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      Ken Coleman has a problem.

      

      He’s the town doctor in Cherry Falls, which is normally a pretty fun job. Only his nurse just retired and now his easygoing routine is shattered and he’s desperate to find someone to fill the position.

      

      He’s focused on keeping his clinic running smoothly, but a certain raven-haired beauty is wreaking havoc with his concentration.  

      

      Gracie just might be the solution.

      

      Gracie owns the local flower shop, and she lives to create the perfect bouquet that can brighten someone’s day. When she notices how stressed out Dr. Coleman is, she decides to do what she does best and send him flowers.

      

      The two of them grow close, but with work commitments and Ken’s too-high standards, it might just be too much for them to overcome.

      

      Will she be able to convince him to slow down and smell the roses?
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      Gracie

      

      “Hey, can I get a large pumpkin spice latte?” I ask.

      The barista nods, taking the twenty that I hold out and passing me back my change. I drop three dollars in the tip jar, smiling as I head over to wait for my order.

      Cherry Tree Coffee is packed, but I don’t mind. I like people watching while waiting for my order. Cherry Falls is a small town so I recognize pretty much everyone, even though I only moved to town eight months ago.

      It’s Monday and everyone looks half asleep as they wait for their caffeine fix. I spy Heath Winters over in the corner looking like he’s about to fall asleep standing up and I smile as I head over to join him.

      “Does Caroline know you’re here getting coffee instead of at her diner?” I tease and he grins.

      “I’m here for her. She’s craving the cream cheese danishes lately. I’m here almost every day since it’s the only thing that she can keep down in the morning.”

      I nod sympathetically. Caroline is Heath’s fiancée and they just found out she’s pregnant.

      “I heard about these suckers that are supposed to help with morning sickness. Maybe that will help?”

      Heath nods, yawning as his order is called.

      “Yeah, we ordered them. They’re supposed to come in today or tomorrow, I think. Hopefully they help.”

      “Let me know if you need anything,” I tell him and he nods, leaning over and giving me a side hug.

      “Thanks, Gracie. I’ll tell Caroline and Charlotte that you said hi. Charlotte has been asking when you’re going to come back and hang out with her.”

      “Anytime,” I say with a smile as I think about Caroline’s cute little niece.

      Caroline adopted Charlotte when her brother and sister-in-law passed away and they just moved to town around the same time as me. We became fast friends and I try to stop by The Virgin Street Diner that she owns for lunch a few times a week to catch up.

      Heath waves as he grabs the pastry bag and heads for the door. I wave back and then go back to people watching. My eyes snag on the town doctor, Ken Coleman, and my heart starts to race. His dark hair and closely shaved beard do something to me. My hands grow clammy and pressure blooms in my lower belly, causing my hips to tighten.

      I have the same reaction every time I see Ken. I have since the first time that I laid eyes on him. Who could blame me? The guy is a total babe with his dark brown hair and deep brown eyes, framed with thick lashes that soften his otherwise sharp angles and hard planes. Even exhausted and stressed out, he makes my stomach drop like I’m on a roller coaster.

      If I’m being honest, the reason I came to Cherry Tree Coffee was to see him. My flower shop is right next door to the coffee shop, and I see Ken walk past my window on his way inside almost every day. I try not to gawk at him when he floats past the window of my shop, but I fail most days. It’s just a little crush, though. Nothing good can come from it.

      Today, however, I wanted to get a closer look at him, just to see how he was doing. I hoped I could casually bump into him here at the coffee shop and strike up a conversation.

      Ken has looked more and more stressed and disheveled over the last few weeks. Even with wrinkled clothes, bags under his eyes, and stiffness in his movements as if every muscle has been tense for weeks, he’s still stupidly handsome. But seeing Ken so lost looking and frazzled tugs at my heart. I just want to do something nice for him, something to try to brighten his day.

      That’s the best thing about owning my own flower shop. I can pick out the perfect flowers or combination for a bouquet and brighten someone’s day.

      I’ve always had a green thumb, and I loved to spend hours gardening in the summer. It was my happy place, my way to de-stress and seeing something that I nurtured grow always made me feel proud.

      Growing up, it was just my dad and me. He hardly ever talked about her, but from what little I’ve gathered over the years, she left soon after I was born. I heard one of the nannies gossiping to our cook when I was ten. She said my mom left because she couldn’t handle my father’s overbearing perfectionism. I didn’t know what that meant at the time, but I sure do now.

      Secretly though, I’ve always wondered if she left because of me. It’s no coincidence she took off soon after I was born. And if my father drove her away, why didn’t she take me with her?

      “Gracie!” the barista’s voice rings out across the café, and I snap back to the present, smiling as I head to the counter to grab my latte.

      I can’t help but steal one last look at Ken as I turn to make my way back to my flower shop. He’s busy on his phone, glaring at the screen. The light from his phone splashes across his face, highlighting his strong brow and angular nose. His lips are pulled down into a grimace, and I wonder what it would take to make him smile.

      Oh well. A mission for another time. I sigh as I head next door to my shop.

      I had never even heard of Cherry Falls until I got a letter from a lawyer about my Great-Aunt Linda’s will. Turns out that she had passed and left The Flower Patch and the little apartment above it to me.

      I hadn’t even known that I had a great-aunt. My dad always said we were the last two people in our family. I wish I had known about my aunt when she was still alive. Maybe having other family to visit every once in a while would have made living with my dad more bearable.

      My father is a perfectionist through and through. That much of the gossiping nanny’s story was true. I’m not exaggerating when I say nothing I did was ever good enough.

      If I got a good grade on a test, he asked why I’m not doing that in all of my classes. If I made him dessert, it was always too sweet, too dry, too something for his tastes. Heck, I got him a gift for Father’s Day a few years ago and he reprimanded me for needlessly spending money on such a trivial thing.

      He’s nitpicked every choice I’ve ever made and I could feel myself wilting like a flower the longer I stayed there with him.

      So, when the unexpected chance popped up to start a new life away from all that negativity, I was ecstatic. I’ve grown a lot in the short time I’ve been here in Cherry Falls. When I first arrived, I second-guessed everything I did. I constantly heard my dad’s disapproving voice in my head, scoffing at me. That has faded over time, and slowly, I’ve become more confident in who I am.

      I take a swig of my coffee, washing down the memories and getting focused for the day. Setting my coffee aside, I turn on the lights. I have a few orders that I need to fill today and I get to work arranging the bouquets and checking the flowers that are out for sale in the fridges.

      “Hey,” Caroline says as she comes into my shop and I grin at her.

      “Hey, what are you doing here?”

      “I came for more cream cheese danishes,” she admits with a slight blush and I laugh.

      “They are good.”

      “I know, right?”

      I laugh as she looks over some bouquets.

      “How’s Charlotte?” I ask and Caroline smiles softly.

      It’s obvious that she loves her and I feel jealous that she’s about to have two kids and a husband. I always thought that I would be married and settled down by now. I try to stay positive, to remain upbeat, but I can’t help but wonder when I’ll find my happily ever after.

      “How have you been?” Caroline asks and I take another sip of my latte.

      “Good, keeping busy. I got these new bulbs and I’m excited to grow them. I think they’re going to be a bit hit. They’re lilac and like this deep navy blue and they kind of look like irises.”

      Caroline smiles as she leans on the counter, smelling the bouquet that I just got done with.

      “Who are these for?” she asks and I look at the note attached.

      “Uh, they’re for… Glory from Corby,” I say, reading off of the order form.

      “They’re pretty.”

      “Thanks. Want me to make you a bouquet? I can do one for you and another for Charlotte,” I offer.

      “That’s so sweet of you, but you know who I think could really use some color in their life?”

      “Who?” I ask, finishing up the second bouquet.

      “Ken Coleman.”

      My stomach drops at his name and I look up at her. I’m not surprised that she’s caught on to my crush on Ken, but it still feels like the secret is out now.

      “Oh yeah?” I ask casually but I can feel the blush staining my cheeks. My whole face feels hot and I can feel Caroline studying me. I swear she can read my thoughts. Thankfully, she doesn’t call me out on it.

      “He’s been maxed out for weeks. He needs to find a nurse soon or he’s going to burn out.”

      I nod, agreeing with her. Sometimes I wish that I was a nurse so that I could help him out a bit but blood grosses me out. I’d be more of a burden than a help in his office.

      “Maybe you’re right,” I murmur and I see Caroline grin out of the corner of my eye.

      “I should get to the diner. Heath dropped Charlotte off at school this morning so I could sleep in a bit.”

      “I’ll try to stop in later and we can catch up more,” I promise and she leans over, hugging me before she heads for the door.

      I watch her leave, mulling over her words. Maybe she’s right. Maybe I should send Ken some flowers.

      It can’t hurt, right?
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      Ken

      

      “I’ll put in your prescription now, Mrs. Pierce. You should be able to pick it up shortly.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Coleman,” she says as she heads past the front counter and my receptionist, Juniper.

      I let Juniper check her out as I rub at my temples, wondering if I have time for a nap in between my patients today. Not that I’d get any sleep anyway. I’d probably just lie there and run through a list of all the things I have to do and how I don’t have time to take a nap. It’s a miserable cycle, and it’s starting to wear on me.

      I’ve been trying to do everything around here for weeks, and I’m not sure how much more I can take. I’m tired all of the time, relying way too much on caffeine, but I don’t have another choice really. I need to find a nurse as fast as I can. I have a feeling that if I don’t, I’m going to burn out fast.

      Between the increased patient load, an unusual amount of babies being born, and updating our filing system to be completely digital, I’m stretched to my absolute limit. And yet, there’s no end in sight.

      I wipe a hand down my face and silently tell myself to get my shit together as I head back to my office. I enter the prescription for Mrs. Pierce in the system and disinfect the room for the next patient. My eyes blur as I stare at my computer screen and I sigh.

      Damn, I’m tired.

      It’s just exhaustion or stress. I’m just… weary. Down to my bones. I don’t know any other way to describe it. I feel like I’m waiting for something to shake me up, and the longer I go without it, the more restless I get.

      But that’s crazy talk. I just need to get my head in the game, get through these patients, file paperwork, authorize prescriptions, and…

      “Fuck,” I mutter. It takes a great deal of effort to pull myself back from the edge of panic.

      Finishing up in the exam room, I head back up front to file Mrs. Pierce’s chart. I look around the waiting room to see if we’ve had any walk-ins or emergencies but it’s empty. It’s also messy with old magazines spread across the coffee table and end table, someone’s old coffee cup on another end table and the toys that we have for the kids scattered in the corner.

      I make a mental note to clean up when I have a chance and smile at Juniper when I head past her desk.

      “Pretty flowers,” I comment, spying the big flower arrangement on top of her desk. “From Jacob?” I guess and she frowns and shakes her head.

      “No, actually they’re for you.”

      I freeze, wondering if I misheard her.

      “For me?”

      “Yeah, that’s what the card says anyway,” she says as she stands and grabs the bouquet to double-check.

      I blink a few times and then close my mouth, not realizing my jaw was hanging wide open. Clearing my throat, I get myself somewhat together and slip the chart I was holding back onto the shelf. When I turn around, I expect Juniper to say they are actually for her.

      “Yeah, they’re for you,” she confirms, giving me a knowing smile. I frown, not sure what to make of this.

      It has to be some kind of mistake. I barely have time to eat, let alone date someone. Who could be sending me flowers? They are beautiful, though. There’s no denying the talent and work that went into creating this arrangement. The centerpiece is a breathtaking light-peach dahlia in full bloom. Other little flowers fill in the vase with a few colorful daisies to add another pop of color.

      The flower shop must have messed up. Whoever was supposed to get this arrangement must be someone special, so I’m sure they’ll appreciate me returning them. Luckily, there’s only one flower shop in town so I’ll just pop over and straighten the whole thing out.

      I check my watch. My next appointment isn’t for another hour and my stomach growls, reminding me that I skipped lunch. I debate what to do before deciding that I have enough time to return the flowers and then head to Bella’s Bakery to grab a quick bite to eat.

      “I’ll be back in a little bit,” I tell Juniper and she nods, reaching over to answer the ringing phone.

      I grab my phone, car keys, and the bouquet and head for the door. The Flower Patch is only a block away and it’s nice out so I decide to walk. I could use the fresh air after being cooped up in my clinic for the last few weeks.

      My phone dings in my pocket and I pull it out, surprised when I see Graham’s name on the screen. He’s an old friend from when I was still in the military. He was with the CIA or some other three-letter agency and saved my life once.

      We’ve kept in touch over the years but when he got out, he moved up to some tiny town in the mountains, Fallen Peak, and he rarely comes to town.

      He sent me a text message, asking me to call him when I get a chance and I add that to my to-do list.

      I push open the door of The Flower Patch, looking around at all the different colors and kinds of flowers that are artfully set around the room. There’s more in the coolers behind the front counter and I inhale deeply, smiling at the sweet scent. I realize I don’t remember the last time I stopped to smell the roses, or any other flower for that matter. It’s nice. I make a mental note to appreciate flowers and their smell and beauty when I hire a new nurse and have free time again.

      Looking around the shop, I see there’s no one in here. Reality comes careening into my peaceful moment. I don’t have time for this. Rolling my eyes, I sigh, growing frustrated that this is taking longer than I thought it would.

      I set the flowers down on the counter, dropping them a little harder than I meant. I’m startled when a squeak comes from behind the counter.

      “Oh! Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in,” Gracie apologizes as she straightens from where she was bent over, dusting some shelf.

      She looks like a dainty pixie among all of her flowers. She’s curvy and precious, and practically glowing with the sun coming in from the windows. She’s like a modern-day Tinker Bell and my heart does something funny at the sight.

      I’m a doctor, and I know my heart didn’t really just skip a beat. But tell that to the organ rioting against my ribcage. Bright blue eyes blink up at me, and for a crazy moment, I have the urge to reach across the counter and plant my lips on hers. Need courses through me at the thought of claiming her, feeling her soft curves, her heat, her skin on my skin as we move together, seeking our end.

      I must be more sleep deprived than I thought.

      I shake my head, trying to clear those thoughts as I remember why I’m here in the first place.

      “Hi, these were delivered to my office by mistake,” I explain. She frowns, the tiny smile that was on her lips slipping.

      “Um, actually, these were for you,” she whispers, nibbling on her bottom lip.

      “What?” I ask with a little too much shock. Her shoulders stiffen at my sharp tone, and I want to kick myself for being a brute. “I mean, who sent them?”

      The prettiest pink blush stains Gracie’s cheeks and she gathers her long black hair up, slinging it over her shoulder and twisting the strands, almost as if she’s nervous. When her gaze meets mine once more, I have to hold in a groan. She looks so sweet, so pure in this moment.

      “I did. I saw you this morning at the coffee shop and thought you could use something to brighten up your day and maybe make you smile.” I’m too shocked by her words to form a response. Her blush turns from pink to crimson, and I realize I’ve embarrassed her. “I can see now it didn’t work,” she says, mumbling that last part as she looks down at the bouquet that I just brought back.

      “Oh,” I say lamely, trying to think of something else to say.

      It’s the single most thoughtful thing anyone has done for me in… God, I can’t even remember. She really just thought I could use cheering up? How do I even handle someone that precious? I’m too much of a scatter-brained mess to figure out something to say, but I’m saved by my phone ringing. I give Gracie an apologetic look as I answer it.

      “Dr. Coleman.”

      “Hey, it’s Juniper. Mr. Miller is here. He cut his hand and I think he needs stitches.”

      “Okay, put him in the exam room. I’ll be back in ten minutes.”

      “Got it,” Juniper says before we hang up.

      I shove my phone back into my pocket, already regretting that I didn’t grab lunch. My stomach growls again and Gracie looks down at it then back up to me.

      “I missed lunch. Uh, thank you for the flowers. That was really nice of you,” I say as I awkwardly grab the bouquet and head for the door.

      “Um, Ken?” Gracie calls as I pull the door open and I turn back to her.

      She heads my way and I can’t help but admire the way her round hips sway with each step. Don’t look at her chest. Don’t look at…

      Too late. My eyes drift there momentarily before I reel in my inner caveman. She’s perfection. Big, round breasts, hips I want to grab onto, and thick thighs that would feel incredible around my neck as I lick her until she’s screaming my name.

      “Here,” she says, startling me from my dirty thoughts. Gracie passes me a box from Cherry Tree Coffee Co. “It’s pastries. I was going to give them to Caroline since she’s craving them but I think maybe you need them more. It’s not the best lunch, but it’s something,” she says, a rose color staining her cheeks.

      “Thanks, Gracie,” I say sincerely. Seriously, how is she this kindhearted? I’m nobody to her. I realize quickly, I want to be something to her. I want to be everything. And I will, once I have more time.

      She just nods, helping me with the door and I give her one last smile before I hurry back to my clinic.

      I spend the rest of the afternoon trying to get the pretty florist out of my head but she keeps popping up.

      I close up the clinic, waving goodbye to Juniper before I head back to my office to catch up on paperwork. My eyes snag on the flowers sitting on my desk and my heart does that weird racing thing again.

      Must be stress, I think as I force thoughts of Gracie from my head and get to work.
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      Gracie

      

      I keep replaying when Ken came into my shop yesterday to return the flowers.

      His hair was slightly messy, as if he’d been running his hands through it all morning. I got the crazy urge to run my fingers through his hair, maybe massage the tension from his neck and shoulders too.

      The look on Ken’s face when I told him the flowers were for him nearly broke my heart. He was so surprised and I was happy that I could do something nice for him. His reaction was almost like no one had ever done anything thoughtful for him in a long time, and that nearly brought tears to my eyes.

      It also just made me more determined to do what I can to brighten his days. It makes me sad to think of him being alone and so stressed about work. Especially the kind of work he does. Ken takes care of the sick, the wounded, and the occasional hypochondriac. It has to be draining, both mentally and physically, and even more so without extra help.

      I’m alone, too, but I’m surrounded by all of this beauty and get to do what I love every day. I can go hang out with my friends after work or catch up with Caroline at the diner anytime that I want. Dr. Coleman doesn’t seem to have a lot of friends or have much of a social life outside of his practice.

      The thought of Caroline has the usual jealousy flooding my body. I want what she and Heath have so bad. I’ve made a nice little life for myself here in Cherry Falls but at the end of the day, I’m headed home to my empty house. There’s no family to celebrate holidays or special occasions with. No one to cheer for me over an accomplishment. Then again, I never had a lot of praise growing up, and I don’t know what I’d do if someone celebrated anything in my life.

      I shake my head, clearing away the self-pitying thoughts.

      I was thinking about Ken, I remind myself.

      He does so much for this town and I just want to repay him in some small way. That’s what I tell myself anyway. The truth is that I also just want to have an excuse to see him and maybe talk to him a little more. I think our conversation yesterday was the longest one we’ve ever had and it only lasted seconds.

      Still, I was alone with him and had his undivided attention for a bit. It was addictive having those dark brown eyes on me.

      My gaze drifts over to some sunflowers. They remind me of his eyes. The deep, warm brown in the middle with the circle of gold inspires me, and I smile as I get started on another arrangement for the good doctor.

      I grab the sunflowers and a few pink roses to add a splash of color. Some baby’s breath helps soften it up and I grab a pink ribbon to tie around the vase, twisting it into a perfect bow.

      I grin as I step back, studying my latest creation.

      It’s perfect. The Ken Coleman arrangement.

      I check the time, seeing that it’s just after one and I bite my lip. Poppy, the girl who helps me out at The Flower Patch, just got back from her lunch and I know that I could ask her to drop them off, but it’s so nice out. Besides, I should grab something to eat and maybe I should get Ken something too. I’m betting that he skipped lunch again today.

      “Hey, Poppy?” I call and she pokes her head out of the back with a smile.

      “Yeah, boss?”

      “I’m going to go deliver these and grab something to eat. Can you watch the front for me?”

      “Of course.”

      I grab my phone, keys, and the flowers and head out the door. I set the flowers on the floor in the back of my old Ford Escape and climb behind the wheel. I send up a silent prayer that the old car starts as I turn the key in the ignition. It coughs and sputters but starts and I let out a deep breath.

      “Good job,” I say, rubbing the dash with a smile as I pull out of my spot and head toward The Virgin Street Diner.

      I don’t want to leave the flowers in the hot car so I call ahead to place my order. Caroline answers the phone and I know that she’s going to have questions about why I’m ordering so much food for just myself.

      I park outside of the diner and head in, smiling when I see Heath sitting at the counter, his eyes locked on his fiancée.

      “Hey! Your food just came out,” Caroline says as she sets a plastic bag with my food on the counter.

      “Thanks so much. What do I owe you?” I ask as I pull out the cash in my pocket.

      “It’s on the house. I still owe you for babysitting Charlotte the last time.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” I argue.

      “I want to,” Caroline says with a smile.

      “Well, thank you.”

