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter15 
 
      
 
    The apartment looked sad with half of it packed away in boxes. Tiffany had spent most of the night alternating between crying and punching her couch cushions or pillows in anger and frustration, but she’d eventually made herself calm down to think about everything that had happened. She went over everything that had happened in her life over the last month, starting with the first time she’d met Thomas Belmont, or rather Thomas Belton as she’d first known him. 
 
      
 
    That was already a black mark against him. As much as she wanted to accept his reasons for lying to her about his identity, she couldn’t balance his undercover prince act against so many of the other lies he’d told her. That one thing might have been forgivable, but it was just another strike against him, when combined with the way he’d cheated Matchr with a backdoor program that he’d used to cut her off from anyone else she might have been communicating with at the time.  
 
      
 
    Sure, she hadn’t really been that hung up on Luke or any of the other guys she’d been chatting with, but that didn’t mean it had been okay for Thomas to cut her off from them. 
 
      
 
    Beneath it all, however, was something bigger that helped her make her decision to stay away from the Thomas Belmont she thought she’d come to know. At the end of the day, Tiffany was a simple girl from a simple family. The idea of integrating into a lifestyle where everyone was so unbelievably rich was scary enough that she didn’t even know if she could accept that, even had Thomas not lied to her or had such a ridiculous history with women. 
 
      
 
    After thinking about it through the night, Tiffany had decided that she’d had enough of New York to last her a while. People who didn’t have money or power were so caught up in trying to climb the corporate ladder or to outdo everyone around them, and as she’d learned from her time with Thomas, those who had money and power were so twisted by it that they didn’t seem to know how to behave.  
 
      
 
    A man like Thomas had no boundaries and no one to tell him he couldn’t do anything, and so he’d used his money and influence to allow him to sleep with whatever girls he chose. 
 
    She didn’t know if she’d stay away forever, but she knew she needed to take some time to get her emotions and finances straightened out.  
 
    She had only a few more days until rent was due, and at this point, she wouldn’t be able to pay it without seriously over-drafting her line of credit. The reality of the situation was that without a job, she couldn’t afford to stay in the city any longer, anyway. 
 
      
 
    And so she’d called up her best friend from back home and asked if she could move in with her for a while. Emily had a small apartment over her garage that she’d lived in as a teenager, and after inheriting the house, she’d never gotten around to renting it again. Tiffany said she’d be more than happy to help fix it up in exchange for a month or two of free rent, and Emily had been more than supportive in her encouragement for Tiffany to come say for as long as she needed. 
 
      
 
    It would be different leaving the city for small town life, but things being what they were, Tiffany thought perhaps that would be best. She’d have to settle for working for a much smaller and lower profile company, and she might not be working on any groundbreaking campaigns, but at least she’d be building her resume back up, and who knew, maybe she’d find a kind, good-hearted  man who wasn’t lying to her about being a secret billionaire. 
 
      
 
    The door buzzer sounded and Tiffany cringed. She didn’t know who could be there in the middle of the day, but she hoped that it wasn’t some new threat from whoever was trying to get at Thomas. She didn’t think she could handle another attack, but the buzzer rang again and she reluctantly pressed the button to speak into the intercom. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Thomas,” said a voice she wasn’t expecting to hear so soon. 
 
      
 
    “Go away, Thomas,” she said, a lump forming in her throat. “I told you I don’t want to see you again.” 
 
      
 
    “Please, Tiffany,” he begged, “let me up for just one minute?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany leaned her forehead against the wall and closed her eyes. She could just tell him to fuck off, but she wasn’t sure he knew how to take no for an answer. Against her better judgment, she pressed the button that allowed him to open the front door. 
 
      
 
    She heard the sound of his footsteps on the stairs, and she opened her apartment door for him. He stood there in gray suit pants and a collared shirt, but he wore no tie and the sleeves had been hastily rolled up. The top two buttons were undone, and his hair had a ruffled messy look as though he’d dressed in a hurry that morning, and not given it any attention throughout the day. 
 
      
 
    “I know I told you I’d leave you alone,” he said, following her into the apartment “but I wanted you to know that I’ve done what I can to put an end to everything with Eleanor McDormand and her attempts to sabotage me. It turns out that my assistant was the one responsible for what happened to your company, and she’s agreed to testify against Eleanor in exchange for a lighter sentence.” 
 