      I grab the bag and smile, waving goodbye to Heath and Caroline as I hurry back out to my car.

      Ken’s clinic is only a block away and I park in the lot a minute later. The lot is empty and I hope that I’ve caught him in between patients. I grab his food and the flowers from the back seat before I head inside.

      Ken is at the front counter alone, working on some paperwork, and I hesitate, wondering if I should interrupt him. He looks so serious, his lips twist into a scowl as he scribbles something down. My dad always hated when I interrupted him, and I would hate to cause Ken more stress.

      I start to doubt if the flowers would be a good idea after all but before I can back out, he looks up, pinning me in my spot with those eyes of his.

      I can see his emotions warring in those deep, dark depths. It’s obvious he doesn’t want to stop what he’s working on, but also I can tell he craves contact with someone who isn’t a patient and who isn’t looking for something from him. I square my shoulders and decide to move forward with operation Brighten Ken’s Day.

      “Hey,” I start, shuffling forward and setting the flowers and food on the counter next to him.

      “Hey, what’s all of this?” he asks, his eyes bouncing back and forth between the food and the flowers.

      “I went to grab lunch and thought maybe you could use something too.”

      He licks his lips, opening the takeout container and he grins as he sees the burger and fries inside.

      “Thanks, I did miss lunch today. The flowers are beautiful too,” he says before he pops a french fry into his mouth and studies the bouquet.

      “No problem. I know that you’ve been busy with work lately.”

      “Yeah, we really need to find a new nurse,” he says with a sigh before he takes a big bite of his burger.

      He finishes it off in about two seconds flat and I wonder if I should go grab him the burger that I grabbed from myself from the car.

      “Have you had any luck with finding someone?” I ask as he grabs his water bottle and takes a drink.

      “No, not yet. We have a few more interviews lined up soon though.”

      “I hope that you find someone soon. I’d offer to help but the sight of blood…” I say, trailing off as a shiver works its way down my spine.

      “Yeah, not a fan?” Ken asks with a laugh as he wipes his hands and tosses his trash in the can next to the desk.

      “Not at all. I’m way better with flowers.”

      “Yes, you are,” Ken says, looking over to the arrangement.

      “Thanks,” I say, trying to will the blush from turning my face into a bright red tomato.

      “How’s the shop going? You inherited it from your great-aunt, right?”

      “Yeah, she passed a year ago and I moved out here from Chicago to take over. Things have been going well.”

      “Cherry Falls must be quite the change of pace from Chicago,” he comments and I nod, leaning against the front counter.

      “It is, but I love it. I like the slower pace, how everyone knows each other. There’s just more of a sense of community here, at least for me.”

      Ken nods, thinking about something, and I want to ask him about himself. Where is he from? Did he always want to be a doctor? Does he have any family? I want to know everything about him.

      He studies my face like he’s seeing me for the first time. I could swear he’s about to say something, to ask me out, but before he can, the clinic door opens and his next patient walks in.

      “I’ll let you get back to it,” I say, trying not to show my disappointment.

      “Thanks for the food and the flowers,” Ken says and I smile as I turn to leave.

      I sigh, trying to look on the bright side as I head back to my car and make the short drive back to my flower shop. I got to talk to Ken and it seems like just maybe, he’s as interested in me as I am in him.
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      I try to calm my racing heart and clear the lingering images of Gracie bent over the exam table in my office. God, I can practically hear her little whimpers of desperate desire as I tease her over and over, never quite giving her what she needs.

      It’s been a long damn time since I had a sex dream and even longer since I had one as dirty as that one.

      I wonder what brought it on. I’ve seen Gracie around town before of course. It’s not very big and everyone in Cherry Falls knows everyone else. I’ve bumped into her here and there but I’ve never had this reaction before now. I suppose I’ve seen more of her in the last two days than I have the entire time she’s been here. Maybe that’s why I can’t stop thinking about her, even in my dreams. Gracie is much more potent when she’s the only one looking at me, her big blue eyes practically beg me to rip her top off and suck on her hard little nipples.

      Stop. It.

      Maybe I’m dreaming about her like that because of my schedule. I’ve been so slammed lately that I’ve hardly had time to sleep, let alone date someone. I can’t remember the last time I was with a woman, dating, sleeping, or otherwise. I’m not into one-night stands, so that’s out of the question.

      If Gracie were offering though…

      I shake my head, throwing my legs over the side of the bed and heading into the bathroom. It’s early but I need to head to the clinic and finish up paperwork before we open for the day.

      I step into the shower, my mind going back to the dream as I let the warm water wash over me. Maybe that dream was my body’s way of telling me that I need to get some kind of stress relief.

      I shouldn’t. I really shouldn’t. But my hand slides down my stomach and I hiss as I wrap my fingers around my throbbing dick. I imagine fisting her long, black hair and pulling her head back so I can bite at her lips and devour her hot little mouth. 

      In my fantasy, after she’s shaking and out of breath from our kiss, I guide her down on her knees and tell her to open her luscious lips for me. I squeeze my cock harder, increasing my speed, rubbing my dick raw as I think about the way she looked at me when she came into my office yesterday.

      My balls draw up tight as I jerk myself faster, harder, fucking my hand and wishing it was Gracie’s pussy wrapped around me instead. I picture her back bowed off the mattress, her nails scoring my back as she claws at my skin, her face twisted up in ecstasy as I tear her in two with my huge fucking cock.

      I growl when I feel the base of my spine spark and tingle with the first signs of my orgasm. It crawls up my back and steals the air right out of my lungs. I choke out a roar as a deliciously painful jolt of pleasure shoots out of my dick, making me spray my heavy load all over the shower wall. I keep coming, my cock twitching and spurting more cum than I thought possible.

      “Fuck,” I spit out, still gasping for air after my incredible orgasm. I mean, shit.

      But I shouldn’t have done that. I really shouldn’t be thinking about Gracie or my love life. There’s no doubt she’d be a thousand times better than my own hand, but I need to get my clinic sorted out. I need to hire a new nurse and get my hours under control. Then I can worry about my dating life.

      Juniper texts me as I step out of the shower, reminding me that I have an interview with a nurse first thing this morning. I groan at the thought of sitting through another one of these damn interviews.

      Every single one is worse than the last. Some have no experience or very little. The ones that have experience didn’t have good references or lived an hour away and had trouble arriving at the interview on time. That didn’t bode well for them working for me.

      My time in the military means that I’m always early and I have a hard time dealing with people who are always late. I want to find someone who is perfect for the job so that I never have to go through this again.

      I finish getting dressed, grabbing my phone and a banana and granola bar from the kitchen before I head out the door. This was about the only food that I have left in the house and I add grocery shopping to my never-ending to-do list.

      I park outside of my office, growing hopeful when I see that the applicant is already waiting for me. I let us both in, making small talk with her as we head inside.

      “So you just moved to Sin City?” I ask as I look over her résumé and she nods, smiling politely.

      “Yeah, it’s a bit of a drive but I couldn’t find anything closer.”

      I nod, noting that she just got out of nursing school. I wish that she had more experience than the few internships, but she was on time and seems professional.

      I’m about to tell her that I have one more interview lined up but that I’m sure I’ll be inviting her back for a second interview when she scrunches up her nose, glaring across the room at the bouquet of flowers on my desk.

      “Is something wrong?” I ask her and she pastes a smile on her face.

      “I’m just allergic to flowers. Do you have them in the office often?” she asks.

      “Yeah, I do.”

      She frowns and I stand, wrapping up the interview and tossing her résumé in the no pile.

      “Another dud, huh?” Juniper says sympathetically as I stop at her desk.

      “Yeah, maybe the next one will be it.”

      She gives me a smile, handing me the mail from yesterday as I head back to my office. I flip through it, throwing out the junk and setting the rest aside.

      I look over to the flowers, wondering if I just tossed aside a good candidate for Gracie’s flowers. Even if I did, it was worth it. I plan on keeping flowers in every room of the clinic if it means that I get to see Gracie.

      I swear under my breath, pushing those thoughts aside before I can get sidetracked by them again. I force myself to focus on the paperwork from last night and crossing that off of my to-do list.

      It takes me close to an hour and when it’s done, I stand, stretching out the sore muscles in my back and shoulders. I should hit the gym, work off some of this tension.

      I head out to the lobby, intending on dropping off some things I need filed but I stop when I see Gracie standing there, a bouquet of flowers in her hands, an adorable smile curving her lips, and a bag of pastries from Cherry Falls Coffee under her arm.

      God, she’s so fucking sweet. Visions of my filthy dream and even filthier fantasy in the shower flash across my mind, but I manage to get it under control. Barely.

      “Hey,” I say, stepping over to her to help with the things in her arms. My fingers graze her skin and she shivers, goose bumps traveling up her arm. I bite back a groan at how warm and soft she is.

      “‘Morning,” she murmurs, taking a step back. “I went to grab myself something to eat and was worried that you were going hungry.”

      “I grabbed a banana but that can’t beat the coffee shop’s pastries. Thanks for thinking of me.”

      “No problem,” she says and I take the flowers from her, leading her back to my office and adding the second bouquet next to the first.

      The words come tumbling out of my mouth before I have a chance to think them all the way through. “You know,” I say slowly, “with all of the food that you’re buying me, it’s probably only fair that I buy you a meal in return.” I shouldn’t be asking her out. I don’t have space in my life for a relationship, but one look in those clear blue eyes and all my doubts fall away. I can’t let this precious little fairy slip through my fingers.

      “You don’t have to do that. I’m happy to help any way that I can.”

      “I want to,” I insist and she starts to blush.

      She shifts on her feet, her hips swaying slightly and I can’t help but picture my fingers digging into them as I pound into her from behind. With her in my office, this is starting to remind me a little too much of my dream last night.

      “What do you say, Gracie? Want to go out with me sometime?” I realize I’m starting to come off a bit desperate, but that’s where I’m at. Possessiveness roars through me at the thought of her turning me down because she has another man in her life.

      “Yeah,” she says shyly and I grin.

      Thank fuck.

      “Let me get your number.”

      She pulls out her phone and we exchange numbers before Juniper pages me to let me know that my first patient of the day is here.

      “I’ll let you get back to work.”

      “Yeah, thanks for the flowers and the pastries. I’ll call you later,” I promise and she smiles and waves as she heads for the door.

      This might be a terrible idea, but Gracie is too sweet and thoughtful for me to be able to resist her. It looks like I’m just going to have to get better at making time for myself.

      I head up front, smiling politely as I nod at a few patients in the waiting room. I call the first one back, sighing as I think about everything that I need to get done today and wondering just when I’ll have time to call Gracie.

      Man, I really need to find a nurse.
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      Gracie

      

      “I’m so excited for you! Do you know where he’s taking you?” Caroline asks over the phone.

      “No, just that we’re going to dinner. I was more worried about what to wear.”

      “Oh! Good point! What are you going to wear? Something casual?”

      “I don’t know. I’m still going through my closet trying to find something.”

      “How about that maxi dress? The deep red one? It’s casual but looks dressier.”

      “Good idea,” I say as I start to dig through my closet trying to find the dress she’s talking about.

      My hands shake and I have to remind myself to take a deep breath. I haven’t had much experience with guys, dating, or romance in general. At my age, I know it’s a bit of an anomaly to still be a virgin, but I’m not ashamed of it. That doesn’t mean I’m not anxious as hell at the idea of telling Ken. Will he think I’m silly? Will he laugh at me? Will he assume it’s because I’m undesirable?

      “What about shoes?” I ask, trying to distract myself from the train wreck waiting to happen. Snagging the dress from the back of my closet, I toss it on the bed before going back for shoes.

      “Remember those gladiator sandals?”

      “Yeah.” I nod my head as I grab the shoes and throw them on the bed as well.

      “What if this is a mistake?” I ask her as another wave of doubt hits me. I can’t keep anything from Caroline.

      “It’s not,” she assures me. “You’re just having first date jitters. You two are so cute together and I just know it’s going to be perfect.”

      I take a deep breath, trying to calm my racing heart. It just feels like tonight, this date, it’s really important. I want everything to be perfect, but a familiar thread of insecurity wraps around my lungs, squeezing them until it’s hard to breathe.

      “Okay,” I say, letting out a rush of air. “I’ve got to go get dressed. He’s supposed to be here in twenty minutes.”

      “Text me if you need anything and have fun! You’ll have to fill me in on all of the details tomorrow.”

      “I will,” I promise with a smile as I hang up and hurry to get dressed.

      I pull the dress over my head and zip up my sandals. I don’t wear a ton of makeup so I just put on a coat of mascara and some lip gloss and call it good.

      Looking at myself in the mirror, I try not to pick out every single one of my flaws, but that’s easier said than done. Especially since I grew up with painful awareness of each one. My father never failed to mention my weight, how I’d be so pretty if I lost a few pounds or ate a salad every once in a while. I look down at my wide hips and then suck in my stomach. Maybe the stretchy material of the maxi dress wasn’t a good idea after all.

      My hair is a little on the dry side, and the ends could use a trim. I have a little freckle on the right side of my chin that my dad always hated. I briefly consider covering it up with concealer, but then I remember who I am and why I moved out here to Cherry Falls in the first place.

      “You’re beautiful just the way you are,” I tell myself, combing my fingers through my long black hair. “Your worth isn’t based on your weight. You have so much to offer the world.”

      The mantras may sound lame to some, but they’ve been really helpful for me as I strip away the negativity and shame instilled in me by my father.

      I smile at myself in the mirror, a real smile this time, and square my shoulders. I’ve got this.

      I’m just making sure that I have everything in my purse when the doorbell rings. My heart starts to race again, and I repeat my mantras in my head to calm my nerves.

      “Hey,” I say as I open the door.

      Wow. Ken always looks good in his slacks and crisp white shirts, but he’s dressed a little more casually tonight. With dark-gray chinos and a light-blue button-up with the top two buttons undone and the sleeves rolled up, Ken is absolutely mouthwatering. His muscles pull against the fabric, outlining the dips and curves of his biceps and broad chest. I want to curl up in his arms and bury my face against his neck, soaking up his warmth and minty scent.

      “Gracie, you look beautiful,” he says as his eyes run up and down my body. My skin prickles with awareness, and Ken’s dark eyes shine as he drags them up to meet my gaze.

      “Thanks,” I breathe out with a smile as I pull the door closed behind me and lock it.

      “I thought we could go over to the Fireside Grill and Bar for dinner. Is that alright with you?”

      “Sure, I haven’t been there before.”

      “Really?” he asks, surprised.

      “Yeah, I usually go to the diner or just cook at home.”

      He opens the car door for me and I slide in. He asks me about The Flower Patch and where I learned to garden as we drive the short distance to the restaurant. When we arrive, Ken helps me out of the car and guides me into the restaurant with a hand at the small of my back.

      It’s such a simple touch, but I feel the heat of his hand everywhere. My stomach tightens as a wave of arousal breaks over me. Good Lord, if this simple touch is affecting me so much, I can’t even imagine what it would be like to kiss him.

      Ken slides his hand to my hip, curling his fingers around my flesh and tucking me into his side. Every single place we’re touching sends sparks shooting up my spine.

      When we get to the table, the host pulls out my chair for me, indicating I should sit down. Before I even have a chance to thank him, Ken is right next to the man, taking over chair duty. I swear Ken even growls softly. The host raises his hands in surrender, though there’s a tiny smirk on his lips.

      I’m not sure what that was all about, but I sit in my chair as Ken pushes it up to the table. He bends down, his lips brushing my ear.

      “You’re so fucking gorgeous, sweet Gracie. I didn’t realize I was a caveman until I saw another man trying to take care of you. I want to be the one to do that.”

      He seals his whispered secret by pressing his lips to my temple and breathing me in. I shiver at the contact, closing my eyes and tilting my head to the side. I’m barely aware I’m even doing it until Ken ghosts his lips up and down my neck, nipping my sensitive skin.

      “Delicious,” he murmurs, placing one last kiss on the side of my neck before taking his seat across from me.

      It takes me a moment to gather my wits about me. I know my face is flushed from all of his attention, and I have to take a few measured breaths to get my pounding heart under control.

      Ken looks hungry, but not for food. He’s hungry for me. That knowledge is both exhilarating and terrifying. I have no idea what I’m doing, but I want to please him. I want more of whatever he’s offering.

      He must sense my nerves, because Ken reaches across the table and takes my hand in his, holding it gently while he rubs his thumb over my knuckles.

      “It’s just us,” he says softly. “You set the pace.”

      I nod and swallow thickly. I appreciate that he’s giving me control, but it’s also dangerous. If I set the pace, I might sprint right into bed with him if I’m not careful.

      “When did you move to Cherry Falls?” I ask, clearing my throat and looking over the menu.

      “I moved here after I got out of the military. My parents and I used to go camping over here during the summers a lot when I was growing up. The small-town vibe was exactly what I was looking for when opening my practice. And the eclectic characters in Cherry Falls meant I’d never get bored. Plus, there’s no denying the beauty of this place. I always loved it here.” The way his eyes sparkle and his lips curl into a wistful smile, I know he truly loves this town. Ken’s brow furrows and a different look steals over his features. “I didn’t have any family to go back to when I got out,” he says more quietly. “My parents passed away during my last deployment. Car crash. Died on impact.”

      I squeeze his hand, hoping to show my sympathy and support. Ken’s eyes meet mine and everything in me melts for the man who has lost so much and yet continues to give back to his community.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper.

      “Thanks. It was unexpected and left me aimless for a bit. But I rallied and decided to use my years in medical school and my experience as an army medic to open my own practice. I couldn’t think of a better place to do it than Cherry Falls.”

      “That’s incredible. I had no idea this place was so special to you.” I smile and squeeze his hand again.

      “It is,” he agrees. “Though right now, I wish I weren’t in such a small town. The options for help are somewhat limited.”

      “Yeah, I know you’ve been having a lot of trouble finding a nurse.”

      The waiter comes to take our order, breaking up the conversation. When he leaves, Ken continues.

      “I was hopeful when I first posted the job online. I had six candidates right away. Unfortunately, none of them were what I was looking for.”

      “Oh?”

      “I had a few no-call, no-shows, followed by a guy who could never file the paperwork correctly. We lost some important patient files that took me all day to locate,” he mutters, as if the memory annoys him. “It was always one thing or another. They couldn’t show up on time or they’d fuck up and I’d end up doing more work redoing what they had already done.”

      I nod along, trying to sympathize with him. Truthfully, though, a pit forms in my stomach. I don’t know the whole story behind the nurses he’s hired in the past, but I get the sense Ken is particular when it comes to the people he wants working for him. Does that mean he’s going to nitpick everything I do, too? Will he keep a log of my wrongdoings and then give me the boot when I’ve reached my limit?

      “Hey,” Ken says, breaking me out of my downward spiral. “I’m sorry, I got caught up in talking about work. That’s the opposite of what I wanted tonight to be about.” His smile is bright and genuine, like he really wants to spend time with me.

      “It’s alright,” I say, swallowing down my nerves. We’re mostly done with dinner, and I’m not sure what comes next.

      “Would you like to come to my place for dessert?” he asks. My anxiety spikes just thinking about the implications. “Or not,” he’s quick to say. “I thought things were going okay, but—”

      “It’s not that,” I blurt out, wanting to save him from rejection. “I… I do, very much want to, um… spend time with you. I’m just… I’m not very experienced with all of this,” I murmur, gesturing all around us. I hope he understands what I mean without me having to spell it out for him.

      Ken tilts his head at first, his brow furrowed. Then it clicks. His eyes go wide, but then they turn tender as he stands up and steps right in front of me, holding out both of his hands. I rest my hands in his, looking up into those espresso eyes.

      “Gracie, I meant when I said we can go at your pace. As long as I don’t make you uncomfortable or repulse you—”

      “Not at all!” I insist. “I just don’t want to disappoint you.”

      “Disappoint me?” Ken tugs me up so we’re standing face-to-face. One hand cups my cheek while the other slides down my back, keeping me close. “I want whatever you’re willing to give me, whenever you’re willing to give it. Not a moment sooner, okay?”

      I nod, once again amazed by the man in front of me. He truly cares and is attentive. Ken smiles at me, then kisses my forehead before tossing a wad of cash on the table. He loops his arm around my waist, tucking me into his side as we walk out of the restaurant.

      Once in the car, Ken holds my hand, lacing our fingers together. He asks me more about my shop, what I like to do in my free time, and who my friends are. I wish the car ride was longer, but I’m glad he’s respecting my wishes and not pressuring me for more.

      The problem isn’t that I’m afraid of going further with him… I’m afraid I won’t be able to stop, and I’m not going to be the kind of girl who gives it up on the first date. Not that I’m judging those who do, but it’s not who I am.

      Ken opens the car door and holds his hand out. I grab it and pull myself up, right into his arms. He holds me for a moment, our bodies pressed together as we breathe in tandem.

      Far too soon, Ken steps back and leads me up the stairs of the flower shop to my front door. I fumble for my keys and Ken wraps his hand around mine, calming my nerves. He gently turns me toward him, and my eyes meet his rich brown ones.

      “May I kiss you good night, Tinker Bell?” he murmurs into the shell of my ear.

      “Tinker Bell?”

      Ken chuckles, the low, soft sound traveling through me and making me clench my thighs together. “That first day in the flower shop, I saw your petite, curvy body surrounded by bright flowers. Framed by the glowing sun, you looked like a little pixie with blue eyes. My little pixie. My Tinker Bell.”

      I gasp at his sweet words, then turn my head, pressing my lips against his.

      I’m not sure what I’m doing, and I freeze at first, feeling foolish.

      But then Ken groans, combing his fingers through my hair and tilting my head up to deepen the kiss. His lips move against mine, coaxing breathy whimpers from somewhere deep in my chest. He licks his way into my mouth, his tongue dragging against mine slowly, seductively, as if he’s savoring everything about this moment.

      I fist his shirt, pulling him closer as I fall into everything he’s making me feel. Ken tightens his hold on my hair, angling me right where he needs me. His other hand slides up and down my curves, leaving a trail of fire in their wake.

      When his knuckles graze over my breast, I break our kiss and tip my head up to gasp for air. “Yes,” I breathe out, shamelessly pushing my chest out, asking for more.

      “So damn sexy,” he groans, dipping his head to my neck. Ken kisses and nips his way up my slender column while both hands slide up to my breasts, cupping them and kneading my sensitive flesh through the fabric of my dress.

      My knees shake with the intensity of his kiss, his touch, his obvious need for me. I can feel the solid thickness of his erection pressing against my stomach. I don’t even realize I’m grinding against it until Ken grunts and snaps his hips forward.

      After what feels like forever and still not long enough, Ken breaks our kiss, resting his forehead on mine.

      “Holy shit, Tink,” he says, breathless.

      I grin at his name for me.

      “Yeah, holy shit.” I laugh softly.

      “You’re incredible, Gracie. I can’t wait to take you out again.”

      “Yes, please!” I say enthusiastically.

      Ken gives me a chaste kiss on the lips and then one on my forehead. “I have a few interviews lined up this week. I’m hoping one of them will stick, then my schedule will be wide open.”

      I’m a little disappointed that we can’t go out again tomorrow night, but I know I’m being ridiculous and clingy. Of course he has a career, and a demanding one at that.

      “I’d love that,” I say as I unlock my door. Turning to face Ken, I give him a bright smile, which he returns.

      “Sweet dreams, Tinker Bell.”

      I blush and nod, then close the door before I pull him inside and beg him to kiss me again. I think my dreams are going to be steamy instead of sweet, but I’m okay with that.
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      Ken

      

      I lean back in my chair, pinching the bridge of my nose with one hand while I dial up Graham with the other. What a crazy fucking week. It feels more like a year, and that’s mostly due to not seeing enough of Gracie over the last seven days.

      “Hello?” Graham says as he answers the phone.

      “Hey, sorry it took me so long to get back to you. Things have been insane here,” I say as I lean back in my desk chair.

      “No worries. How are things going at the clinic?”

      “Busy, but I hired a new nurse today so hopefully things get a little better.”

      “Good, that’s good to hear.”

      “What’s going on with you?”

      “I’m getting married.”

      I almost tip back in my chair at that sentence. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “I think you’re supposed to say congratulations,” he says dryly and I huff out a laugh.

      “Congratulations. When’s the wedding?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t actually asked her yet.”

      I chuckle and shake my head. “Okay, so how long have you been having these kinds of hallucinations?”

      “Ha ha.”

      “I’m being serious.”

      “I’ve seen her and I know that she’s the one for me. I just have to officially meet her and all of that.”

      “Right, so just the most important part of the relationship.”

      “Yeah.”

      I laugh at his logic. Things have been going well today and I’m in a good mood for what feels like the first time in years. We hired a new nurse and today is her first day. I’m relieved to have some help, but I’m more excited to have free time to spend with Gracie.

      Everything has been going well between us, but it’s not enough. She’s dropped off two more bouquets this week, and each time I see her, I want to throw her over my shoulder and take her to a secluded cabin so I can have my way with her.

      “I met someone too.”

      “Oh, yeah?” he asks.

      I grin, picturing my Tinker Bell. “Yeah, I’ve talked to her and everything.”

      “Show off.”

      I laugh, checking my watch when I see that it’s almost time to close up for the day.

      “When are you coming back to Cherry Falls?” I ask him as I stand.

      “Probably next week. I need to get supplies before it starts to snow in a few weeks.”

      “Well, let me know when you’re headed this way. I’ll meet you for lunch or something.”

      “Sounds good. You can bring your girl.”

      “Maybe you can kidnap yours and bring her too,” I joke. He laughs and hangs up.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket as I step out into the lobby. I pull it out to see a new text from Gracie. My heart does this little flippy thing when her name flashes across the screen. Yeah, I’m pretty obsessed with this girl. Before I can read it and reply, however, a gasp draws my attention away.

      “Shoot,” Marie complains and I look up to see that she’s somehow managed to knock over an entire stack of patient notes that needed to be entered into the computer and filed.

      Juniper looks like she’s about to cry, and honestly, I kind of want to join her. I haven’t been able to do much besides text and call Gracie before bed this whole week. I like knowing that I’m the last voice she hears before she goes to sleep, but I need more. And soon.

      Today was supposed to be a light day so I could train Marie and finish work early. The plan was to finally take Gracie out on a second date. Unfortunately, Marie showed up late this morning, took a longer lunch break than she was supposed to, and seems to be a slow learner.

      Now this?

      I’m so frustrated. I thought that I was finally catching a break and I just can’t handle feeling like I’m taking two steps back now. The devastation on Juniper’s face says it all. Those notes will take hours to reorganize.

      “Why the hell would you put them there?” Marie snaps at Juniper. That’s it.

      “You’re fired,” I bark from behind her. Marie spins around to face me.

      “What?”

      “You’re fired.”

      She glares at me, her nostrils flaring. I stare back at her and she huffs as she grabs her purse from under the front desk and stomps out the door.

      “I’ll take care of this Juniper. Go on and head home,” I say as I bend and scoop up all of the papers.

      “Are you sure?” she asks and I nod, forcing a smile. It’s not her fault I hired another dud. This is my practice, so I should be the one to right the ship.

      “Yeah, I got this. Have a good night.”

      She leaves and I lock the door behind her, dragging my hands down my face as I collapse behind the front desk. The familiar throbbing starts behind my eyes, pounding, pounding, pounding against my skull until I’ve worked myself up into a migraine. Perfect.

      I let out a forceful breath and grab my phone, calling Gracie.

      “Hey!” she answers, the excitement in her voice tearing at my heart. I hate that I’m about to disappoint her.

      “Hey, Tink. I’ve got bad news. I have to stay late tonight at work.”

      “Oh.” She pauses, the silence saying it all. I let her down, and I hate myself for it. “That’s okay,” Gracie follows up. “I understand.” She’s trying to be cheerful and nonchalant, but I can hear the disappointment in her voice.

      My chest grows tight and my stomach sinks. I don’t like being the reason she’s upset. Maybe I should say fuck it to cleaning up this mess and go to her instead. For the first time in my life, I’m sorely tempted to ignore my work.

      One look at the sheets of paper fanning out around me, however, brings me back to reality. At this point, I’m drowning in unfinished paperwork. I have these notes to organize and enter, and now I have to start the search for a new nurse all over again.

      “I’ll make it up to you,” I promise, though I know my words aren’t sufficient. I can picture her forcing a smile, and I feel like an asshole.

      “I’ll hold you to that,” she says.

      “I’m really sorry, Gracie.”

      “It’s okay. I get it. I’ll see you,” she says before hanging up. Her voice is small, though I know she was trying to be upbeat. Did I just make a huge mistake? I guess I’ll have plenty of time mulling it over while organizing all of this shit.

      I get to work, entering in the stack, paper by paper. It’s close to nine before I have it all done and organized. I debate trying to call Gracie but the few times I messaged her throughout the evening, she seemed off. It took her nearly an hour to answer my first text, and even then, it was a one-word response. It doesn’t sit right with me, but I don’t know what I can do about it tonight.

      She’s probably asleep by now anyway. Plus, if she was uncommunicative through text, I can’t imagine she’d want to see me in person. At least, that’s what I tell myself as I gather myself and head out to my car. Maybe I’m just being a coward.

      The streets are deserted as I make my way home. Cherry Falls shuts down, for all intents and purposes, around eight in the evening. At that point, people are inside, spending time with their families. That never bothered me before, but now that I’m about to walk into an empty house, I feel empty.

      Making an out of character, spur-of-the-moment decision, I do a U-turn and head to the store instead of my house. I pick up hot chocolate and pastries and scramble to think of some way to apologize as I make my way to Gracie’s apartment.

      A sense of panic washes over me. Did I fuck everything up before we even got a chance to explore what this is between us?

      When I pull into the lot, I see there’s still a light on in her window. I park and climb out, growing more and more nervous with each step.

      Raising my hand, I knock on her door and wonder why it feels like this is a mistake.
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      Gracie

      

      I’m about to head to bed when someone knocks on my door. I yawn, wondering who that could be so late at night.

      I’m surprised but happy to see Ken standing there. He’s in his typical doctor uniform with dark slacks and a white button-up. The collar looks wrinkled, and a few buttons are undone at the top and bottom of his shirt, making him look even more disheveled. It’s obvious the guy is drowning in stress.

      “Ken,” I say, blinking rapidly, suddenly wide awake as I see him standing at my door. “What are you doing here?”

      “I just wanted to see you. Can I come in?” he asks with a boyish smile. The exhaustion melts away when he looks at me like that. I nod, opening the door wider for him.

      “I got you a hot chocolate. I’m sorry that I couldn’t make dinner tonight.”

      “Oh,” I say in surprise as I take the warm, sugary drink off his hands. “It’s okay. I know you’re busy.”

      I tell him that but I’m not sure that I believe it. At least not the part about it being okay. He canceled on me an hour before we were supposed to meet. I was so looking forward to seeing him and talking to him face to face instead of through text. But then he canceled and I may have thrown myself a little pity party.

      I can’t help but wonder if this is how being with Ken is always going to be. I’m okay with coming second to work sometimes. I understand he’s a doctor and there will be emergencies. But he canceled tonight to catch up on paperwork. There will always be busywork or administrative tasks that need to be done. Coming in second place to data entry doesn’t feel great.

      “The new nurse didn’t work out and I had to fire her,” he says as he sets the pastry bag on the kitchen counter.

      “Oh no! What happened?” I imagine her messing up shots between patients or leaking private information or something equally offensive.

      “She was late for starters.”

      I stare at him, praying that things are worse than just the girl being a few minutes late on her first day. I nod, encouraging him to continue.

      “Then she took over an hour on her lunch break and right before we were about to close, she knocked over this stack of patient records that needed to be entered into the system,” he says, rolling his eyes and letting out an annoyed huff. I wonder if he’s joking.

      “That’s it?” I ask, trying not to show him how upset I’m getting. His reasons for firing the nurse sound harsh and I can’t stop the doubt from creeping in. How long before he realizes that I’m not perfect and doesn’t want me to keep me around either? What if I’m a few minutes late or knock a stack of papers over?

      “That’s it?” he scoffs. “It’s kind of a lot of mistakes.”

      For a first day?

      I nod, not meeting his eyes. My heart plummets and I blink back tears.

      “What’s wrong?” Ken asks, his voice soft and slightly confused.

      “Nothing,” I say way too fast. I can feel my nose starting to get red, the same way it does every time I lie.

      “You know you’re a terrible liar, right?” he asks, stepping closer to me. Ken tips my chin up with his finger, then cups my cheek.

      “Yeah,” I sigh. He cracks a smile, and even with my confusing emotions, it makes my belly flip to see it.

      “So, what’s going on? What’s wrong?”

      “I’m just a little afraid,” I admit, my fingers twisting together nervously. I know I have to tell him my concerns, but it’s freaking hard standing up for myself. Especially when my childhood was filled with my father tearing me down every chance he got.

      “What are you afraid of, my sweet Gracie?” he asks, concern coloring his words.

      I take a deep breath and shore up the courage to say what I need to say. “I’m afraid that I won’t measure up. How long before I stop meeting your standards?”

      Ken always seems unflappable but I seem to have shocked him with my confession. He stares down at me, looking a little heartbroken and I swallow hard. Those brown eyes hold a mixture of guilt and sadness, and I want to kiss both feelings away. I can’t help it. Everything in me wants to take care of this man who takes care of everyone else.

      “That will never happen,” he says, his voice low and determined. I look away, not really believing him, no matter how much I want to. How can he be so sure? “I mean it, Gracie. You’re perfect for me.”

      I shake my head no, but really, I want him to prove it to me.

      As if reading my thoughts, Ken chuckles and leans down, his lips hovering an inch above mine. “You don’t seem to believe my words, so why don’t I show you how much I want you? Let me worship you, my perfect pixie.”

      I barely get the chance to agree before his lips are on mine. The kiss is slower than the one we shared last week, more deliberate and focused.

      Ken slips his hands under the hem of the large T-shirt I'm wearing and teases me with light, barely there touches as he sips from my mouth, drawing out a soft moan from somewhere deep inside of me.

      “Please,” I murmur, giving myself over to him. I can’t get enough of his touch.

      He continues trailing his massive hands up my body, inching my shirt up as he goes. Ken brushes his thumbs across the underside of my breasts, causing an unexpected shiver to run through me. 

      I forgot I’m only dressed in my sleep shirt, a fact that Ken seems to appreciate.

      He groans into our kiss, the vibrations running through me and settling in my lower belly, creating an intense pressure. His tongue slowly drags across the roof of my mouth, making me whimper as he pulls away. I automatically follow him, wanting more of this slow burn.

      He smirks at me, his eyes growing dark and heavy with desire. “Do you trust me, Gracie? Is it okay for me to kiss you everywhere?”

      “Every-everywhere?” I stutter out.

      Ken growls, the rough rumble of his voice so primal and possessive. “Can I taste the sweetness between your thighs? I’ve been dreaming about how you taste.”

      His words boost my confidence. He’s been dreaming about going down on me? I think I can help him make that a reality.

      “Yes,” I practically whine. “I trust you, Ken,” I whisper. He breathes me in before placing a sweet kiss on the side of my neck.

      Ken continues to inch my shirt higher and higher until he finally lifts it over my head. His lips immediately latch on to my bare breast, sucking at my nipple and rubbing his tongue on the sensitive peak.

      “So beautiful, Gracie,” he whispers before pulling away.

      My world turns upside down—literally—as Ken tosses me over his shoulder like I weigh nothing. I shriek and then laugh, kicking out my legs.

      My caveman tosses me down on the bed, making my extra weight jiggle. I cover up my belly, even though he’s already seen it. How could I possibly measure up to the shredded god of a man standing before me? I hear him growl before he kneels over me with one knee on the bed. Ken grabs my wrists and pins them above my head with one of his massive hands, while the other hand slides down my body, tracing the contours of my chest, my torso, and my rounded belly.

      “You’re perfect, Gracie, my sweet Gracie,” he murmurs.

      I think he’s going to kiss me, but instead, Ken rubs his nose against mine before trailing his lips and nose down my neck, over my collarbone, between my breasts, and lower, lower, lower…

      He nips at the soft flesh of my belly, sending a jolt of electricity to my throbbing clit, followed by a warm rush of wetness dripping out of my pussy. Ken takes a deep breath and lets go of my wrists, sliding the rest of the way down my body so he can focus on my pussy.

      Ken slides my panties down my legs, and I squirm, equal parts fascinated, turned on, and a little nervous.

      “I fucking smell how much you want me,” he grunts, spreading my thighs apart and running his nose up and down my slit. I close my eyes, not sure what to do with his attention. Some animalistic sound rumbles out of him. I can feel his need as it vibrates through me, making my nipples and clit ache. My channel clenches as more of my arousal leaks out. 

      Ken growls hungrily as he slides his tongue up and down my pussy, parting my folds. I force my eyes open and look down at his muscular back, rippling and flexing as he devours me. It feels like his tongue is everywhere at once—in my entrance, traveling through my folds, swirling around my clit. It’s everywhere, and it’s consuming me completely. It’s all I can focus on. The intense feeling. The wet, smacking sounds. The pressure and heat. 

      It makes me even hotter knowing he’s loving this. The greedy way he’s grabbing my ass, the hungry, desperate moans, the eagerness for more. It’s all showing me how much pleasure he gets from this. His rough palms slide to the back of my knees and he shoves my legs open wider, pinning them to the bed so he can sit back and stare at me. Ken growls and dives back in, licking me with fury, pushing deeper, harder, faster.

      I reach down and tangle my fingers in his hair, pulling him closer. Ken lifts his head briefly, locking his gaze on mine. God, he looks possessed. Feral, even. Did I really do that to him?

      He dips his head back down, this time sinking his teeth into my inner thigh, first one, and then the other, before licking away the sting.

      “Oh, god…” I breathe out, spreading my legs wider for him.

      “Feel good, Tinker Bell?”

      “So good,” I pant, wiggling my hips.

      Without warning, Ken throws one of my legs over his shoulder, and then the other, before flattening his tongue and licking every part of me. My back bows off the bed as I shove more of my dripping, needy cunt into his face. I can’t help it. The way his warm, soft tongue laps at my wetness and then circles my clit has me practically fucking his face.

      His hands slide under my ass and grip me there, his fingers digging in deeper with each rough stroke of his tongue. He’s helping me find my rhythm as I rub my greedy pussy against his mouth.

      “K-Ken, please…” I gasp, clawing at the sheets and snapping my thighs around his head.

      He grunts and focuses his attention on my clit, rubbing tight circles around my swollen button with his tongue. I can’t stop the breathy moans falling from my lips repeatedly, each one louder than the last as my muscles lock up and my pussy quivers around his tongue.

      I teeter on the sharp edge of ecstasy, wanting to savor the aching pressure as it builds. When Ken scrapes his teeth against my clit, pleasure slices through me, unleashing my pent-up need in one vicious explosion. 

      I cry out and lift up off the mattress, unable to contain the painful bliss rippling through every cell in my body. Wave after wave crashes into me in such rapid succession I don’t have time to catch my breath before I’m drawn under once again.

      Ken pushes me back down onto the bed with one large hand spread out over my belly, making me take all of what he’s offering. My skin burns between my thighs where his beard is scraping me, but it only serves to heighten the pleasure taking over my body.

      Finally, I start to come back down. I’m a shaking, sweating puddle of satisfaction. My legs fall from Ken’s shoulders as he stands up and pulls out his dick.

      Holy fucking fuck. I mean, just…

      “We’re not having sex tonight,” he chokes out. “But I… fuck, I need this.” He looks like he’s going out of his mind with lust. For me. That thought emboldens me. I want to give him what he needs.

      I nod my head and spread my legs open for him. Ken groans and stares at me, jerking himself off to my naked, exposed body. I watch in awe as his massive shaft grows even longer and then swells up. Ken hisses and throws his head back, pumping his fist furiously.

      When he tips his head back down to look at me, his eyes have gone completely black. He bares his teeth and clenches his jaw before stepping closer and pressing the tip of his cock against my clit.

      I gasp at how amazing it feels having his hot, hard dick rubbing against me. Ken lets out a roar as he comes on my pussy, releasing his seed in forceful jets against my clit. An unexpected orgasm rips through me. It’s short but so damn intense I see black spots in the corners of my vision.

      “That’s it, that’s so fucking it,” Ken groans as the last of his pleasure fades.

      He falls on top of me, catching himself on his forearms so he doesn’t crush me completely. His lips are on mine, giving me a taste of my own release, even as I feel his drip down my pussy. When Ken pulls back, I see his beard glistening with my cum, which makes me lean up and kiss him again. 

      “I could kiss you all night, Tink,” he whispers, pressing his lips to my forehead. “But I think we both need some rest.”

      Ken leaves my side briefly, then comes back, fully dressed, and holding out a wet washcloth. I hold my hand out for it, but he snatches it away, urging me to lie back down. Ken drags the cloth across my skin, washing the remnants of our orgasms off of me. It’s hard to believe the man who growled at me and ate me out until I came harder than I ever have is now tenderly cleaning me up.

      I must have fallen asleep, because I’m woken briefly when Ken tucks some hair behind my ear. “Get some sleep, my beautiful girl,” he murmurs. I nod and close my eyes again, drifting off into blissful sleep.
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      Ken

      

      “Would you like some wine? I have red or white,” I offer Gracie as I stir the garlic and prosciutto in the pan before it can burn.

      “Sure, white is good. Do you want me to get it?” she offers but I shake my head no.