      
 
    “So no one will bother me about you anymore?” asked Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    She hugged her arms to her chest as though warding off a chill despite the warmth of the day. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he replied. “None of Eleanor’s people will trouble you ever again.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy to hear that, but you didn’t have to come tell me that in person.” Tiffany was being catty, and she knew it, but at this point she didn’t think Thomas deserved anything better from her. 
 
      
 
    Thomas looked around the apartment, his eyes taking in the surprising number of boxes she’d packed in such a short amount of time. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked. “Are you moving?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m leaving the city,” she told him. “I need a break from everything, and I’m not exactly hireable  around here after what your assistant did to my company. I can’t seem to erase the stigma of being associated with a company that stole money from several of its major clients.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m working to clean up that mess,” said Thomas. “I know it will take time to repair some of what was broken during these last weeks, but I’m trying, Tiffany, I really am.” 
 
      
 
    “Some things can’t be fixed,” she said, setting her jaw firmly to keep from tearing up. “You can’t take back the lies you told me, and you can’t put my company back together, so please stop apologizing. I’ve had plenty of apologies from you, and they’re starting to lose their value.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there anything I can do?” he asked. “Let me find a position for you with one of my companies. It  will not be exactly the same work, but we have plenty of creative departments that would benefit from someone with your skills. This is not a pity or an apology offer, Tiffany. I really think you’d be a good fit.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you really think I’d want to work for a company you own?” she said, flinging her hands up into the air before slapping them down by her side. “Are you really that full of self-importance that you can’t see how much it would bother me to have to know you’re the one signing my checks every month?” 
 
      
 
    “It wouldn’t be like that,” he protested. “I just want to try to make up for what I did to hurt you. I know I can never erase everything, but please let me try to repay you in the ways that I can.” 
 
      
 
    From what she could tell, Thomas seemed to be genuinely sorry for what he’d done and for the harm he’d caused her. She saw sadness and distress in his eyes, but she wasn’t ready to accept his offering just yet. She knew she might go on to regret turning him down, but the risk of falling back in with him only to be let down again by some new secret, was too high.  
 
      
 
    She couldn’t put herself through any more of the drama that seemed to follow Thomas Belmont around, and she knew what she had to tell him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Thomas,” she said, the words sticking in her throat, “but I’d like you to please leave now.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas nodded in understanding. “Okay. I had to try. Please know that I’ll forever regret the trouble I’ve caused you, and that you can reach out to me if you ever change your mind. I’ll always be there for you as a friend or… or more if you decide you can forgive me.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany clenched her jaw and watched him leave. Fresh tears blossomed in her eyes, and she fought to keep from letting them flow until she heard the click of the door as it closed behind him for the last time. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany snatched a tissue from the box on her coffee table and wiped away the tears. There’d be time enough for that later, she told herself. She had to get everything in boxes in a hurry if she was going to get packed in time. She’d used the last of the allowed amount on her credit card to book a moving company to get her things, and she had to be ready to go when they arrived early in the morning, the day after next.  
 
      
 
    She’d have preferred to have delayed a few more days, but with the movers all booked for the end of the month, she’d only been able to find one reasonably affordable company willing to move her stuff, and that meant getting it packed in just two days. 
 
      
 
    The amount of things left to pack seemed overwhelming, and she collapsed onto the couch in a heap, unable to stop the tears from flowing for the tenth time that day. All she seemed to do was cry lately, she thought.  
 
      
 
    It would be hell getting everything into boxes in time, but if it meant getting the hell out of this city, then that’s what she’d do. The sooner she could get settled in Emily’s garage top apartment, the sooner she could get to work putting this part of her life behind her. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany got up and went to the kitchen to start packing her dishes. One by one, she took them down, wrapped them in newspaper, and stacked them into a box. 
 
      
 
    Bit by bit, she dismantled the life she’d only begun to build for herself, tears rolling down her cheek all the while. 
 
   


  
 

 The Final Chapter 
 
      
 
    Considerably more of Tiffany’s belongings had been packed away into boxes, but the apartment still had a long way to go before she was ready to move it all back to her friend’s place. She couldn’t believe how much stuff she’d accumulated over only a couple of years living in the city, and it was such emotional work packing it away, that she found herself taking frequent breaks to sit and cry over what her live had been reduced to.  
 
      
 
    She told herself that the move would be the best thing for her, but no matter how many times she repeated the words, they still felt hollow and empty in her mind. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps that was why she responded to her old manager’s phone call the way she did. It was too late to consider changing her mind about moving. She’d already given notice, and the truck would be there in less than twenty-four hours, but when Carrie called and asked Tiffany to meet her at their old office, she’d taken one look around at the pile of boxes and agreed, if only for the chance to get out of the apartment for a little while. 
 