      I want to spoil her. I’m still trying to make up for canceling our date a few days ago. Every time I think about that night, I get hard. Every time I grab a pastry from Cherry Falls Coffee or some pie from The Virgin Street Diner, I get hard because it reminds me of how sweet Gracie had tasted.

      I knew after that night that I needed to step up and hire someone before Gracie got frustrated or started to doubt me again and gave up on me. Now that I’ve found my Tinker Bell, I can’t give her up. I need her in my life so that I don’t turn into a workaholic with no friends or social life.

      “What are you making?” she asks as I set a glass of white wine down in front of her on the counter.

      “Pasta carbonara. It’s one of the only things I can cook really well,” I say with a little laugh.

      “It smells good,” she compliments.

      “Thanks. Do you cook a lot?” I ask her, wanting to learn all that I can about her.

      “Yeah, I love it actually. I’m not great at baking but I can cook.”

      “What’s your favorite food?” I ask her as I drop the pasta into the water.

      We talk recipes and favorite dishes while I finish cooking, and I smile as I set the plates down in front of us.

      “It looks delicious. If I were you, I’d be making this to eat every day,” she says as she takes a bite.

      “Usually I just grab takeout ‘cause I’ve been working so late.”

      “How’s the new nurse working out?”

      “Amy? She seems good.”

      “Did she show up on time?” she teases and I grin.

      “Yep. She was actually a few minutes early.”

      “Oh wow!”

      “Smart-ass,” I tease and Gracie giggles, the sound light and happy.

      I laugh with her, both of us falling into an easy conversation about our jobs. When dinner is finished, I clear off our plates, setting them in the sink for later.

      I turn around to offer Gracie a refill on her wine, but instead of being seated at the table, she’s right next to me. Gracie licks her lips and looks up at me from beneath her lashes. Fuck, she has no idea what she’s doing to me.

      Then the little minx licks her bottom lip and rises up on her tiptoes to press her mouth against mine. I groan into her kiss, wrapping my arms around her and hauling her into my chest.

      “What do you need, baby?” I whisper in between kisses. Gracie rubs her body against me, and I swear I almost come in my pants. She’s desperate, aching, and in need of release. I can’t fucking wait to give it to her.

      “Everything,” she moans. “I need everything, Ken. I want you so bad.”

      I growl and scoop my Tinker Bell up, carrying her to my bedroom. “Be very sure about this, Gracie. I’m already addicted to you. Once I claim all of you, there’s no going back.”

      “I want that,” she whispers, licking her lips again.

      “Goddamn, I want it too. Need it.”

      Setting my beautiful girl down, I turn her so her back is facing me. Then, I unzip the back of her dress, sliding it off her frame until it pools at our feet. Gathering her hair up with one hand, I toss it over her shoulder, leaning down and pressing my lips to the back of her neck.

      “So beautiful,” I whisper. I slide my hands all over her body, cupping her breasts through her lacy bra. Gracie rubs her ass against my groin, making my cock throb and leak precum like a motherfucker.

      Turning her around, I take in her curves, her breathtaking body, and her shy smile, with a hint of darkness. My girl is so turned on I can smell it, feel it, sense it with everything in me. She’s ready, and fuck, I’m ready too.

      Gracie tugs at my shirt and I lift it over my head, groaning when her fingers run up and down my chest. Her touch ignites my lust, and every muscle tenses as she teases me. When she undoes my belt, I lose my mind.

      I tug my jeans and boxers down, needing to be closer, to feel all of her with all of me. Gracie unclasps her bra, then slides her panties down her legs, bending over so I can appreciate the show.

      My Tinker Bell surprises me by jumping into my arms. I catch her, our lips fusing together as we tumble onto the bed.

      I nuzzle into the side of her neck and roll her onto her back. Settling between her legs, I gather up her wrists in one of my hands before pinning them above her head.

      Bending down, I ghost my lips down her neck, her collarbone, her chest, until I get to her breasts. I rub my nose over one nipple and then take it in my mouth. Gracie whimpers and bucks her hips to get me where she wants me.

      I release her hands and sit back on my heels so I can map out her body with my fingers. Slowly, I trace a line down her neck, shoulders, and the inside of her arm. I draw circles on the tender flesh of her wrists where I feel her pulse pounding against the pads of my fingers.

      Continuing my survey, my hands wander to her breasts, cupping one in each hand and bending down to kiss the tops and place openmouthed kisses in the valley between. I lick the sensitive underside of one breast and then the other. Gracie shudders at my touch.

      I nip and kiss and lick at the soft, delicate skin on her torso, lavishing every inch of her with my love and adoration. There isn’t a single part of this magnificent body I don’t love.

      I scoot down the bed until her sweet pussy is right in front of my face. Throwing one leg over my shoulder and then the other, I scoop her ass up and bring her closer to me. I can’t hold back any longer, her scent calling out to me, beckoning me to have a taste.

      I swipe my tongue into her slit and groan when I find her already dripping for me. I bury my face in her cunt, spearing my tongue in her entrance and swirling my nose around her little bundle of nerves. Licking up her slit, I take my time rubbing slow, lazy circles on the outside of her sensitive clit, never quite touching her where she needs. Gracie whimpers, her delicious sounds only encouraging me to draw this out.

      I growl into her soaking folds and relish the way her entire body trembles, more tortured moans falling from her precious lips. Finally, I suck on her clit, pulling it between my lips and swiping my tongue over the pulsing bundle again and again.

      “Ken, oh god, don’t… don’t stop,” she moans, her voice cracking as her breath gets stuck in her throat.

      I slide my right hand down from where I’ve been gripping her ass and thrust two fingers into her sopping wet pussy. It makes the most satisfying smacking sound as I pump in and out of her while continuing my assault on her clit.

      I feel her pulsing, tensing, winding up for me. One scrape of my teeth over her clit and my girl explodes for me, twisting and crying out as I hold her steady. I replace my fingers with my tongue, dipping it into her gushing entrance and scooping out her juices, drinking down everything she’s giving me.

      When I’m sure I’ve wrung out everything I can from her, I tear my face away from the most decadent meal I’ve ever had in my life. Looking up at Gracie from between her legs, I see her chest heaving and her rosy cheeks flushed from her orgasm. She lets out a little breathy sigh each time she exhales like the pleasure is too much to be silent. It makes me fucking roar inside with pride.

      I crawl up her body, placing wet kisses on her thighs, her breasts, her neck, until finally, I take her lips in a slow, sensual kiss.

      When we come up for air, I line myself up with her entrance and look into those gorgeous eyes of hers. She looks at me with trust and adoration. I always want her to look at me like that.

      “Ready for more, sweet girl?” I ask.

      “Please…” she whispers.

      Slowly, so slowly, I slide inside her warmth. Inch by inch, I feel her stretching for me, her walls pulsing and sucking me deeper inside. I bump up against her barrier, and swallow hard, reminding myself to be gentle. I kiss her as I pull back slightly, then I swallow down her cries as I thrust through her virginity.

      When I finally hit the end of her, we both let go of a breath. Staying completely still, I memorize the way her pussy feels wrapped around me. “Are you alright?” I grit out, every muscle flexing as I hold my lust at bay.

      Gracie nods her head and wiggles her hips, lodging me deeper inside. We both groan at the sensation.

      I rest my forehead on hers, needing Gracie to feel this with me. I gently suck her top lip between mine in a soft kiss and then switch to her bottom lip. I keep nipping at her sweet, pouty lips while filling her up with every inch of me.

      Gracie winds her arms around my neck and slides her fingers into my hair, pulling me in to deepen the kiss. I start rocking in and out of her as our tongues tangle together. She breaks the kiss to suck in air, and I take the opportunity to nuzzle and kiss her neck, licking her pulse point and feeling her heartbeat under my lips, my tongue.

      I keep a steady pace as she meets me thrust for thrust. Without warning, I flip us over so she’s on top. I pull her down so we’re chest to chest, the angle allowing me to wedge myself so deep inside her I fucking see stars. I grit my teeth to keep from coming.

      “Oh, god, it’s… Ken, you’re so deep…”

      Her hips twitch and buck and she cries out as my cock scrapes against her G-spot again and again. I cup her ass and drag her body up and down, giving us both the friction we need. It’s a slow, intense burn, one that has us both gasping each time I hit the end of her.

      Gracie buries her head in my neck as her legs tighten around me. I grip her ass harder, shoving her tight little cunt down my cock as far as she can take it. Gracie comes so hard, convulsing in my arms and sobbing out her release. Her juices gush all over me as her pussy throbs. I fuck her through it, feeling the tender, swollen flesh of her pussy pulse around me again and again.

      I wrap my arms around her back, keeping her body flush against mine as my hips snap and pump into her. Gracie lifts her head up, resting her forehead on mine. Her entire body jerks in my arms as she comes again.

      Her pussy knots around me, the muscles coiling like cords to secure me inside of her. We grind our bodies together, circling, pulling, pushing, each motion lodging me deeper. I feel her curvy little body trembling as she struggles through another intense orgasm.

      “Hold me tight,” I tell her, kissing down her neck and back up again, brushing my lips against her ear. “Stay right here with me…”

      She crushes her lips on mine and moans into my mouth as she comes one last time, taking me with her over the edge.

      I swell inside her as my orgasm shoots down my spine, drawing my balls up tight and then emptying into her with such force I think I might pass out. I keep coming inside of her, my dick raw and throbbing as I empty myself over and over. I’ve never come so hard for so long.

      When I’m finally done, I stroke Gracie’s back. She’s a pile of bones on top of me, completely spent. Every few seconds, she shudders out another wave of pleasure and whimpers softly into my chest where her head is resting.

      We stay like that for minutes, hours, God knows how long. I feel myself growing hard again, my cock still buried deep inside of her. Gracie moans and pushes herself up on her knees and begins to ride me.

      “Jesus, fuck, Gracie…” I grit out as I grab her hips and help her set a steady rhythm.

      She rolls her body on top of mine, digging her nails into my chest as she uses me to get herself off. Watching Gracie writhe on top of me, her tits jiggling, her chest heaving with every breath as she cries out her pleasure… It’s all too much for me to take.

      I reach out and rub her clit in furious circles, needing her to get there before I fill her up with my cum again. Gracie’s arms buckle underneath her, and she falls to my chest. I flip us over and throw both of her legs over one of my shoulders, thrusting my hard cock inside of her and pounding into her at this new angle.

      “Goddamn, baby, you’re so fucking tight like this,” I growl.

      Gracie fists the sheets and thrashes her head back and forth, bowing her back off the mattress. I slap her ass and piston in and out of her.

      “Ken, Ken… right there, yes, yes…”

      She screams as her pussy chokes my dick, making me pump into her one last time and then explode with a roar.

      I reluctantly pull out and set her legs down before collapsing next to her. We’re both panting and sweating. After a few minutes of calming down, Gracie shuffles over to me and I tuck her into my side, kissing her forehead and holding her tightly against me.

      “Are you okay, Tinker Bell?” I ask.

      “Mhmm. Amazing,” she breathes out.

      I smile at her sleepy response. “I’ve got you,” I whisper, combing my fingers through her hair and guiding her to curl up on my chest. I already know I’ll never get enough of my Gracie.
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      Gracie

      

      I wake up sore but happy the next morning. I grin, stretching and rolling over in bed, expecting to encounter Ken’s toned body. When all I feel is cold sheets, my eyes pop open.

      Disappointment slams into me as I see that I’m naked and alone in his bed. My first thought is that he regretted what we did last night and didn’t want to deal with any awkwardness this morning. I mean, why else would the first man that I slept with just leave me naked and alone in his bed?

      I thought last night was incredible, the way Ken moved inside me, how he read my body and gave me everything I needed, exactly when I needed it. But maybe it wasn’t good for him? Maybe he was just trying to save us both the embarrassment of him kicking me out.

      Then I spot a note on the side table. I smile, wondering if he just went out to get us breakfast or something. I still would have preferred waking up next to him, but I suppose coffee and pastries aren’t so bad.

      I pick it up, my hope crashing once again as I read it.

      

      Gracie,

      I had to run into the office to finish up some paperwork. I’ll text you later.

      Ken

      

      I clutch the sheet against my chest and doubts start to drown me. Did I mess up last night? Do something strange? Did he regret it? Was I not supposed to spend the night? I was so worn out I passed out in his arms.

      Still, how could he just leave me like this? He knew that last night was my first time. I don’t think I’m being too clingy by wanting to wake up next to the man I gave my virginity to, but maybe I read all of this wrong. Surely Ken wasn’t just using me for sex. I’m sure he could have anyone he wants.

      I try to shut down those thoughts and take deep breaths. I’m being ridiculous. I know how Ken is. He’s a workaholic. I’ll just need to talk to him and let him know that he hurt me by leaving me like that. Then we can put this whole thing behind us.

      My whole life, I took whatever my father dished out. I never spoke up for myself, and I refuse to start out this new relationship that way. If it even is a relationship. Either way, I have to know for sure. If Ken wants to keep me in his life, then we’ll have to talk about expectations. Ugh, my least favorite subject. I never seem to measure up, and I’m right back to spiraling just thinking about what Ken’s expectations are.

      I need to pull up my big girl panties. I can have a conversation with him like an adult. And if he doesn’t want me? Well… I’ll be crushed. But at least I’ll know the truth.

      I climb out of bed, pulling on my clothes from last night and locking the door behind me. I have to head back to my place and since everyone else has already opened their shops, I have to do the walk of shame from my car, up to my place to change my clothes.

      “Hey!” Poppy says as I hurry into The Flower Patch.

      “Hey! Sorry I’m late,” I say as I rush behind the counter to help her fill today’s orders.

      “Don’t worry about it,” she says.

      We work in silence as we make the bouquets and write out the cards.

      “I’ll make the deliveries,” Poppy volunteers and I give her a grateful smile as I help her load up the car.

      It’s almost lunchtime and I still haven’t heard anything from Ken. It’s hard not to feel like maybe I was wrong and he really did regret last night.

      I spend another hour going through the bouquets and debating if I should make another one for Ken. I’m still debating when my phone goes off and I look to see a text message from Ken.

      

      Ken: Hey, how would you like to meet me at Pressed tonight at seven?

      

      I grin. Pressed is the fanciest restaurant in town and if he’s asking me there, maybe I’m just being a crazy, insecure mess and blowing things way out of proportion. It’ll be a good opportunity for us to talk and hopefully get on the same page about what we’re doing.

      

      Gracie: See you then!

      

      I tuck my phone away, grinning as I get back to work. I eat a late lunch and wave goodbye to Poppy as we close up. I have an hour and a half to get cleaned up and changed before I have to meet Ken at Pressed and I want to look amazing so I’m going to need every minute.

      I grab a royal-blue cocktail dress that I love but never had the reason to wear. It’s a little snugger than I remember, and normally I wouldn’t wear something so formfitting out, but I know Ken loves my curves and I want to drive him wild.

      I pull my hair up and pin it up into a French twist so it’s off of my neck. I add some mascara and a little bit of eyeliner. I have one lipstick. It’s bright red and I bought it thinking that one day I would be confident enough to wear it out. I think tonight is finally that night. I’m taking control of my life and asking for what I need.

      I apply the lipstick carefully, smiling as I see my reflection. I look happy. In love even.

      I grab my purse, heading out to my car and making the short drive over to Pressed. It’s on the outskirts of Cherry Falls, tucked into the forest and it looks like a hidden gem as I drive up and park.

      The place is intimate, romantic, and I can’t wait to see Ken. I head inside, giving his name to the maître d’. Ken isn’t here yet but I’m still a few minutes early so I don’t worry about it.

      I order a water and look around the place. We’re seated in the middle of the restaurant and I take in the bar tucked into one corner. There are heavy curtains around the walls, helping to muffle the chatter. The tables are small and spaced out so that everyone has privacy.

      The waitress drops off some bread and butter and my stomach rumbles. I’m starving but I don’t want to start eating until Ken is here.

      Ten minutes goes by, then twenty, then thirty. I don’t want to believe he’s this late, so I continue browsing the menu as if I’m a food snob and nothing here sounds good enough for my palette.

      After forty-five minutes, people are starting to give me curious looks. Mostly it’s women giving me a sympathetic glance, knowing what I’m not ready to admit yet. I’ve been stood up. My stomach starts to feel more and more nauseous. By the time it’s eight and he’s an hour late, I give up.

      Standing on shaky legs, I drop a twenty on the table, blinking back tears. I bite the inside of my cheek, the slight sting bringing me back from the edge. I just need to make it home and then I can fall apart. I’ve embarrassed myself enough for one night.

      I give the maître d’ a shaky smile as I practically run across the lot to my car. I make the drive home, tears slipping down my cheeks, my breath choppy as I sob. I have to pull over a few blocks away from my apartment to clear my eyes and blow my nose. I can hardly see through my tears, but I somehow make it the last three blocks home.

      Parking outside my apartment, I can’t help but check my phone. It’s silly and setting myself up for disappointment, but I so desperately want there to be an explanation. Surely, he’s messaged me by now to apologize and tell me he had an emergency at the clinic.

      There’s nothing though.

      I swallow down the next wave of tears and force myself out of my car and inside to my apartment. Locking the door behind me, I catch sight of my reflection in the mirror. I look miserable. Pathetic. Gullible. There’s no stopping the tears this time as a torrent of emotion slams into me.

      The first man I had sex with, the first man I loved, just stood me up. I have no idea if he was just using me or if he forgot about our date. Honestly, I’m not sure which is worse. I can’t be second to Ken’s job, and whether he’s an asshole or selfishly caught up in paperwork, the result is the same. My heart is broken and I don’t know what it will take to ease the pain.

      I trudge through my apartment and flop down on the bed, curling into a ball. There’s no containing the tears or wretched sobs pulled from the depths of sorrow.

      Something pulls me out of my half-asleep, half-awake pity party. I roll over on the couch, groaning from the cramps in my muscles. My phone rings, making me groan again. I almost let it go to voicemail, but some silly part of me is hoping it’s Ken.

      Of course, it’s not. It’s Sydney, a friend from college. She’s several years younger than me, and just graduated recently. The phone rings again, and I decide to answer. Maybe a distraction from Ken will be good.

      “Hey, Sydney,” I say, hoping she can’t hear the crack in my voice.

      “Gracie, is everything okay?”

      A hollow laugh escapes my throat, followed by a few pathetic sniffles. “No,” I whisper hoarsely. So much for not talking about Ken.

      “Tell me everything and don’t spare a single detail.” Sydney sounds like she’s shuffling around, possible getting cozy on her couch with a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. We used to hang out all the time in college and have movie nights. I bet she’s wearing her fleece pajamas with the owls on them.

      “Wait, why did you call? I don’t want to just spill my guts if you have something important.”

      “That’s exactly what I want you to do. I’m just calling because I miss you. We used to chat a lot more, and now that I’m out of school and back in my hometown of Rosewood, I feel like I’ve been dropping the ball. I would hate for you to think I don’t care.”

      Her sweetness only makes me cry harder. “You’re the best,” I say with a sniffle. “And it’s on me, too. I’ve been busy getting the flower shop up and running, and then there was this guy…” A fresh wave of tears trickles down my cheeks. It’s all so raw, so painful right now, but I’m glad Sydney called.

      “Did he hurt you? Dump you? I’ll deck him in the face if he’s the one who made you cry!” God, I love her. She sounds like she’s serious, but I know Sydney. She wouldn’t hurt a fly.

      “Now that, I would pay to see.”

      “What? I can be tough!” she insists. I giggle at her indignation. “I mean, I’ve never punched anyone before, but I could give it a try. Oh! I know! I’ll launch a cyber-attack against him!”

      “A cyber-attack? I thought you went to school for interior design, not computer science.”

      “I did,” she laughs. “I don’t mean hacking or anything like that. I’ll… I’ll… write a strongly worded email to his boss about his behavior.”

      This gets a real laugh out of me. Sydney is adorable, and I know she’d struggle to even write a strongly worded email. “Unfortunately, he’s a doctor and he owns his own clinic.”

      “Well, crap.”

      I grin at her exasperated tone. “Right? It’s not enough that he’s stupidly handsome, he also saves people for a living and is loaded. Why are guys such jerks?”

      “I know! The hot ones seem to be nothing but trouble.”

      “Hot ones, huh? Do you have anything you want to tell me?”

      “No. Yes. No. It’s nothing. It’s not a thing.”

      I giggle at her flustered words. “Come on, give me something else to focus on.”

      “Fine,” she sighs. “I met this gorgeous guy at a bar.”

      “You were in a bar?!”

      “Yes. Sort of. I was there getting a shepherd’s pie for my grandma.”

      “That makes more sense.” I laugh while Sydney huffs out a breath. I bet she’s rolling her eyes right now, too.

      “Anyway. Pretty much as soon as I stepped inside the bar and asked for the food, he got all grumpy and then called me a liar! And then he kicked me out!”

      “What?”

      “Yeah! But that’s not all. He chased me down the street, I guess to apologize or something, but I slipped into a coffee shop just in time.”

      “Sydney, is he a stalker? Do you need to report him to the cops?”

      “No, no, nothing like that. I mean, I’ve bumped into him a few times, and he always starts out kind of sweet, and then ends up saying something rude. I don’t get it. It’s like he’s seeking me out just to be mean.”

      “Or, maybe he likes you.”

      “What?!”

      “Just think about it. Maybe you make him nervous.”

      Sydney laughs so hard she has to pull the phone away from her ear. I hear the sound echoing softly around the room. “No, I don’t think that’s the case. Thanks for the laugh though.”

      “You too, Syd. I miss you.”

      “Miss you too, Gracie. Promise me you’ll tell me about handsome, rich, jerky doctor when you’re ready?”

      “Only if you promise to update me on hot, rude bartender when he finally makes his move.”

      “Ha. Yeah, I’ll get right on that,” she says sarcastically.

      We say our goodbyes and plan for a video chat later in the week. I’m feeling a little better, but I’m mostly just numb.

      I grab a blanket and curl back up on the couch, trying not to cry. I only make it five minutes before the tears start again. This time, they don’t stop until sleep finally takes me.
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      “I’ve got it, Amy,” I say as she tries to restock the supplies. I cringe when she pours cotton balls into the tongue depressor basket and then throws away a nearly full box of gloves just because the top one was stuck.

      She’s done something wrong in every room I’ve checked and I don’t have time to go around after her, double-checking her work. That’s the opposite of taking tasks off my plate, and I’ve just about had enough. Still, I try to maintain my professionalism. I’m trying real damn hard to give Amy the benefit of the doubt but look where it’s gotten me so far.

      “Are you sure?” she asks. Amy looks a bit too eager to get out of here.

      I nod, taking over her duties. It will push my own work back an hour or so, but it’s still more efficient than having to redo everything. “I’m sure.”

      “Okay, see you tomorrow!” she chirps as she heads for the day. I roll my eyes when the door shuts, then take a deep breath and try to focus. I have to hurry up if I want to make it in time for my date with Gracie.

      I finish restocking the rooms, grumbling the whole way. I’m about to head out for the night when I remember that I need to put in a few prescription renewals. I should have done it yesterday, but I was busy training Amy. Not that it did much good.

      I head back to my office to take care of the prescriptions, then notice a stack of papers on my desk. Flipping through them, I see they are all the patient files from everyone I saw today. Fuck, Amy didn’t put these away. Upon closer inspection, I see she put the updated notes in the wrong folders.

      I rub my temples, groaning in frustration. Great. One more thing for me to do tonight.

      I get lost in the monotony of paperwork, and it isn’t until Graham calls and I see my phone that I realize just how much time has passed.

      “Shit!” I shout as I scramble to grab my keys and race out the door, not bothering to answer the phone.

      I barely remember to lock up the clinic after me. It’s almost nine and I’m so fucking late for my date with Gracie. I curse myself out the entire drive out to Pressed. I know she won’t be there, but I still have to try. I’ve tried to call her a couple of times, but she hasn’t answered.

      God, I’m such an asshole.

      I got so caught up in juggling all of the things around the clinic that I didn’t realize how much time had passed. That’s no excuse, though. It sounds weak in my head, even though it’s the truth.

      I pull into the lot, trying to spot Gracie’s car but it’s not there. Still, I have to go in and check. It’s compulsive, this need to find her, to make it up to her. Fuck, she was already afraid of disappointing me, and here I’ve gone and stood her up. She has every right to be pissed, and I deserve that. What I can’t stand, however, is the thought of her crying.

      “Hey, have you seen a dark-haired girl come in?” I ask the hostess. “It was for the Ken Coleman reservation.”

      “Yeah, she was in a few hours ago,” the woman says, arching a perfectly manicured eyebrow up. She gives me a disapproving look, and I know she knows who I am. Or, at least, what I did. “Your date left a while ago, sir.”

      “Shit,” I mumble as I turn and sprint back out to my car.

      I call Gracie three more times on my drive to her apartment but she never answers. I start to get more and more anxious.

      I really fucked up this time.

      And the worst part? There’s absolutely no excuse. I hurt the most important person in my life because of my carelessness and messed-up priorities.

      Panic grips me as I park the car and she still hasn’t answered. I take her stairs two at a time, nearly tripping on the top one. With one last fortifying breath, I raise my hand and knock on her door.

      “Gracie? Gracie, please open up, Tinker Bell!” I wait a moment, but don’t hear anything. “Gracie, I’m so sorry. Please talk to me.” I knock again, louder this time. Pressing my ear to the door, I can barely make out some rustling from deep inside, then finally, footsteps come closer and closer.

      The door swings open and I’m gutted by what I see. My heart shatters when I take in her tear-stained face and blue eyes filled with such hurt and betrayal. I did that. I caused the girl I love pain and it only drives the knife in my heart more. I need to make this right.

      “I’m so sorry, Gracie. Please, just let me explain,” I beg her.

      Gracie steels her look, her blue eyes turning hard and narrow as she glares at me.

      “Save it.”

      I’m taken aback by the coldness in her voice, but I know I deserve it.

      “Please, hear me out. I just lost track of time. I’m so sorry. I promise it will never happen again. I should have set an alarm or something so that I left in time,” I explain but it doesn’t seem to be making a dent in the anger and hurt rolling off of her.

      Her jaw tenses and her nostrils flare. For a moment, I think she’s going to yell at me. Instead, she simply says, “Okay, good night.”

      Gracie starts to close the door, but I press my palm against it, stopping the movement. “I’ll make it up to you. I promise.” I can hear the desperation in my voice, but I don’t care. Gracie has become vital to my existence, and I don’t know what I’d do without her.

      “Fine, you’ll make it up to me, but your apology doesn’t make any of this better. You get that right? It doesn’t change anything. I can’t keep playing second fiddle to your career.

      “No, that’s not—”

      “Deny it all you want, but you showed your true colors tonight.”

      “Gracie, I’m—”

      “No.”

      “I just lost track of time,” I say exasperatedly. I know it’s a shit excuse, and it sounds hollow even to my ears. “I had to fix some things the new nurse messed up. It’s just growing pains. We’ll figure this out. Just give me another chance.”

      “It’s not good enough, Ken. I refuse to have someone else in my life that makes me feel less than. I always felt inadequate around my father. I grew up thinking I’d never be good enough, and it took a lot of hard work to break out of that cycle. After this morning and tonight, I feel inadequate around you, too. I feel like I’ve taken a huge step backward for allowing myself to be treated this way.”

      “What happened this morning?” I ask, confused. Her words are like sharp daggers, each one piercing my fucking soul until it’s numb.

      “You left me alone and naked in your bed after I gave you my virginity,” she hisses. “And why? Not to tend to an emergency or even pick up breakfast. You left so that you could get caught up on paperwork. You don’t think that you should have stayed? That maybe I would be feeling vulnerable after opening myself up like that for the first time?”

      “Shit, Gracie, I wasn’t thinking,” I choke out. How did I mess up this badly? Why didn’t I think about how she would feel? I swallow, my throat dry as I realize just how many ways I fucked up with my Tinker Bell.

      “You were thinking, though. You were thinking about all the stuff you needed to get done at the office and made that a priority. Work was more important than waking up with me.” She wipes her eyes and sniffles before continuing. “I’ve been wondering what I did wrong all day, second-guessing myself, and trying to pinpoint where it all went wrong. But the problem here isn’t me. It’s you. You can’t stop working, you can’t let control go and if something isn’t perfectly to your standards, then you just can’t let it go. I can’t be with you and continue to deal with this.”

      I clear my throat, trying to talk around the lump forming there. “I never thought you were anything less than perfect, Gracie,” I promise.

      “It doesn’t matter!” she yells, a new wave of tears spilling down her cheeks. I hate that I pushed her to this point. My sweet pixie is hurt and lashing out, and it’s my fault. “You manage to find everyone else’s shortcomings. I’m not sticking around to wait for you to find mine.”

      She slams the door in my face, leaving me standing there broken and wondering how the hell I’m ever going to be able to fix this.
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      “Why don’t you go out to lunch, boss?” Poppy asks carefully. I look up from the bouquet, noticing it’s already two in the afternoon.

      “I’m not hungry,” I mumble.

      I haven’t been eating much this last week. Ever since I broke up with Ken, my appetite seems to have disappeared.

      “Maybe some fresh air will do you good,” Poppy tries again. I know she’s just worried about me, and honestly, I’m worried about me, too. I wanted to stay mad at Ken, and I am. But I also miss him.

      “Yeah, maybe you’re right.”

      I finish up the flower arrangement and grab my purse. I don’t really have anywhere to go and even though I’m not hungry, I still drive to The Virgin Street Diner.

      Caroline is there behind the counter, doing inventory or something and I take a seat at the counter in front of her.

      “Hey stranger. You look like crap,” she says as she grabs me a Coke.

      “Thanks.”

      “Are you hungry?” she asks but I shake my head, taking a sip of my drink.

      Caroline frowns but doesn’t push.

      “So, Ken and I broke up,” I say after a few minutes.

      “Yeah, I figured. He came in twice looking like roadkill and when I didn’t see you, I figured that something happened.”

      “He stood me up.”

      “Jerk.”

      I smile, loving that she’s on my side right away.

      “Was that it?” she asks and I shake my head.

      “He also left me alone in bed the night after I uh…” I trail off, looking around at the other diner patrons but Caroline gets it.

      “Idiot.”

      “Uh-huh,” I agree. “Then he tried to apologize but I just can’t wait around for him to find me lacking.”

      “What?” she asks, frowning at me. “He said that you were lacking?”

      “No, not exactly, but he finds every single nurse that he’s tried to hire lacking. I don’t think he even realizes they just need a little more training and they could get it. They mess up once and they’re gone and sometimes it’s dumb stuff like being a few minutes late.”

      “But he hasn’t said that you’re a screwup, right?”

      “No, he says that I’m perfect, but no one is perfect and it was only a matter of time before he figured that out. Besides, it hurt that it was so easy for him to leave me the morning after something so important and then to stand me up all in the same day. If I was important to him, he would have remembered me.”

      Caroline frowns, looking away for a moment before she starts to speak.

      “I think it’s been a long while since Ken cared about anyone or anything besides work. That in no way excuses what he did and he’ll have to make it up to you.”

      “I don’t know if he can,” I admit, blinking back tears.

      “I think he’s about to give it one hell of a shot,” Caroline says, staring at something over my shoulder.

      “What?” I ask, turning in my seat, my eyes widening as I see Ken striding determinedly toward the diner.

      He opens the door, his eyes locking with mine and he heads my way, grabbing my hands and pulling me up and over his shoulder without saying a word.

      “What are you doing?” I shriek as he marches back out of the diner and over to his car.

      “I have all the time in the world to prove to you how much I love you and how perfect you are to me.”

      “You don’t tell someone that you love them while you’re kidnapping them!” I yell and he laughs.

      “Tell that to Graham,” he mutters under his breath.

      “What?” I ask, wondering who Graham is.

      “Nothing.”

      “Where are you taking me?” I ask as he sets me down in the passenger seat.

      “Home.”

      He starts the car and we drive past the clinic.

      “Want to stop in and make sure everything is running to your standards?” I snark and he just smiles.

      “No need. I’ve spent the last week working around the clock to get everything into place. Now I have two nurse practitioners to help out with the patients and I can take more time off and work more normal hours.”

      I turn and stare at him, wondering if he’s serious.

      “Really?” I ask, trying to remind myself not to get my hopes up.

      “Yes, really.” He tightens his hold on the steering wheel and shuffles around in his seat, like he’s restless to get out and start making it up to me right now. “I’m so sorry for what I did, Gracie. After you closed the door, I realized just how much my life was wrapped up in work. I never want to make you feel that way again and I knew that I needed to make changes. I’m sure that it will take time for you to trust me again and see that I mean it, but I’m willing to prove it to you over and over again. I love you, Tinker Bell.”

      He parks outside of his house and I sit there motionless as he climbs out, rounds the hood and pulls me out of the car. I miss him so much I ache, but I can’t quite believe this is happening. Ken cups my face and kisses my forehead before lifting me up in his arms. I don’t want to admit it to him, but I love the way he cradles me against his chest.

      When we’re inside, he sets me down on my feet and runs his hands through his hair before rubbing them down his face. For the first time, I see how truly exhausted he is. I thought I’d seen him worn out before, but this is a different kind of exhaustion. It’s soul deep, and I want nothing more than to hold him. I can’t help it. I want to forgive him and start healing together.

      “I’m sorry, Gracie,” he rasps. “I never want to hurt you, but that doesn’t change the fact that I did. You mean everything to me. You showed me just how much I was missing and now I can’t go back to living without your sweetness in my life. I want your bright flowers and even brighter smiles. Hell, I need them. I need all of you, beautiful pixie. Will you give me a chance to make it up to you and to prove that I can be the man you need? The man you deserve?”

      I stare into his eyes, amazed at the level of love and hope that I can see swirling in the chocolate depths. Tears well up in his eyes, cracking my heart in two and breaking down every one of my defenses.

      “Yes,” I whisper. “I want you, too. I love you, Ken.”

      “You do?” he asks in shock, almost like he never thought he would hear those words from me. I nod, feeling their truth settle between us. I love Ken and he loves me.

      “Say it again,” he demands, his forehead resting against mine.

      “I love you, Ken Coleman.”

      “Thank god. I love you so much, Gracie. Can I show you how much?”

      I nod, and Ken closes the distance between us, kissing me softly, taking his time to taste me and explore my mouth. It’s so sweet and tender I feel like I might break down into tears for the millionth time today.

      “Please…” I whimper, pressing my body against his and trailing my hands up his chest.

      “I’ve got you, sweet girl. I know what you need,” he murmurs. Ken gives me one last kiss and then lifts me up in his arms once again, carrying me toward the bathroom.

      As soon as he sets me down, Ken turns the water on in the massive, luxurious shower. Water pours out from a rainfall showerhead, and he turns back to me, quickly getting rid of his clothes.

      “What are you thinking about?” Ken asks from behind me as he strips me of my shirt and unclasps my bra. He trails his fingers up my back, pushing the straps down my shoulders and kissing me there.

      He helps me into the shower once we’re both naked and positions me right in the middle of the water stream. I close my eyes and let the hot water trickle over my skin. I can’t help the sigh that escapes my lips.

      His fingertips follow the streams of water as they pour over my shoulders, my breasts, my torso, my hips, and finally my throbbing pussy. I moan as his knuckles barely graze my mound before continuing down my inner thighs.

      Ken’s other hand wraps around the back of my neck, pulling me in for a punishing kiss. I open up for him, needing to taste and touch and feel him everywhere. He tugs my hair, pulling my head back so he can deepen the kiss. I feel two fingers dip into my slit and start circling my little bundle of nerves in slow, steady strokes.

      I grip his biceps, digging my nails in as one finger pushes into my entrance, then two. Ken thrusts his large digits in and out of me, slowly at first, and then faster, faster, faster, grinding the heel of his hand down on my clit all while devouring my lips.

      Breaking the kiss, I bury my face between his neck and shoulder as I cry out. I’m right there, so close to my much-needed release. He keeps pumping his fingers, twisting and curling them up to rub against my G-spot. Again, again, one more time…

      Suddenly, his hand is gone. I nearly fall over at the loss of him, but I regain my composure and glare right at his stupidly handsome face. Ken just grins, which makes my pussy clench.

      “Not yet, Tinker Bell. Patience.”

      With that, he spins me around, my back to his front, and starts massaging me everywhere. His large, calloused hands squeezing my breasts, my hips, my soft, round belly that I’ve always been a little self-conscious of. Ken has made it clear that he loves every inch of me.

      His hands trail lower, once again teasing my pussy lips. My clit throbs in time with my heartbeat, begging him to do something about the unbearable ache he’s created.

      “Ken…” I moan, wiggling my hips in an attempt to get him to touch me where I need him most.

      “Not yet,” he murmurs again, licking the shell of my ear before trailing kisses down my neck and shoulder.

      I feel his hard cock dig into my ass, so I wiggle a bit more until I feel his length nestle between my cheeks. Ken groans and rotates his hips, grinding his thick shaft against my ass.

      “God, please, Ken,” I beg. My legs start shaking, and I have to lean forward and brace myself against the wall.

      A low growl rises up from deep in Ken’s chest, the sound vibrating through me, nearly making me come on the spot. He grips my left leg just under my knee and lifts it so my foot is resting on a bench in the corner of the shower I didn’t notice earlier.

      “That’s it, fuck, love when you’re spread out for me.” He continues touching every inch of me, caressing my thighs and widening my stance a bit.

      Ken gives me a satisfied grunt, which makes me giggle. My laughter is cut off when his cock slides up and down my slit. He taps my clit, nearly sending me over the edge. I’m so damn sensitive and ready to come. I think I might die if he doesn’t get inside of me this second.

      “I’ve got you, Gracie,” he murmurs, lining himself up with my entrance.

      I’m expecting him to thrust inside of me and fuck me hard. I know he’s as desperate for me as I am for him. But Ken slowly inches inside of me, prolonging the sweet pain deep in my core. He grips my hips, holding me in place as he stretches me open. I hold my breath as he slides home, hitting the very end of me.

      “Fucking Christ,” he whispers. “I’ve missed you so damn much.”

      Ken pulls out, just as slowly, making me whine. I open my mouth to tell him to fuck me already, but then Ken slams his thick dick all the way inside, making me come instantly.

      He wraps his arms around me, holding me up as I spasm around his cock. He fucks me through it, hammering into me over and over, as I continue to convulse and cry out his name. I feel Ken grip the inner thigh of my leg that’s propped up, spreading me wider and angling my hips so he’s hitting my G-spot with every thrust.

      “Y-y-yesss…” I manage to hiss out as I pound my fist against the wall and throw my head back against his shoulder. Ken wraps his hand around my throat, keeping my head tilted back as he splits me open with his dick.

      “So tight for me, love,” he grits out.

      I whimper in response, already feeling another orgasm rushing to the surface. He must sense it, too. Ken keeps a firm grip on my neck, which is hot as fuck, and then trails his other hand down my body, circling my clit and then pinching it.

      My orgasm slams into me, hard and fast, ripping a scream from my lips. Ken growls and ruts into me, rubbing furious circles over my swollen, pulsing clit. A painful, delicious pleasure takes over every part of my body as I come again for him, sobbing his name.

      Ken pulls out and spins me around, crashing his lips down on mine as he lifts me up and spears me with his cock. I wrap my legs around his hips and hang on for dear life as he pins me to the wall and fucks me like a man possessed.

      “Mine, mine, mine. Say it, Gracie. Tell me, Tink.”

      “Y-yours,” I whisper, my voice scratchy from screaming his name.

      “Louder,” he growls.

      “I’m yours!” I cry out, writhing in his arms.

      Ken roars and bites my shoulder as he comes, marking me, claiming me, fucking me raw. I gasp and open my mouth in a silent scream, my entire body pulsing, tensing, stretching…and then collapsing in on itself as my orgasm ravishes me from the inside out.

      I swear I feel Ken come again, shooting his cum deep inside of me in forceful bursts.

      I drag air into my lungs in short breaths, trembling in Ken’s arms as he keeps me pinned to the wall. I comb my fingers through his hair while he nuzzles into my shoulder, kissing over the spot where he bit me.

      “I love you,” he whispers over and over, trailing kisses up my neck and all over my face.

      “I love you, too,” I assure him.

      “Thank you, sweet girl. Thank you for forgiving me.”

      “Don’t make me regret it,” I tease, giving him a little smirk.

      “Never,” he vows, kissing the smile right off my lips. “Now let’s get cleaned up so I can get you dirty all over again.
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      Gracie

      

      “I think this is the last one,” I call out over my shoulder as I set the box down against the wall, next to the stack of other boxes.

      It’s our one-month anniversary, and even though it might be quick, Ken convinced me to move in with him. We just picked up the last of my stuff from my apartment. I thought it was too soon, but Ken pointed out that I spend every night at his place anyway. I haven’t even bought any groceries for my place since I have most of my meals with Ken.

      He’s made a point to be home by five thirty every night. He said he always wants to have dinner with me, and so far, he’s kept that promise.

      “Good,” Ken says from behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist and pulling me back against his chest. He nuzzles into the side of my neck, kissing me there. “I have a surprise for you.”

      “Oh yeah?” I murmur, pushing against his growing erection.

      Ken groans and kisses my neck again. “Not that kind of surprise.” I pout and he kisses my lips before pulling back. “Come, let me show you.”

      He holds out his hand, and of course, I take it. Ken pulls me along, taking me through the house and out the back door. He’s like an adorable kid excited about a Christmas present.

      “What’s going on?” I ask with a little laugh as he covers my eyes with his hand.

      “A big reveal,” he answers, his lips grazing the shell of my ear.