      
 
    Hanging up the phone, she hopped in the shower and rinsed away the sweat and grime from packing. Judging by the temperature in her apartment, it was going to be a fairly hot day, so she pulled on a pair of white shorts and a purple skinny-strap tank top in anticipation of the afternoon heat she’d encounter by the time she got to her old office.  
 
      
 
    It was more of a lazy Sunday outfit than something she’d ever wear to work, but since she didn’t work there any longer, she didn’t think twice about it and slipped into a pair of light brown leather sandals. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes were marred by dark circles from crying and not sleeping, and so she took extra care with her makeup so that she looked fresh and energized to anyone who didn’t look too closely in her eyes. Those were bloodshot and raw, but there was little she could do about that, and so she slipped on a pair of dark sunglasses, grabbed her bag, and went out to catch a train that would take her uptown. 
 
      
 
    It felt odd to be taking this route again. It hadn’t been that long since the company had folded, but she’d already fallen out of the routine of going to work. She found that she missed the vibrant thrum of the crowds making their way down the sidewalk or towards the subway train platforms. The city was so alive and diverse, nothing like what she’d be going back to when she moved to her home town again. 
 
      
 
    It really wasn’t until she climbed the steps up out from the subway station, that she began to wonder why Carrie had called her. Tiffany’s former manager had been very insistent that she come see her as soon as possible, and although Tiffany had tried to tell her that she was leaving the city, she hadn’t had a chance to get it out before feeling like she had no choice but to accept. 
 
      
 
    As arranged, she texted Carrie when she was about a block away, and the woman was waiting for her on the sidewalk out front when Tiffany arrived at the building where she used to work. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you could come,” said Carrie, pulling Tiffany into a quick hug. “How are you? Do you have a new job yet? I hope you don’t have a new job.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on, Carrie?” asked Tiffany. “I was trying to tell you on the phone, but I’m in the middle of packing my apartment. I’m leaving the city tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh no!” replied Carrie. “Why would you do that?” 
 
      
 
    “What happened with the firm caught me so off guard that I had to deal with some money problems,” admitted Tiffany. “I haven’t been able to find work anywhere, and it’s just too crazy to live in this city without a solid job. Not getting that last paycheck really screwed me over.” 
 
      
 
    Carrie’s smile softened into a frown. “Yeah, you’re not the only one. A few people took it really hard and pretty much did the same thing. Rob went back to live with his aunt in Ohio, and Kyle took a job in Los Angeles of all places. Can you imagine him in L.A. with all those surfers and wannabe actors?” 
 
      
 
    The image of their super hip classic New York personality co-worker in that environment was enough to give Tiffany a laugh. “I can’t believe he’d sell out so easily.” 
 
      
 
    “Feel like coming inside?” asked Carrie, a sly smile creeping back onto her lips. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany sighed. “Carrie, it’s nice to see you and all, but why did you ask me down here? I really have a lot to do at home before the movers arrive.” 
 
      
 
    Carrie grabbed Tiffany by the wrist and practically dragged her towards the building. “Look, you’re already here, just give me twenty minutes of your time and then if you don’t like what I have to show you, I will go back to your apartment with you and help you pack until it’s done.” 
 
      
 
    They entered the lobby where the security guard nodded and smiled at Tiffany. Although the marketing firm had been the primary occupant of the large brick office building, two of the other floors were rented to smaller businesses that still used the space.  
 
      
 
    Still, that didn’t account for how busy the office was, nor did it explain why Tiffany saw so many familiar faces. She began to put the pieces together as they walked up the stairs to their old floor, and by the time she got there, she knew that the firm had found a way to resurface. 
 
      
 
    “So we had to change the name,” said Carrie, “but the head of the firm was able to put most of the pieces back together. I don’t know the full story, and to be honest, I don’t think anyone ever will, but the short version is that we’re back!” 
 
      
 
    “Carrie, this is incredible,” said Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    She looked around at all the cubicles and desks. Since they’d been evicted without being allowed a last entrance into the building, the desks still looked like they had on the last day they’d had people sitting at them. Tiffany’s own desk still had the photos she’d pinned to her wall, although it looked as though the flower she’d had in a small pot at the edge of her desk had seen much better days. 
 
      
 
    “You look like I feel,” she said to herself, lifting the wilted stem and wondering if it could be brought back to life. 
 