      “A big reveal?”

      Ken removes his hand, and I stare down into an empty plot of dirt, marked off with some wooden spikes and caution tape. I tilt my head in confusion, then look over at Ken. He’s grinning from ear to ear. It’s so freaking cute, but I’m confused.

      Ken digs around in his pocket and perplexes me further by handing me packets of seeds. I turn them over, seeing the seeds are for fruits and vegetables. Laughter sparkles in his eyes as I raise my eyebrow in question.

      “You said you wanted to experiment more with fresh produce,” he says, as if that explains anything. “And I figured you could use a place to grow them.”

      “You’re building me a garden?” I ask in surprise. It’s so thoughtful and perfect.

      “Actually, I’m building you a greenhouse.”

      “What?!” My jaw drops and I look between him and the plot of land, which is definitely more of a rectangle, now that I look at it.

      “Now, it’ll take a few days to get everything set up. I’m taking next week off to help the guys get everything done.”

      “A greenhouse…” I whisper, still in shock.

      Ken’s smile drops and his brows furrow. “You don’t like it?”

      “What? No, I love it! I can’t believe you’re giving me my own greenhouse!”

      He grins at me and loops his arms around my waist, crushing my body against his. “Don’t you know I’d give you anything?”

      “Anything?” I practically purr.

      “Fuck yes.”

      His lips are on mine, his hands roaming all over me, squeezing my breasts, stroking my back, tangling in my hair to guide my head as he deepens his kiss. I feel him consume me, each stroke of his tongue reminding me I’m his.

      Ken picks me up and carries me through the house, kissing me the whole way. He makes quick work of undressing us, then lays me down on the bed so I’m stretched out before him. He kneels on the bed at my feet and trails his fingers over my toes, up the arch of my foot, circling my ankle.

      Ken continues touching and tickling my skin, bending over to add soft kisses to the places his fingers just touched. He works his hands higher up my legs, massaging my calves, knees, and thighs. When he gets to my center, he places a sweet kiss on top of my mound and continues moving up my body.

      His hands slide over the curve of my hips in reverence and he places small kisses on my belly, nuzzling his head there. I wonder if I’m pregnant. The thought should scare me, but I find that I want it. I want everything with him.

      He looks up at me and a moment of understanding passes between us.

      Ken returns his focus on my body, kissing a trail up my torso and between my breasts. His knuckles brush against my nipples and he traces the round curve of my breasts with his tongue.

      Ken is worshiping my body, showing me how much I mean to him. His hands glide down my arms and he twines his fingers in mine, bringing my arms above my head and holding them in place with one of his large hands on my wrists.

      He dips his head down and sucks on my collarbone before licking the curve of my neck and placing a soft kiss at my pulse point. Ken makes his way to my face, kissing up my jaw and placing sweet kisses on my temple, my forehead, my eyes, my nose. He hovers above me, inches away. We share the same breath and get lost in this moment.

      Finally, Ken kisses me. It’s tender and reverent, full of promises. He reaches down and drags his throbbing cock up my slit, rubbing my juices all over him. He deepens the kiss and slowly slides into me. I can feel every vein on his shaft as he presses himself into me, keeping his slow, steady pace.

      We both groan when he’s fully buried deep inside of me. He stays there for a few seconds, bowing his head so it’s resting on my chest. The hand not holding my wrist ghosts up and down the side of my body, from the curve of my hip to the side of my breast.

      “This is everything. Everything. Mine. Mine. Mine,” he whispers into my chest, more to himself than to me.

      Ken starts to move inside of me, pulling out at the same slow pace. I feel my walls pulse, wanting to suck him in and keep him inside of me. Once he’s fully out, he enters me again, excruciatingly slow. I need him, need his cock, need our release. But he is in control.

      In and out, he never picks up speed, slowly thrusting and feeling every inch of my pussy, like he’s memorizing me from the inside out, figuring out exactly which places are sensitive, which ones make me flinch and buck and lose control.

      The slow burn is killing me. I can feel the edge of the flame lick at my core, not quite there yet. His delicious torture is like nothing I’ve ever felt before. In and out, slow and steady. I wrap my legs around his hips and press him farther into me so his cock hits my clit with each slow thrust.

      He lets my hands go and places his arms on either side of my head. I wind my fingers in his hair and pull him down for a kiss. His tongue twists with mine in a slow dance, the same pace as his thrusts.

      The flames reach my core and I’m so sensitive even though I haven’t even come yet. He’s keeping me right on the edge and it’s almost more than I can take. I grip his shoulders and try to move myself up, chasing my own release.

      His hand goes to my hip to still my movements. Ken rests his forehead on mine.

      “Feel this with me, love. Feel me, feel us…” he grunts and his hips buck, sending shock waves throughout my body.

      “Ken…” I whisper, not wanting to break whatever spell his body is casting over me.

      He continues his slow pace, every once in a while adding a quick hard thrust that brings me close to falling over the edge before he slows down again and brings me back. I can feel my juices trickling out of me and pooling on the sheets beneath me.

      “Please…”

      He thrusts again, harder this time.

      “Come for me, Gracie. I’ve got you. Look at me, I want to see you come.”

      With a final thrust, my orgasm takes me over. It’s slow and all-consuming, starting in my core and squeezing my muscles one by one. I swear my heart stops. I can’t take in air, as wave after wave of delicious pleasure pulses through my body.

      I stare into Ken’s eyes. It’s so intense, so vulnerable. I feel him swell inside of me as he empties himself deep in my womb. His jaw clenches and nostrils flare as he comes, never breaking eye contact with me. He’s shaking and panting as much as I am.

      Ken collapses on top of me and I savor his skin on mine, covering me, melting into me, as close as we can possibly be.

      “Sorry,” he mumbles as he rolls us over.

      I lie on top of him, completely spent and content. I rest my cheek on his chest and throw a leg over his, tangled up in him. My arm stretches over his chest as I place my hand over his heart.

      We lie in silence, basking in the moment of intimacy.

      “That was perfect,” Ken whispers, kissing the top of my head. “You’re perfect, Tinker Bell. I can’t wait to spend the rest of our lives proving that to you over and over again.”

      “The rest of our lives, huh? That sounds pretty permanent.”

      “That’s kind of the idea,” he murmurs, reaching over me and grabbing something from the nightstand.

      Ken lifts my hand and slips a gorgeous ring on my left ring finger, kissing it before looking up at me.

      “Oh my god,” I whisper, tears spilling down my cheeks.

      “What do you say, Tink? Will you spend forever with me?”

      I nod my head frantically, then launch myself into his arms, tackling him back down onto the bed. “Yes, yes, yes,” I say, kissing him all over his face. “I can’t think of a better way to spend the rest of my life.”
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      One Year Later…

      

      “Hey Juniper, I’m headed out for lunch,” I call as I finish signing off on the last patient chart.

      Amy, Becca, and Jess are all busy finishing up with other patients and I smile as I see the clinic running smoothly. Hiring more help a year ago was the best decision for me and my practice.

      I grab my keys and head up front, smiling as I see the new bouquet of flowers that Gracie dropped off this morning for the waiting room. These ones are a rainbow of colors and it looks like there’s ten different kinds of flowers in it.

      It seems fitting. Gracie came into my life and made me see all of the life and fun that I was missing. Now she’s doing the same thing to my office.

      “Okay, have fun! Tell Gracie that I said hi,” she says and I smile as I head for the door.

      I’m almost to my car when I see Gracie heading my way.

      “Hey, what are you doing here? I was just headed to pick you up,” I say as I turn to meet her halfway.

      “I know, but I got hungry so I went to get lunch and thought that I would just meet you here.”

      “Let me get that,” I say as I take the bag from her hands. “What did you get us?”

      “The pie from The Virgin Street Diner,” she says with a blush and I laugh, reaching over and rubbing her swollen stomach.

      “I should have known,” I say as we take a seat on a picnic table nearby.

      “I also got a BLT and Caesar salad for us too,” she says and I smile, pulling out the food.

      “How’s the flower shop?” I ask as I plate the food for us.

      I listen as she tells me about some of the bouquets that she made and delivered this morning. Gracie’s diamond ring glints in the sunlight and I take her hand in mine as I listen to her tell me about her day.

      Gracie and I got married ten months ago and found out that we were expecting a month after that. She’s set to give birth any day now and we’re both so excited to finally meet our little one.

      “Oh,” Gracie groans and I’m instantly on high alert.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, moving around to her side of the table.

      “It was just a little twinge. I’m sure that it’s nothing,” she says, trying to wave me off.

      “Have you had any other twinges today?” I ask her, my hand moving along her stomach.

      “A few,” she admits, worry starting to cloud her eyes.

      “I think you might be in labor, Tinker Bell,” I say with a grin and her eyes widen.

      “But it’s not my due date yet? We still have another week!”

      “Looks like our little one is going to be early.”

      “Just like her daddy,” Gracie teases and I laugh, helping her to her feet and shoving the food into the bag.

      “Come on.”

      I help her inside and as soon as Juniper sees the two of us grinning, she hops up.

      “Is it time?” she asks excitedly and I nod.

      “I think so.”

      “I’ll call Poppy and ask her to close the shop for you Gracie. Want me to tell Caroline and Heath?”

      “Yes, please,” Gracie says as I help her into the delivery room.

      “Take a seat right there, Tink,” I tell her as I head over to the cabinet to get her a gown.

      “Ow, shoot!” she says, groaning in pain and I’m at her side in a flash.

      “Breathe, just breathe,” I say calmly, rubbing her back in small circles.

      “Was that a contraction?” she asks and I can still see the pain etched into her face.

      “Yeah, I’m sorry, baby,” I say, feeling utterly useless for the first time ever as a doctor. “I wish that I could take it away for you.”

      I help her into the hospital gown and we have to stop twice more when another contraction hits her.

      “Go ahead and lie down. I need to see how dilated you are.”

      I wash my hands, switching into doctor mode as I head back over to my wife. The next few hours pass in a blur of sweat, tears, cries, and pain. I wish that I could stop it from hurting Gracie but she was already too far along so we couldn’t give her an epidural. She’s being brave, trying not to show how much pain she is in and part of me wishes that she would yell at me or something but I know that she would never do that. Gracie is too sweet.

      “One last push, Tink!” I call and she nods, her face sweaty, hair matted to her forehead and her eyes tired.

      She pushes and I watch as our daughter comes into the world. Amy helps me as I cut the umbilical cord and take her to be cleaned up. She steps out for a minute as I lay our daughter on Gracie’s chest.

      “You did so good, Tinker Bell. I love you so much.”

      “I love you too,” she says, tears of joy slipping down her cheeks.

      I step back, helping her deliver the placenta and cleaning her up before I take a seat on the edge of the bed and smile down at my wife and daughter.

      “What should we name her?” Gracie asks as I help her pull down the hospital gown so she can nurse.

      “What about Iris?” I suggest and she seems surprised.

      “Iris?”

      “Yeah, I looked it up. Those were the first flowers that you sent me, remember?”

      Gracie smiles up at me and I lean down, stealing a kiss.

      “Well then, welcome to the world, Iris Coleman.”

      I lean over, stealing one last kiss before I head out to let our friends in to see how Iris and her mama are doing.
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      Ten Years Later…

      

      “Be good for Heath and Caroline,” I tell my kids as I give them one last kiss goodbye.

      “Bye, Mom!” they call and I wave, giving Caroline a grateful smile.

      “Thanks for watching them,” I say and she waves me off.

      “Don’t worry about it! You and Ken have fun. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I give her a quick hug goodbye before I head back down to the car. Ken is still at the clinic but tonight is our anniversary and we have reservations for a restaurant higher up the mountains.

      Ken arranged for us to rent a cabin up there too and I’m excited for some time alone with my husband. Ken’s friend Graham told us that there is already a little bit of snow up at Fallen Peak and I’m looking forward to watching it fall outside while Ken and I curl up by the fire.

      I pull into our driveway and smile as Ken comes outside and over to open my door.

      “Hey, I thought that I was going to beat you home,” I say as he bends down to drop a kiss on my lips.

      “Amy said that she would close up and disinfect the rooms for me,” he says as we head inside.

      “That was nice of her.”

      He smiles and I head into the bedroom to finish packing my stuff for tonight.

      “Are you all packed?” I ask as he follows after me.

      “Well, we won’t need pajamas,” Ken says as he wraps his arms around my waist from behind.

      “Is that so?” I ask, my voice coming out husky as my nipples pebble in my shirt.

      “Uh-huh,” he whispers in my ear and I turn in his arms.

      “What time is our reservation?” I ask and he looks over to the clock, groaning.

      “Half an hour. We have to leave now or we’ll be late.”

      “I’ll make it up to you later,” I promise as he grabs the duffel bag and leads me back down the hallway.

      He helps me into his car and I smile as he takes my hand and backs out of our driveway. He tells me about his day and asks about mine.

      We’ve been married for eleven years now and we’re comfortable with each other. Ken slowed down a little at work after Iris was born but he really started to balance his time more after our son, Wren, was born.

      Iris and Wren are only eighteen months apart and we had some complications with Wren. I had to have an emergency cesarean section and I think the experience scared both of us. We always knew that I would need more help with the kids after the second was born but then recovery took a little longer too.

      Ken made sure that he was home at five every night and would often take an hour for lunch every day so that he could spend more time with us.

      I took the kids to work with me until they were three and then they started at the day care. I know that they needed to be socialized more and they were getting sick of being with me at The Flower Patch. Still, I missed being with my babies all day.

      “Graham called and asked us if we wanted to get together with them for New Year’s. The kids will be on break and we can go to Fallen Peak and go sledding and stuff with everyone.”

      “Sounds fun. I’ll have to get with Magnolia about the dates and plans.”

      Ken nods, squeezing my hand as he pulls into the restaurant parking lot.

      “I forgot to tell you earlier. You look beautiful, Tinker Bell.”

      I smile at the nickname, leaning over and kissing him as he turns the car off.

      “Thank you. You look quite handsome too.”

      “I don’t hold a candle next to you.”

      I’ve only grown curvier after ten years and two kids while Ken is still fit and as handsome as the day I met him. He still looks at me like I’m the most beautiful woman that he’s ever seen though. Just another reason why I love him.

      “I love you, Tinker Bell,” Ken says as he cradles my face in his hands.

      “I love you too.”

      “Happy anniversary, Gracie.”

      His lips meet mine and I know that it’s going to be a very happy anniversary indeed.

      

      
        
        🍒🍒🍒

      

      

      Are you curious about Graham’s story? Check out the Fallen Peak series here!

      Want to know more about Sydney and her grumpy bartender? Get Infinity here!
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      Where do your loyalties lie?

      

      Locke Russo has one last job and then he’ll gain his freedom.

      He’s been working for the mafia since he was eighteen, paying off a debt. It’s not the life he would have chosen for himself, but he didn’t exactly have a choice.

      

      He’s been tasked with tracking down the mafia boss’s mistress after she stole from him and then skipped town. All he has to do is bring her back to New York and his debt will be paid; he’ll be free to do what he wants with his life.

      

      Then he steps into the apartment and instead of a thieving mistress, he finds an angel.

      

      Keyera Barclave is not the girl Locke is looking for.

      

      She just got to town and moved into her new apartment. When a situation back in New York traps them both in her apartment, she’s given time. Time to prove she’s not the girl he wants. Time to fall for the lonely mafia enforcer.

      

      When their time is up, will Locke believe that he had the wrong girl? Or will he turn his fallen angel over to his boss and finally be free of that life?

      

      She isn’t the girl he’s looking for…but she just might be who he needs.
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      Locke

      

      My phone buzzes in the cup holder of my car and I grab it, not bothering to check the caller ID before hitting accept. There aren’t many people who call me and I know whoever it is, they’re only calling about a job. I have a feeling this is going to be my contact calling and I hope he has an address for me. I can’t wait to get this latest job over with.

      “Yeah,” I answer the phone, looking around the mostly deserted streets of Pittsburgh.

      It’s getting late so most of the shops are closed, their lights turning off one by one. The occasional drunk guy or couple stumbles by, but I’m not worried about them noticing me parked here. The windows are tinted anyway, so they’d have a hard time seeing inside.

      “I got the address that you wanted,” comes the nasally voice of Pete Liviano. He’s a painfully thin man that frequents the poker games back in New York. He is a coward and a snitch, not someone that I would usually do a job with since he can’t be trusted, but he’s terrified of me so I know that he’ll keep his mouth shut and get me whatever I need.

      “What is it?”

      He rattles off the address and I end the call, pulling up the map. The apartment is only two blocks over, so I pull out of the parking lot and head that way. I park in the alley next to the apartment building, doing my best to scope out the place before I go in.

      I like doing my work in the dark. Too bad for me, the sign across the street seems to light up half the goddamn block. I glare at the neon pink Eye Candy Ink sign. Of course my target just had to live across from the most obnoxious store on the block. I mean, Eye Candy Ink? What a stupid name.

      If I go up the fire escape, I could get away without being seen on the streets, but then you run the risk of going into the wrong apartment or someone seeing you on the stairs. It’s harder to get away, too, but in this case, I’ll have to make an exception.

      I’m about to climb out of the car when a lone figure hurries past the alley. I catch a glimpse of her face and my heart stops.

      She’s a goddess.

      She’s slim with long legs that I can’t help but imagine wrapped around my waist as I drive into her. God, I can’t remember the last time I had such a dirty thought about a woman, let alone slept with one, but my dick twitches in my jeans, making me bite back a groan.

      The woman’s blonde hair is a halo around her angelic face, blowing gently in the breeze. A long strand cuts across her lips and I have the urge to tuck it behind her ear so I can brush a kiss there. I mean, what the hell? First I want to fuck her and now I want to give her sweet kisses?

      She glances my way, her big blue eyes meeting mine for just a second. Maybe she can sense my predatory gaze or maybe she can feel the same pull between us that I can. For just one second, our eyes meet and my cold heart starts to beat once more.

      My chest grows tight and my breath seems to be caught somewhere in my throat. I can’t move. Those clear blue eyes pierce me through and through, making me feel oddly vulnerable.

      The moment is broken as she steps out of my sight. My heart lurches and jerks in my chest like it's trying to escape and follow the goddess. I want to get out of the car and head after her as well, but then I remember why I'm here. I need to finish this job.

      Kidnapping the runaway mistress of the mob boss I work for and bringing her and the money she stole back to New York is the last thing I have to do for the family. After this, I'm leaving this life. I'm going to disappear and live a quiet, solitary existence somewhere remote where no one knows my name.

      After two decades of clawing my way up from nothing, to securing a place in the Gambino family as a trusted enforcer, I’m ready to retire. My debt will be paid and I’ll have my freedom. Thirty years old and finally starting to live life on my own terms. Better late than never, I suppose.

      A light clicks on above me and I know my target is home. Now I just need to wait until she falls asleep. Then I can sneak in, drug and bind her, and get back on the road. I could be back in New York tomorrow morning and on my way to my new life by tomorrow night.

      I’m not sure exactly what I want to do, and that feels like a breath of fresh air. No more assignments, no more jetting around the country whenever my phone rings. Just me and whatever the fuck I want to do.

      I weigh my options between a tropical destination or a remote cabin in the woods while I wait for my target to fall asleep. It takes another hour for my target to finally go to bed and for the Eye Candy Ink light across the street to finally be turned off, leaving me in the dark. I wait another half an hour just to be safe before I climb out of the car and head over to the fire escape.

      I climb up slowly, taking care not to make a sound on the metal rungs. The mistress lives on the top floor and I stop outside the window, looking in to make sure I have the right apartment. No pictures are hanging on the wall, no keepsakes or personal touches anywhere. Exactly the apartment I would expect to find from someone on the run or hiding.

      I use my knife to pick the lock, prying the window open and slipping inside. The light on the microwave is on and I use that to see as I move stealthily down the hallway toward the bedroom.

      It’s only a one bedroom apartment; small, but tidy. The bedroom door is open and I peek around the edge to see a body under the covers on the bed. There’s a nightlight plugged in across from the bed and I push the door open wider, slipping inside as I pull the syringe out of my coat pocket. I move around the other side of the bed, sticking to the shadows.

      I grab the zip ties out of my other pocket as I stop beside the bed and look down at the sleeping figure. My heart starts to race when I get a look at who is lying in bed.

      My angel.

      She’s the mistress?

      My boss never told me what she looked like or showed me a picture. He’s being extra secretive about this target since he promised his wife he was done with all of his other women. I was just told a name and to find her.

      But could this girl really be her? She doesn’t look or seem like the type to rob someone or be a mistress for a mob boss. Usually, those women are a little harder, they have more of an edge to them that this woman is sorely lacking.

      I don’t know how I know that about her, but it’s true all the same. My gaze travels down her body and then back up to her face. I study her delicate cheekbones, the few freckles splashed across her nose, and her light blonde eyelashes fluttering against those rosy cheeks.

      She looks...precious. I don’t think I’ve ever used that word to describe someone. Hell, I don’t think I’ve ever used that word before, period. Her skin is porcelain, smooth, and delicate. I want to sink my teeth into her flesh and make her wear my mark.

      Jesus Christ, get it together!

      This woman, angel or not, is in this apartment. I have good intel, even if I hate the prick who gave it to me. Plus, who am I to question Mario Gambino, the feared and respected head of the family? This is my last job; no time to be making waves. Get in, get the girl, get out. That’s the plan.

      Besides, I’ve been lurking in the shadows, working off my debt for the family long enough to know looks can be deceiving. The women who come and go around mafia men are often manipulative, always looking for an angle to play, some sort of agenda to press. She’s probably no different.

      My mind flashes to an old acquaintance, Rocco. He’s another enforcer, though he works for the Moscatelli family over in Chicago. He found himself a wife and even has a kid, from what I hear. In fact, everyone who works for the Moscatelli’s seems to have found love, including the boss himself, Matteo.

      Alright, so fine, not every woman is deceptive, but this one sure is. She has to be. How else would she get herself in this position?

      Focus. She’s not yours, Locke. She never will be. Put the attraction aside and get this job over with.

      I step closer and when she still doesn’t wake, I set the syringe on the bed and get the zip ties ready. No use drugging her if I can shut her up and get her bound without it. Despite being the coldhearted bastard Mario made me, I still don’t like the thought of hurting or drugging a woman, especially this one.

      I lean down closer to her and barely resist the urge to bury my face in her hair and breathe in her sweet, tangerine scent. The woman sighs and snuggles deeper into her pillow. A picture of curling up behind her and pulling her lithe little body against my much bigger one flashes across my mind, but I shut that shit down immediately.

      Angry with myself for my wayward thoughts, I yank the covers off her body and quickly roll her onto her stomach, gathering up her wrists and securing them with a zip tie behind her back.

      “What…?” Her groggy voice indicates she’s still half asleep, though I know she’ll snap out of it any second now. “What the hell?!” There it is. The panic in her voice lances my heart, causing my hands to tremble as I grab her kicking feet and secure them with a zip tie as well.

      I hate every second of this, but I keep going. She’s a job. She’s a mistress. She’s a thief and a manipulative liar, no different than the other women Mario messes around with.

      The target flops around on the bed, rolling to the side and revealing her face to me once more. Fear clouds her blue eyes as tears threaten to spill over those delicate cheeks I want to kiss.

      Dammit, focus!

      She opens her mouth, undoubtedly to scream for help, but I grab a scarf I see hanging on the edge of her mirror and stuff it in her mouth, tying it behind her head with a tight knot. The woman whimpers, her eyes pleading with me as those tears break free and wet her cheeks.

      I grab the syringe, needing her to stop looking at me like that when my phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out, letting out a curse when I see it’s my boss.

      I hold one gloved finger up to my mouth, letting her know to be quiet before I answer. She makes a whimpering sound that pierces right through me, nearly toppling me to the floor.

      I squeeze my eyes closed and take a calming breath before turning around and walking out of the room, taking the call out in the kitchen. I can’t look at her while talking to Mario. I don’t want to think about his grubby hands on her.

      Taking one more deep breath, I answer the phone. “Yeah, boss?”
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      My breaths are coming so fast that for a second, I’m afraid that I might hyperventilate and pass out. The scarf in my mouth certainly isn’t helping things. The plastic of the zip tie is cutting into my wrists and my fingers are starting to go numb as I lay on my side on the bed.

      What the fuck is going on?

      My head is still spinning as I watch the intruder walk out of my bedroom and into the hallway. Trying to piece together the last few minutes, all I can come up with is this is a huge mistake. I’ve hardly been here a week and already my life is danger. Shit.

      At first, the only thing I could focus on was that the intruder was wearing gloves. But then I saw the syringe and nearly passed out for real. This isn’t some random robbery. The man who tied me up means me serious harm.

      I try in vain to escape, but as expected, my restraints don’t give at all. The ties on my ankles are just as tight as the ones on my wrists and panic starts to claw at my throat. I know it’s pointless to fight, but I didn’t come this far just to be kidnapped and tossed back into my old life.

      My whimpers are muffled by the gag but something tells me he can still hear them from wherever he’s hiding in my apartment. He has to be able to feel my fear.

      I take advantage of the precious moments I have alone in the room and flop around on the bed, rolling slightly so I’m right at the edge of the mattress. The only sounds are my ragged breathing and the rustling of my sheets as I squirm and try futilely to loosen my binds.

      I try swinging my legs over the side of the bed, but the zip tie around my ankles bites into my skin and I feel a trickle of blood trail down one side of my foot.

      “Goddamnit, stop moving before you hurt yourself again,” the man growls as he steps back into the room. The sound comes from somewhere deep in his chest. I’m confused by his words or why the man who tied me up is concerned about me hurting myself, but my brain is too scrambled to dwell on that for long.

      I can only make out half of his face. The other half is still covered in shadows, making the already intimidating man look even more menacing. He stares at me, one gray eye and a thick, dark eyebrow visible in the light. I don’t think I’ve ever seen eyes that color before. He’s...beautiful in a brutal way I don’t understand.

      The man reaches for me and I try to recoil from his touch, but my restraints make it hard to move. He wraps his fingers around my leg and pulls me closer to him. It’s then I notice he grabbed a tissue from the box on my nightstand.

      Silently, the intruder wipes up the few drops of blood, looking angry and...ashamed? No, that can’t be right. But those eyes betray him. Those gorgeous gray eyes...

      Snap out of it! Are you seriously attracted to the man who is in the middle of kidnapping you?

      The giant of a man grunts, pulling me from my thoughts. His touch is almost tender, though I can feel the underlying strength simmering just beneath the surface. He could easily overpower me and do anything he wants, but somehow I know he won’t. Why else would he care about something as insignificant as a cut on my ankle?

      I’m so confused about what’s happening or why. I’ve been hiding from monsters my whole life it seems, but one of them found me. Could he be someone from Las Vegas? He must be. My past finally caught up to me, though I don’t know why it took so long.

      The man looks too young to be one of the guys my dad used to hang around with, but I haven’t been part of that life for so long I don’t know who the new players are.

      We stare at each other for a moment, and I almost recognize him, though I know we’ve never met before. Something about his presence feels familiar, as crazy as that sounds. Was he the shadowed figure sitting in the car across the street from my apartment tonight? I felt his eyes on me, though it didn’t creep me out. Turns out it should have. Very much so.

      My mind is scrambling, trying to remember everything he's said or done since I woke up to him in my bedroom. Maybe he gave me some clue as to who he is or why he's here. Nothing comes to mind, though. It all happened too fast. One moment I was asleep and then the next thing I knew, I was being woken up by the plastic tie biting into my skin.

      I refuse to give in to his demands, whatever they may be. I'm made of tougher stuff than this. I've fought through hell to get to where I am today. Telling myself all of that doesn't seem to stop the fear pumping in my veins, however.

      I knew the deal for this apartment was too good to be true. The woman I sublet it from had looked respectable but there was something about her that seemed sketchy. I desperately wanted to believe her, though.

      I was scrambling for a place to stay. I had finally attained my bachelor’s degree in accounting from Boulder Community College and my savings is all but depleted. I need a job, like, ASAP.

      The man clears his throat, drawing me out of my thoughts. He takes several steps away from me, and for some reason, my chest feels tight the farther away he moves. He drags his gloved hands down his face and for a second, my spirits lift. Maybe that call was to let him know that he was at the wrong apartment and he’s going to let me go. I can forget all about this terrible night.

      “Shit,” he mumbles and my body stills. “We need to have a talk. I’m going to take off the gag, but if you scream…” He pulls out the syringe, letting his sentence hang in the air between us.

      My eyes are wide and wet from my tears but I nod once, trying to be brave. I’ve been in some precarious and dangerous situations before in Vegas, but I’ve never had my life threatened quite so pointedly.

      He nods and comes closer to me, reaching for me again, slowly this time. I jerk my head away, but he grips my chin, forcing me to look him in the eye. His other hand reaches for me, his fingers lightly brushing against my cheek before tugging the scarf down. The man lingers for a moment, then backs away once again, as if being next to me is too much for him to handle.

      I gulp down fresh air, so much so that I start coughing. With my hands tied behind my back, I can’t cover my mouth or get a glass of water, so I just sputter and cough like an idiot for a few seconds before getting myself under control

      The man takes a step toward the bed and reaches one hand out as if he’s going to pat my back. He freezes and pulls his hand away, bringing it to the back of his neck instead.

      “You good?” he grunts, those gray eyes searching mine. Weird. Why should he care? He has me bound up with a syringe at the ready if I step out of line. My safety and comfort are of little concern to him.

      I nod once, swallowing hard. His eyes tick down to my throat, watching the motion. The man grunts again and tears his gaze away from me, looking around my room for something. I have an old chair in the corner and he dumps the clothes off of it, dragging it closer to the bed and taking a seat.

      “I’m sure you know why I’m here,” he starts, his voice cold and almost businesslike. I suppose this is another day at the office for someone like him. Whoever he is.

      “I don’t!” I cry right away and I wince. That came out a lot louder than I had intended. I clamp my mouth shut, hoping he doesn’t use the syringe on me to keep me quiet.

      “Right,” he says and I can tell he’s not buying it. “Well then, let me get you up to speed.”

      He leans closer to the bed and I recoil, my breath coming faster. The man’s brow furrows, still not liking my reaction to him. What else does he expect? He’s built like a tank and has made it clear he’s not above manhandling me. Still, something close to regret sparks in those gray eyes. It’s gone before I can be sure, though.

      “I was sent by Mario Gambino,” he says, as if that will answer all of my questions. I blink my eyes, trying to place the name but I’m sure I’ve never heard it before. “He sent me to track you down after you stole from him back in New York. I’m here to bring you and his money back to him.”

      “I don’t know a Mario Gambino,” I rush to say, desperate for him to believe me. “I haven’t stolen from anyone. You have the wrong person!”

      “Right.” He rolls his eyes, igniting my anger. My stomach is twisted up in knots and the worst part is, I have a feeling no amount of evidence will convince this man of my innocence. Nevertheless, I have to fight for myself. Lord knows no one else ever has.

      “You have to believe me! I’m Keyera. Keyera Barclave. I’m not the girl you’re looking for,” I cry, struggling to sit up on the bed.

      My pale blonde hair is matted to my face on one side, wet from my tears. I'm wearing a loose-fitting T-shirt and it slides off one shoulder, but there's no way for me to fix it with my hands tied behind my back.

      “I just moved into this apartment last week,” I continue, trying to reason with him even though I know I’m wasting my breath. I’ve got to take advantage of this time without the gag in my mouth, so I keep pressing on. “I’m subletting it from some woman. She gave me a great deal on it and I thought it was my lucky day. But obviously that’s not the case,” I ramble on, my nerves getting the better of me.

      He glances over to the corner of the room. There are a few boxes stacked up there and I hold my breath, praying that he believes me. Every muscle in my body is tensed up to the point of pain, making me shake as my heart thuds against my ribcage in harsh, uneven beats.

      A long moment passes between us, me sitting on the bed with my tangled hair, tear-stained cheeks, and bound ankles and wrists while my kidnapper is as stoic as ever. His eyes drift down my face, briefly pausing on my lips before snapping back up to meet my gaze.

      I think he’s about to relent, thank fucking God, but then he opens his mouth. “Well, we’ll let Mario sort this out. We’re going to go see him in a few days.”

      I close my eyes and I can tell I’m about two seconds away from screaming for help. Before I can, though, he’s reaching forward, cupping my chin and stuffing the gag back in my mouth.

      “We’re going to be quiet for the next few days. If you start screaming or try to escape? Well, I have enough drugs to keep you unconscious until it’s time for us to leave.”

      A few more tears slip down my cheeks and he lets my chin go, taking a seat back in the chair.

      I stare at him for a few minutes before I fall over onto my other side, giving him my back. I curl up as best I can and start to cry as soon as my back is to him. I know I should get some rest so that I can try to escape when the time comes, but I have a feeling that it’s going to be a long time before sleep claims me.
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      Well, shit.

      I pace around the living room the next morning, trying to come up with a new plan. I hardly slept at all last night, and it was only partially to do with the uncomfortable chair I was sitting in. Mostly, I couldn’t take my eyes off Keyera.

      I watched her tiny shoulders shake with sobs, though to her credit, she hardly made a sound. I probably wouldn’t have noticed her crying if I wasn’t staring at her for hours on end. Eventually, her breaths evened out and she fell into an uneasy sleep.

      Several times throughout the night, the woman whimpered and startled awake, like she was having a nightmare. I could tell once she opened her eyes, she realized it wasn’t a nightmare, she really did get tied up and gagged by a mean motherfucking monster.

      All night long I fought the urge to cut her loose and curl up behind her. She couldn’t escape if I held her close, right? But I shoved those thoughts down and reminded myself of who she is. Mario’s mistress, whether she’ll admit it or not.

      Sighing, I run a hand through my hair, tugging at the strands. The phone call last night threw me off. If only my boss had called a little earlier. Then I wouldn’t be in this situation.

      He hadn’t given me many details. He sounded annoyed, though. It’s not unusual coming from him, but it still caused me a bit of unease. Mario is the type of man who hides his fear, knowing it would be a sign of weakness to his men and any threats that are lurking out there.

      He hadn't told me what was going on. All he said was that there was some shit going down back in New York and I needed to lay low out here in Pittsburgh until he called again. I wanted to tell him I found his mistress but he hung up before I could give him the news. Now I'm stuck in this apartment with the target until they call me back and give me the all clear to come back home.

      Normally, I would just drug the target and keep them tied up and unconscious until it was time to go, but I don’t want to do that with this girl. I don’t know if it’s because she’s a woman, or because of the feelings she stirs up inside of me.

      I remember watching the first rays of sunlight pour in through the window early this morning, bathing her silhouette in soft light. My eyes followed the curve of her hip, the dip in her waist, up, up, up to her slender neck and sweetly scented hair. The light tangled in the pale blonde strands, making me want to comb my fingers through it.

      My whole body is tense just thinking about it. There’s more, though. Yes, my lust for her is out of fucking control. I mean, Jesus, my dick has been hard for hours, pretty much since I first laid eyes on her.

      When I look at her, however, I don’t just want her body. I want to know how her mind works. I want to know what put that look in her eyes, the one that tells me she’s seen some shit far beyond what I put her through last night. I want to know everything about her. And that should worry me.

      I’m not one for relationships or even casual flings. It’s been years since I was even tempted to look at a woman with more than a fleeting interest, but this little slip of a woman? With her blonde hair and light blue eyes? I want to do so much more than just look.

      Can I really trust myself around her while we’re alone in this tiny apartment? I already want her something fierce, despite my best efforts to shove my lust way down deep with all the other emotions I refuse to feel. This pull between us feels inevitable, but I need to stay focused. One last job. One more unsavory assignment and then I get my freedom. But at what cost?

      No, dammit. My freedom comes before anything else. Doesn’t it? That’s been my goal ever since I found myself in debt to Mario. I can’t let some woman, some target throw me off track.

      I shake my head, trying to refocus on what’s important, like figuring out how I’m going to keep her quiet for the next few days since my drugs are clearly an empty threat. I know it, though she might not. I can’t bring myself to stick her with a needle. Just the thought of her terrified eyes when I showed her the syringe makes me rub the heel of my hand over my heart in an attempt to ease the sharp pain there.

      I bite back a curse at my own weakness, then head back into the bedroom to see if she’s awake yet. It’s close to noon already but I let her sleep. It’s not like there’s anything else for us to do in this apartment until I get the phone call saying it’s okay to come back.

      Besides, if she’s asleep, she’s not making any noise. Seems like a win-win. Now, however, I’m growing suspicious. The little lady had some fight to her and I wouldn’t be surprised if she tried to pull a fast one on me.

      I knock on the door lightly, then roll my eyes at myself. Why am I offering her the courtesy of a knock? Before she can respond, I swing the door open, barging right in.

      She’s still on the bed but she’s moved. From the look in her wide blue eyes, I know she was trying to get out of her binds. I don’t blame her. In fact, I shove down the feeling of pride before it can swell up in my chest.

      My girl is a fighter.

      Fucking hell, I’m so screwed. She’s not my girl. Never will be. I don’t have the right to her. And even if I did, I keep reminding myself she belonged to Mario first, and I’m all too familiar with the kind of women he surrounds himself with.

      The target huffs out an impatient breath and glares at me, though I see fear lingering deep in her eyes. She’s a survivor, that much is clear. The way she’s able to swallow back her fight or flight instinct and give me attitude without even saying a word speaks volumes to whatever she’s been through in her life.

      She eyes me warily as I sit down next to her on the bed, but doesn't recoil like she did last night. Thank God. I don't think I could handle that. I hated every single time she cringed and backed away from me, though I can't blame her.

      I lean forward, cutting off the zip ties and tossing her the bottle of water, granola bar, and banana I found in the kitchen.  She tugs the scarf out of her mouth and scoots away from me on the bed as she opens the water and nearly drinks the whole thing in one go.

      Another sting of regret hits me in the chest knowing she was that thirsty. I should have checked on her earlier and made sure she had everything she needed.

      Fuck, I was assigned to kidnap her, not be her butler. What should I care about her comfort?

      My head is spinning as thoughts war and thunder in my mind. One minute I want to hold this woman in my arms and take away the pain I see in those crystal blue eyes, and the next minute I’m reminded of my end goal: freedom. Ah, fuck, I feel a migraine coming on. Perfect.

      “I’m not who you’re looking for,” she says when she swallows the last of the water. “I’ve never met a Mario whatever his last name was. I’ve never even been to New York.”

      She seems sincere, but Mario’s mistress has to know what’s going to happen to her as soon as she’s back in New York. Mario probably won’t kill her, but he won’t be gentle, either. I shove down the image of anyone laying a hand on her in anger. Fucking hell, my head and heart are all over the place. Despite my all-consuming attraction to her, I remind myself of who she is and why I’m here.

      She’s lying to save herself. This is just another one of her tricks. I can’t fall for it.

      This is just an act, I repeat to myself several times. This is how men like Mario get suckered in. This is exactly how he ended up with a thief for a mistress. She probably lied and manipulated him, too, lulling him into a false sense of security. Not me. I won’t fall for it. I won’t.

      “Like I told you last night,” she continues, her voice earnest with a hint of annoyance, “I just moved into this apartment last week. I’m subletting it from some lady. She must be who you’re looking for.”

      I glance over to the corner of the room. There are a few boxes stacked up there, which could corroborate her story, but could also indicate that she was planning to run, thus only making her look guiltier.

      This girl can’t be trusted, I remind myself again. She’s lied before and she’ll lie again.

      “Nice try.”

      She groans, the sound frustrated. I could fuck the frustration right out of her lithe little body. I could take away the tension bunched up in her shoulders. I could...

      “My name is Keyera,” she suddenly says. “I’m from Las Vegas. You can check my ID.”

      "IDs can be faked. Aliases can be made. People lie," I tell her dispassionately. It's true. She of all people should know that.

      “I’m not lying! What can I do? How can I prove that I’m not the woman you’re looking for?”

      “Nothing,” I tell her truthfully. It’s clear I can’t be objective about this woman. She has some sort of hold on me, just like she probably had on Mario. I have to take her back to him, no matter what. He’ll sort it out. “Mario didn’t tell me anything about the target. Just to wait for a call from a contact. The contact called and gave me this address. You’re the only one here, so...” I shrug, noting the irritation in her eyes at my response.

      “You’re impossible,” she mutters. The little spitfire angrily rips open the granola bar, shoving half of it into her mouth and chewing. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone look so spiteful while eating, but I can feel her growing annoyance with each forceful crunch. It’s kind of adorable, though I dismiss that thought as soon as it pops up.

      “Why don’t you send your boss my picture, then? One look and he’ll know I’m not his mistress and then you can let me go.”

      She sounds so sure, so confident, that for a second, I start to believe her. Maybe I do have the wrong girl.

      “Mario told me to lay low until he calls with an update. That means I can’t call or text anyone. You’ll just have to wait until we can head to New York.” I stand up before she has a chance to respond, grabbing her elbow and leading her over to the bathroom. “You’ve got five minutes. Then the ties go back on,” I tell her, pulling a new pair of zip ties out of my back pocket.

      She rips her arm out of my grasp, throwing a frustrated glare over her shoulder as she hops into the bathroom. I bite back a groan at the feisty spark in her eyes, then nearly laugh when she slams the door shut. Yeah, this woman is going to be trouble.
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      It’s barely past seven in the evening, but I’m exhausted. Strange, since I slept half the day and spent the other half barely moving, seeing as I was tied to my bed. I was allowed to get up twice to go to the bathroom and restock on granola bars and bananas. Apparently, being kidnapped really takes it out of you. Or maybe it’s the boredom.