      
 
    “What does this mean for me?” asked Tiffany, afraid to hear that she’d only been invited back to collect her personal belongings. 
 
      
 
    “It means you have your job back,” her manager told her. “It means this is for you.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany accepted the small envelope and peered inside. She saw a company paycheck with the exact amount she was owed before the old company had gone under. It was a lot to take in, and her head began to swim with its inability to process what this meant. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany sat in her chair. She felt lost and bewildered. For the last two days she’d been psyching herself up to leave New York City to go back to the town she’d grown up in, and now she’d just learned that a big part of her reason for leaving was gone.  
 
      
 
    She would  still have to deal with some debt from the overdrafts and canceling the movers late enough that she’d lose her deposit, but it was nothing compared to what she’d had before being handed the check that would eat into a significant part of it. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t know if she could keep her apartment, or where she’d go if she still had to get out by the end of the month, but those were problems she could solve. If she had her job, then she had options again, and she suddenly felt an overwhelming desire to stay in the city, no matter what challenges were thrown in her way. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany looked at the paycheck again and realized that there was a second one nestled in behind it. She pulled it apart from the first, and saw that it was for five thousand dollars and had a note saying that it was an employee-hardship bonus. Her heart rate practically tripled upon seeing this, and then her stomach flipped over when she realized what had happened. 
 
      
 
    Thomas had to be responsible for this. He’d told her he was going to do his best to make it right, and now, here she was sitting in her old office chair with a paycheck and an absurd hardship bonus in her hand. It was ridiculous that he thought he could buy her out without her knowing about it. 
 
      
 
    Still, she thought, it was pretty amazing that he’d been able to pull all of this together overnight. She couldn’t imagine the number of strings he would have had to pull in order to get all of these people back into the office overnight. True, most of them weren’t working and were being invited back to share in the good news just as she had, but the amount of money and time it would have taken to get even this much done would have been staggering. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany had an image of Thomas working through the night to do this for her, and her heart softened a little. He’d told her again and again how much he cared for her, and how sorry he was, but for him to have done all this at what must have been a significant cost to his own company, she couldn’t help but feel she might have forgiven him at least a little bit. This action didn’t make up for the lies he’d told her, but it did show that he actually cared for her. 
 
      
 
    That had been the hardest thing of all. She’d never stopped feeling attracted to Thomas, but what had ultimately driven her away from him was that she could never tell whether he was being honest with her, or whether he was just feeding her a line of bullshit so she’d overlook his flaws. Seeing what he’d done for her and for all the people who’d been affected by this war between him and Eleanor McDormand showed her the truth of it once and for all. She didn’t have to forgive him entirely, but she knew she owed him a start. What kind of cold-hearted bitch would she have to be, to not be impressed that he’d revived a company from the dead practically overnight just to make amends? 
 
      
 
    There was one thing she needed to know before she spared another kind thought for him. Tiffany got up and went to one of her co-workers who’d come in and who now sat at her desk with a similar look of amazement on her face. 
 
      
 
    “Can you believe this?” asked Rebecca, when Tiffany approached. “I actually started working at a clothing store yesterday. You have no idea how good it’s going to feel to quit that job. I know I only worked one shift, but holy crap, retail is not for me.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” said Tiffany. “At least you found that job. I didn’t know what I was going to do. And these paychecks are a nice touch too, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’m putting that money straight down on my credit card,” answered Rebecca.  
 
      
 
    “Well, I mean after buying myself an outfit or two.” 
 
      
 
    “With your hardship bonus?” asked Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    “Can you believe we just got paid an extra five grand for having like a week off?” she replied. “It was a shitty week, sure, but I’ll take five thousand dollars for that.” 
 
      
 
    So, it wasn’t just a little something that had been slipped into Tiffany’s belated pay envelope. If Thomas was behind all of this, as she knew he had to be, then she’d worried that he’d gone out of his way to put that extra bonus check in her envelope. The act of him trying to buy her forgiveness like that had made her a little sick to her stomach at being treated like a cheap commodity, but if he’d gone through the effort of making sure everyone was paid for their troubles, that said something else about him, indeed. 
 
      
 
    As far as grand gestures went, that was a hell of a big expensive one. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany chatted with her co-worker for a few minutes before being interrupted by a notification on her phone that was about the last sound she’d expected to hear coming from it. 
 
      
 
    Sure enough, she pulled it out and looked down at the screen, confused over why she was getting notifications from Matchr despite having shut down her account. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Tiffany excused herself and went back to her desk. Angling herself so that no one would see what she was doing if they walked past, she opened the Matchr app on her phone and logged into her old account. She was surprised to see that it had been reactivated, although a quick glance at her privacy settings showed that it had been left on private, so that no one would see her profile unless they knew the exact URL to find it. 
 
      
 
    She had only one message waiting for her, and she had a pretty good idea who it was. She clicked on the tiny mailbox icon and was surprised to see that it wasn’t from Thomas’s alias, but rather from a new account under his proper name of Thomas Belmont. 
 
      
 
    The message itself was short and to the point. He apologized for using his program one last time, and then promised her that he would delete it immediately after sending this message.  
 
      
 
    He then went on to say that he’d really like a chance to start from scratch with her, and then asked if she would please meet him for dinner later that night. He said that he understood if she didn’t want to see him ever again, but then told her he had something important to say to her and that he hoped she’d give him one last chance. 
 
      
 
    Intrigued, Tiffany put down her phone and took another look at the two checks in the envelope. She’d already decided that she would stay in the city and continue working here where she belonged, but she hadn’t had time to decide what she’d do about Thomas when he inevitably came calling, as she knew he would.  
 
      
 
    Meeting him seemed like a crazy idea in light of everything that had happened between the two of them, but when she thought back on the things that had pushed her away from him, much of her trouble had come from this Eleanor McDormand person. Could she really blame Thomas for the fact that she’d suffered as an innocent victim just because she knew him? 
 
      
 
    Therein lay the answer, she realized. Thomas’s big problem was that he tried to keep his relationships a secret. She could understand his reasons for wanting to pretend to be something lesser than he was in order to learn someone’s true feelings about him, but there was something wrong about a man who lived his public life as one of the world’s most eligible bachelors and who privately dated women whenever he wanted. 
 
      
 
    If Thomas truly cared for her as much as he said he did, then there was only one way for him to prove it, and that meant him publicly acknowledging her as his girlfriend. She didn’t care if it meant him sending a press release or allowing them to be photographed together at some event, but she decided to give him one last chance to show her that he was ready to take the next step in acting on the words he used so freely. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany typed out a quick response and set the terms of the date. She picked a casual low key restaurant not far away, and she told him to meet her there for afternoon drinks in a couple of hours. 
 
      
 
     She then checked in with Carrie and asked her if she could come back in to sign the paperwork and get started back into work the next day before leaving the office. 
 
      
 
     One of her favorite clothing shops was only three blocks away. With most of her belongings already packed into boxes, Tiffany didn’t see any point in going home to change, and so she stopped at a nearby branch of her bank to deposit the two checks and then withdrew a few hundred in cash.  
 
      
 
    She then continued on to the shop where she tried on a few summer dresses until she found one that wouldn’t dig too deep into her bonus pay, and that was both cute and a little bit sexy. It was the perfect thing to show Thomas what he would be missing out on if he refused to acknowledge her more openly than just showing her around his office. 
 
      
 
    Without changing back into her other outfit, Tiffany paid for the dress with two crisp hundred dollar bills, and then asked the shop girl to help her cut away the tag so she could wear it out of the store. She then stuffed her rolled up shorts and tank top into her bag and went to the restaurant to wait for Thomas to show up. 
 
      
 
    She’d already half finished a mojito before Thomas arrived, and she was glad for the extra bit of courage it gave her. She hadn’t been fully prepared for how she’d feel when she saw him, and it caught her off-guard with how nervous she suddenly felt.  
 
      
 
    It was a lot like being a teenager again, but in all the best ways of finally getting a chance to be alone with a boy she liked.  
 
      
 
    She wished she could have remained a little more rational in the face of everything they’d been through, but the alcohol seeping into her bloodstream was quickly revealing that she cared for this man a lot more than she wanted to admit even to herself. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for agreeing to this,” he said, taking a seat opposite her. 
 
      
 
    “I had to at least thank you for getting me my old job back,” she said, lifting her glass in salute. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t sure if you’d be mad about that,” he said, a slight grimace on his face. “It’s important to me that you know I have no stake in that company. I arranged a settlement fee for damages done, and I donated my legal team’s time to help get everything set up again as quickly as we could.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m not mad about that,” she said. “I wanted to be, trust me, I did. But, Thomas, what you did for everyone by getting the company back on its feet was really impressive and unselfish. It would be wrong of me to not recognize that.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas fidgeted with a napkin and seemed oddly nervous. In all the time she’d known him, Tiffany had hardly ever seen him so rattled. Thomas Belmont had been raised around the kind of power and control like most people couldn’t even imagine, and it had given him a steely cool poker face that could beat the best of them. Now, however, he looked a lot like Tiffany felt inside, and she wondered what could possibly be going on in his mind. 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany,” he began, licking his lips in a nervous manner, “I know we’ve been through a lot of really crazy things since we met, and that I’m to blame for most of them. I wish I could take my time and start from scratch with you, but I also know that there’s too much history there for me to do that. 
 
      
 
     I can’t undo what’s been done, and I can’t take back the awful ways I’ve behaved towards you and other women in my life, but I don’t know if I’ll get another opportunity to tell you this and so it’s probably best if I just say it now.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany had been playing with her straw, but she set it back into her glass and sat up a little straighter. The man sitting across from her looked like he had horrible news to tell her, and she couldn’t imagine what it might be. “What is it, Thomas? Is everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” he said, smiling and shaking his head. “It’s nothing bad, it’s just something new for me, and well, I love you, Tiffany. I don’t know if that’s something you’re ready to hear from me, but it’s the truth and I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t tell you before I lost the chance forever. I love you, and I’m begging you to give me another chance to prove it to you.” 
 
      
 
    A lump rose in Tiffany’s throat. “You what?” 
 
      
 
    Thomas stood up and dragged his chair closer to hers. He sat back down and took her hand in his, kissing it once before looking her in the eye. “I think I’ve been in love with you for about as long as I’ve known you. Everything has been different with you, and I’m eternally sorry for the circumstances surrounding our time together.” 
 
      
 
    “You asshole,” she said, smiling despite the tears rolling down her cheeks. “I came here all prepared to make you show me that you really cared about me, if you wanted another chance, and now you go and say something like that?” 
 
      
 
    Thomas leaned in and kissed her, and she yielded to the touch of his lips. His kiss was soft and gentle, and she felt her resolve melt away at the contact of his skin against hers. 
 
      
 
    “Can we try to begin again?” he asked, after breaking away. 
 
    Tiffany could see the shimmering moistness of imminent tears in his eyes, and she could only nod eagerly in response. She knew they had a long road of trust to build before things could be perfect between them, but the truth of it was that she loved him too. 
 
      
 
    She told him as much, and they kissed again. 
 
      
 
    “Should we get out of here?” she asked, dabbing at the tears on her cheeks with a napkin. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, I was thinking it would be good if we just sat and chatted a while,” he said. “As amazing as you look in that dress, and as much as I want to take it off you, I’d really like to just talk like we did on that first date back when we were just getting to know one another.” 
 
      
 
    “Only this time you’ll be Thomas Belmont instead of Thomas Belton?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing but the truth from now on,” he said. 
 
      
 
    A server hovered nearby, tactfully making himself available without getting too close lest he interrupt some dramatic moment. 
 
      
 
    Thomas looked up at him and then back to Tiffany. “This is where I’d normally order a bottle of champagne, but maybe we should keep it more low key?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” said Tiffany, smiling and squeezing his hand. “I think champagne sounds perfect. After all, we need to toast our new beginnings, and I don’t think I want to start this relationship out with a mojito.” 
 
      
 
    “A bottle of your second best champagne, then,” said Thomas with a wink at Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    She laughed as the waiter disappeared to fetch their order. 
 
      
 
    “Do you really think it can work between us?” she asked. “I’m not going to quit my job to become a society wife, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t expect it of you,” asked Thomas. “And besides, don’t you think it’s a little early to be talking about marriage?” 
 
      
 
    “Do I sense reluctance to give up the title of world’s most eligible bachelor?” she teased. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” he said, leaning in for another long kiss before pulling back again. “But I don’t want you to accept that kind of offer until you’re fully willing to accept the terms and conditions of being forever tied to someone like me.” 
 
      
 
    The server arrived with two glasses and a bottle of champagne in an ice bucket. He told them he’d return in a few minutes to open it once it had chilled, and he left them alone again. 
 
    Thomas lifted the bottle out of the ice and grinned at Tiffany. “I’ve never been one to stand on ceremony.” 
 
      
 
    He peeled away the foil and popped the cork like he’d been doing it since he was a child, keeping the cork in his hand, instead of letting it shoot off into the room. He then poured two glasses and set the bottle back in the ice so it could continue to chill. 
 
      
 
    “To what should we toast?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “To new beginnings,” said Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    Thomas raised his glass and clinked it against hers. 
 
      
 
    “To new beginnings.” 
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