      Don’t get me wrong, I prefer boredom to murder, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it. I’ve tried starting conversations a few times with the man currently stationed in the chair in the corner of my room, but he’s not much of a talker.

      The chair creaks under his massive, muscular frame, making me frown.

      “Careful, I got that at a thrift shop. It’s an antique,” I inform him, just to see if I can get a reaction.

      He simply grunts before adjusting himself once more. His lips are drawn in a straight line, except for the slight twitch on the right corner of his mouth. Oh God, is he smirking? That’s a good sign, right? If I’m amusing, maybe I can convince him he’s got the wrong girl.

      “Yup, I shop at thrift stores and get most of my clothes off the clearance rack. Not what you’d expect from someone sleeping with a wealthy, powerful man such as Mario.”

      This gets his attention. Those gray eyes snap to mine as one eyebrow lifts, giving me an almost devious look, like he caught me in a lie. “I thought you didn’t know Mario. How do you know he’s rich and powerful?”

      Sweet Jesus, that voice. Raspy yet somehow smooth, like honey over gravel. It is absolutely not the time to get turned on, but tell that to my lady parts.

      “I assume anyone who can hire a hitman has money and connections,” I retort, lifting my chin up as I try to hold back my own smirk.

      I thought I’d get him to grunt or roll his eyes, but instead, his shoulders drop and his mouth turns down in a frown. “I’m not a hitman,” he says forcefully.

      “My bad. A professional kidnapper with zip ties and a syringe full of who knows what that may knock me out or possibly kill me with an overdose,” I say sarcastically.

      “I’m not going to kill you,” he replies, his voice much softer.

      I’m not sure what to make of his tone or the way he’s looking at me right now. Those gray eyes are trained right on mine, peering down into the depths of me. It’s unnerving, but I can’t look away. He holds my gaze for a second longer, then breaks eye contact.

      I let out a breath that was trapped in my lungs, then ask, “What’s your name?” It’s about the tenth time I’ve asked him, and to my absolute shock, he answers.

      “Locke.”

      “Yeah, that checks out,” I laugh to myself.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Just that it fits. You’ve got me all locked up.” I try going for a joke, hoping maybe it humanizes me a bit. Locke said he’s not going to kill me, but can I really trust the man who has kept me tied to my bed all day?

      The man makes some sort of choked out half laugh, half grunt and runs a hand over his face. He can’t hide the spark in his eyes, though, the one that says he enjoyed my little joke. He doesn’t seem like someone who laughs or smiles easily, and for some reason, I like knowing I made him do it. While I have him in this state, I try again to convince him of my innocence.

      “Have I told you about how I graduated from Boulder Community College with a shiny new degree? My name is right on the diploma — Keyera Barclave. Pretty rock-solid proof I’m not who you’re looking for, right?”

      “Diplomas can be forged,” he says dryly. All humor has drained completely out of the room and we’re right back to where we started. Dammit.

      “Take a look at my mail,” I continue. At least he’s talking to me. That’s something. “I have some mail on my kitchen counter. Go see for yourself who it’s addressed to.”

      “I already told you, IDs can be faked. Therefore, you can have mail delivered to any name.”

      I groan in frustration, tipping my head back. I wrack my brain for something, anything, to get this man to listen to reason. Then it hits me. “If you let me charge my phone, I have time-stamped photos of me in Colorado right up until I moved here last week.”

      “You think I’m stupid enough to give you your phone?” he asks incredulously.

      “I don’t know!” I nearly shout. “I’m doing all the work over here, telling you about myself. You haven’t offered any information on yourself, so I can’t be blamed for drawing my own conclusions.”

      I’m stunned when Locke barks out a laugh. It’s rough and unpracticed, and he covers it up with a cough almost immediately. I hear it all the same. It gives me hope. Hope that I’ll escape, not hope that we’ll...what? Get together? What the hell am I thinking? That’s not the goal here. Freedom is my goal. Yes. Let’s focus on that.

      “I’m not stupid,” he finally answers. Silence stretches between us for long moments, then Locke speaks again, though I hardly hear him this time. “I don’t talk much in general. It’s not just you.”

      My heart squeezes up tight in my chest almost painfully. I’m not sure which one of us is more surprised at his words, but before I get a chance to figure it out, Locke stands up and moves toward me. He takes his switchblade out of his pocket and flips it open.

      I was terrified the first time he came at me with that knife until I understood he was only using it to cut the zip ties off, just like he's doing now. As soon as my wrists are free, I begin massaging the lines on my sore wrists.

      “It hurts?” Locke asks, his eyes flicking down to my wrists before meeting my gaze. Once again, I’m not sure why he cares. Come to think of it, he’s never been physically abusive. Not since he tied me up. He threatened to use the syringe but he never did. Things suck, but they could be so much worse, I guess.

      Wait. Am I really trying to make excuses for this guy? He’s trying to kidnap me. He’s holding me hostage.

      “Keyera?” Oh God, that voice coupled with the way my name fell from his lips has my lust roaring to life.

      “Hmm?” I manage to mumble as I scoot to the edge of the bed. Locke never put zip ties back on my ankles after the first time he cut them off. I think he felt guilty for the cut on my ankle, though that makes no sense.

      “Your wrists. They hurt?”

      I stare at him for a moment, trying to figure out his end game. I can see the struggle in his eyes, the stormy gray bleeding into a dark blue ring around his irises. God, the man is sexier than he has any right to be, but more than that, he’s complicated. Maybe he’s having second thoughts about taking me back to whoever the fuck Mario is. I can’t think about the alternative.

      “I’m fine,” I finally answer. “I’ll clean up in the bathroom. Maybe take a shower?” I ask hopefully.

      Those eyes flash with something, nearly going black for a second. They are back to normal before I can even blink, making me doubt I saw anything in the first place. Instead of answering, Locke grunts and nods his head once. I suppose that fits. He did tell me he doesn’t talk much. And hey, I got a little piece of personal information about him. I wonder what it would take to get more pieces of his story.

      Not that I care. I can’t care about him. He’s my kidnapper, for goodness sake!

      I keep telling myself that as I head to the bathroom and strip down, stepping into the warm water. I don’t want to press my luck, so I hurry my way through my shower routine and dry off.

      I notice a pair of thick flannel pajama pants and the old T-shirt that I bought from the clearance bin at the community college bookstore folded up on the sink counter. Locke must have put them there without me even noticing. I guess he has to be pretty stealthy in his line of work. The shirt is at least three sizes too big. I certainly have cuter pajamas than these. I wonder what made him pick them? I don’t dwell on that for too long before getting dressed, however.My stomach rumbles as I brush my teeth, reminding me that all I’ve had to eat today was some granola bars, crackers, and bananas. I know I have more in the kitchen than that, since I had just gone grocery shopping yesterday morning. My guess is that Locke isn’t much of a cook. Or maybe he’s trying to keep me weak and underfed so that I can’t fight back or try to escape.

      I finish up and open the door. Of course, Locke is standing in the hallway, arms crossed as he stares at me. His jaw is clenched and his nostrils flare, though I don’t think he’s angry. He couldn’t possibly find me...attractive. Right? Especially in this outfit. The clothes swallow me as I shuffle past him. Locke grabs my elbow, leading me into the bedroom and over to the bed.

      His touch is almost gentle, tender, and I wonder if all of the time I spent trying to convince him that I’m not who he wants finally got through to him.

      I crawl onto the bed, needing some distance from him so that I can clear my head. Locke pulls out the zip ties and stares down at them for a minute. It looks like he’s debating something in his head.

      My eyes cut over to the door and I wonder if I could make a run for it. I have a feeling he would catch me, but maybe I could scream for help and someone would come to check it out.

      I glance back at him just as he looks up from the zip ties.

      “Give me your hand,” he orders and I hold my right hand out to him tentatively.

      He holds my much smaller hand in his, turning it over as he examines my wrist. His other hand reaches out, his fingers tracing the red line around my wrist. I hold my breath at the unexpected sensations taking over my body. Liquid heat pools in my lower belly, threatening to leak out of me. How embarrassing!

      Locke makes some growly sound in the back of his throat, then takes a zip tie out of his pocket and secures my wrist to the headboard. It’s not as tight this time, though there’s still no chance of escape. I expect him to do my other arm or my feet again, but he doesn’t. He takes a seat in the chair by the bed and gets settled for the night.

      “Just one hand?” I question, wondering if this is some kind of trick, or if maybe I’m starting to get to him.

      “Yeah. Don’t make me regret it,” he grumbles as he shifts in the chair.

      I move my arm, testing the tie and he glares at me. I give him a bright grin and his eyes narrow.

      “Knock it off.”

      I sigh, staring up at the ceiling until my eyes are too heavy to keep open.
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      “Shit,” I mutter to myself as I stare at the empty granola bar box. A quick check on the other counter confirms the bananas are gone as well. I wasn’t expecting to be stuck here with Keyera this long. I’m not much of a cook and I’ve never had to figure out how to feed a target before.

      "Everything okay out there?" Keyera calls out from the bedroom, her voice still scratchy from sleep. "If you want to make me breakfast in bed, I have all the ingredients for omelets!" she adds unhelpfully.

      Despite my best efforts, my lips twitch and twist up into a smile. God, this woman is messing with my head. She has me smiling for fuck’s sake. Or, well, as close to a smile as I’ve been able to muster in years. How the hell does she manage that while still being kept captive?

      "Or…" she drawls, the mischievousness ringing out in her voice. "You could let me cook us breakfast. I make a mean omelet. Best in the state!"

      "I thought you just moved here last week," I respond without thinking. She has this way of drawing me into a conversation without even trying. Before I know what's happening, I'm shuffling my way to her room and leaning against the door frame. "That's not enough time to try all the omelets in the state."

      The smile she gives me punches a hole right through my chest. I have to rub my hand over my heart to make sure it’s still there. It’s threatening to beat right out of my ribcage, but the fucker is still working alright.

      Those soft pink lips of hers part slightly as her smile spreads across her face. Her blue eyes sparkle, and I instantly decide I like making her smile. I can’t remember the last time I wanted to bring someone joy instead of fear, but Keyera is changing everything about me with barely a flick of her wrist.

      Her tied up wrist.

      The one that is rubbed nearly raw from the zip tie she’s been wearing almost constantly.

      Again, my body surges forward before my brain can catch up. I’m standing next to the bed, staring down at the beautiful angel with bright blue eyes.

      "I'm pretty confident my omelets are the best in any state,” she says with all the sass she can muster. “Why don’t I make you one and you can tell me how it is?” The temptress bats her fucking eyelashes at me. The move would be annoying if anyone else tried it, but Keyera? Hell, I’m pretty sure anything she does is somehow adorable and sexy.

      I don’t respond, I simply cut the zip tie off her wrist, cringing when I see the red mark there. I can’t stand knowing she’s been in discomfort this long. Even more painful is the thought of handing her over to meet her fate. I can’t do anything about the second one, but I can try to ease her suffering while she’s here.

      Keyera hops off the bed, but before she can get too far, I direct her to the bathroom.

      “Sit,” I tell her, pointing to the edge of the tub. Keyera eyes me suspiciously but does what I ask. It pleases me more than it should. “Let me see your wrist. The sore one.”

      Again, the angel peers up at me, confusion clouding her eyes. Eventually, she raises her arm, letting me take her hand in mine. I ignore the feeling of her soft little hand in my much bigger, rougher one, focusing instead on rubbing some ointment I found in a drawer in the bathroom.

      Keyera sighs so sweetly, then dips her head down, as if she was embarrassed by the sound. Jesus, hearing that breathy sigh fall from her lips has me fighting to keep my arousal at bay. What other sexy sounds does she make? Would she scream as I drive into her over and over? Or maybe she comes with a whisper on her lips as her face is twisted up in ecstasy.

      I clear my throat and finish applying the ointment. I wrap her wrist in some gauze, pressing down lightly to secure it.

      When I’m done, Keyera withdraws her hand from mine, instead holding it in her lap as she fixes her gaze on me. I know what she’s thinking; why am I taking care of her? Fuck if I know. And fuck if I can stop now.

      “I heard something about breakfast,” I mumble, stepping away from her. “Better get to it before I change my mind.”

      Keyera snorts out a laugh and I have to turn away to keep from showing her my smirk. I like giving her shit. Almost as much as she likes giving me shit.

      Normally I would never let a target into a kitchen. There are too many knives or other tools that could be used as a weapon but I don’t think Keyera will try anything.

      I’m leaning against the far counter, watching Keyera take out ingredients for breakfast. I keep waiting for her to start talking. She spent all day yesterday trying to convince me she wasn’t who I was looking for. I’d never admit it, but part of me believes her. She doesn’t seem like the type to be someone’s mistress and there are just too many things with Keyera Barclave written on it. The mistress has only been gone three weeks and I don’t think anyone could have all of this set up in that time frame.

      She could have set it up before she took off.

      As much as I want to believe her, there’s that seed of doubt in the back of my mind. I don’t trust anyone, so why should I trust her? The woman seems sincere, though. Even through her fear and that wall she has around her heart, I can see her need for me to believe her. I think I just might...

      You just don’t want to believe she could be a liar or a thief.

      “Have you always worked for the mob, then?” Keyera asks as she breaks some eggs into a bowl. I’m jarred out of my thoughts and thrown off by her question.

      “No.”

      “Oh? How does someone get into your line of work?”

      “Bad luck.”

      She gives me a dry look over her shoulder and for some reason, I relent. I tell her shit about me only a few people know.

      “I was ten and living on the street when Lucille Gambino, Mario’s grandmother, found me and took me in,” I murmur. Now that I’ve started, the words pour out of me. “She raised me, made sure that I was fed and clothed. She passed away almost ten years ago and Mario came to me to tell me that I needed to start paying off my debt. I was eighteen at the time, with no money to my name and no prospects.”

      “How long do you have to work for them?” she asks quietly.

      “You’re my last job,” I admit. I watch her, waiting to see what her reaction will be. I’m expecting her to be angry or at the very least, convince me of her innocence. Instead, she peers at me with those damn blue eyes of hers, holding my gaze and not letting go. I can’t look away if I tried. She's searching for something, like she's trying to unlock some secret part of me. The thing is...she might be doing just that.

      “Where are you from?” I ask, desperate to change the subject and learn more about her. She blinks, breaking eye contact.

      “Las Vegas, but I’ve bounced around a bit over the last eight years.”

      “Why?” I ask, watching as she pours the eggs into the pan and grabs a spatula.

      “I was trying to get away from my dad.”

      “Did he hurt you?” I demand, anger coursing through me. If he laid one finger on this angel, I will hunt him down and kill him with my bare hands.

      “No, he just wasn’t much of a father.”

      “What does that mean?” I don’t even realize I’ve pushed away from the counter and started walking toward her until we’re only a few feet apart. Keyera doesn’t look up, but I know she feels my closeness from the way her breath hitches.

      “He was a loser,” she whispers, almost ashamed. “He knocked my mom up the night they met. She was a stripper and barely eighteen, and he was close to thirty. He never graduated high school and couldn’t keep a job for longer than a few months.”

      “What about your mom?”

      Keyera sighs, busying herself with chopping up a green pepper. I almost think she’s not going to answer me, but then she continues. “She left when I was ten. I guess she had enough of taking care of two kids so she bailed. I never saw or heard from her again.”

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her.

      She just nods, her eyes locked on the cutting board. My heart breaks for a ten-year-old Keyera being abandoned by the only real parent she ever had.

      “I...I ran away when I was sixteen,” she confesses. It’s shocking to hear, but I don’t let it show. “My dad had lost his job six months before but I had been working since I was fourteen and was covering most of our bills.” Her voice is higher now, more forceful as her words speed up. It’s like she’s trying to get it all out there before she loses her courage. “When I turned sixteen, I overheard him talking to some of his friends. They were bookies and trying to collect money from him and he was telling them that I would pay.”

      “Did they take your money?” I growl.

      “No, I realized he knew about the money I was saving for college and he was planning on using it to pay off his debts. He drank away any money I gave him for groceries and I could see that this was going to be the rest of my life if I stayed. I would never be able to get out of his grasp. I would never get ahead if I stayed.”

      “But you went to college,” I say, remembering the diploma she showed me yesterday.

      “Yeah, eventually. I lived on the streets for a few years, working and saving up. I took classes when I could at community colleges until I finally had my degree.”

      I can’t picture a teenage, homeless Keyera. I know how hard it is to survive on the streets. To have to look after yourself. To fight to find something to eat and a safe place to sleep.

      Keyera stops chopping the pepper and wipes her hands off on a nearby rag. She looks up at me, the vulnerability shining in her clear blue eyes enough to twist me up inside. I watch in slow motion as my hand raises up and cups her cheek. She flinches at first, which damn near kills me with guilt. When I gently lay my palm against her cheek and tilt her head up again, I’m met with watery eyes that gut me.

      Leaning forward, I press my lips to her hairline, breathing in her sweet tangerine scent.

      It hits me like a ton of bricks. I want to take care of her. I want to look out for her and make sure that she’s safe. I want to be the one she turns to when she has a problem. I want to be the one to pleasure her, to comfort her, to love...

      Then I remember why I’m here.

      I can’t feel sympathy for this woman. I can’t feel anything for her. I need to steel myself against my reaction to her. She might look like my angel, but that’s just attraction.

      It’s not true.

      I have a job to do. One last job and then I’m out. I need to keep my eye on the end game here.

      I release my hold on Keyera, taking several steps back. I rub a hand over the back of my neck, refusing to meet her gaze.

      "Breakfast will be ready soon then?" I grunt out. When she doesn't answer, I muster up the strength to look at her. Keyera's eyes are wide and her brow is furrowed in confusion. Those pretty pink lips of hers are parted slightly like she can't believe what just happened. I can't, either.

      “Y-yeah,” she whispers before blinking rapidly and shaking her head. “Best in the state, I’m tellin’ ya.”

      I try and fail to keep the smirk on my face hidden. I’m so fucked.
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      Keyera

      

      I wake before Locke the next day. My bladder is full and I’m too hot. The oversized T-shirt is twisted and bunched up around my stomach, the pajama pants hanging low on my hips.

      My hand is still tied to the bedframe, though at least he switched to my left hand instead of my right. Locke even preemptively wrapped my wrist in gauze before securing me to the bed.

      Still, it’s my instinct at this point to try and get out of my restraints. I tug on it, but there’s no give. It does rattle the bedframe though and that has Locke’s eyes shooting open. I give him a smile that feels more like a grimace.

      “I really need to go to the bathroom,” I tell him and he nods, standing and grabbing the pliers from his pocket.

      He clips the plastic and I sigh, flexing my wrist to get blood circulation back in my fingers. Locke gives me space, letting me stand and stretch before he trails after me to the bathroom. He stands outside like always as I take care of business. As I’m washing my hands, I decide to try my luck.

      “I bet another shower would feel good.” I glance at him out of the corner of my eye as I rinse my hands off and I could swear that he’s smiling.

      "Uh-huh," he murmurs.

      “And I’m already in the bathroom,” I helpfully point out. “I can make us breakfast after,” I offer, trying to sweeten the deal.

      He kind of huffs out a laugh and I know I’ve won. It shouldn’t feel this good to poke and prod the giant of a man, especially one who is trying to kidnap me, but there’s no denying the warmth that floods through me at his barely disguised amusement.

      “Go ahead,” he relents. “I’m standing right here, though.”

      “I expect nothing less,” I tease.

      Locke tries his hardest to glare at me, but his gray eyes soften, barely crinkling at the corners, letting me know he’s trying not to smile.

      Once his back is turned, I slip inside the bathroom, leaving the door open a crack as per his demands. I strip off the baggy clothes and turn the shower on, cranking the water all the way up. I can’t stop the moan as I step beneath the spray, letting the water ease the aches from being tied up.

      I see Locke shift in the doorframe, his back straightening and his shoulders tensing. He’s not looking at me, but I swear I can still feel his eyes on me somehow. Like he’s picturing me in the shower. I won’t lie, the thought of him being attracted to me in any way has me rubbing my thighs together to relieve the constant pressure I seem to have whenever I think about Locke.

      Trying to clear my head of those wayward thoughts, I decide to strike up another conversation to humanize myself. That’s what all the crime shows tell you to do.

      If I’m being honest, though, I mostly just want to hear Locke’s voice as he tells me more about himself. Something in me wants to figure him out, to light up those dark shadows in his beautiful gray eyes and see what he looks like without the weight of his past, his debt hanging over his head.

      “This bathroom is one of the reasons why I decided to rent this place,” I call out over the water. “Well, that and the price. It was the only thing in my price range.”

      “Yeah, it’s nice,” he says, not looking over his shoulder at the room.

      “What’s your apartment like in New York?” I try again.

      “It’s fine.”

      “Is it small? Aren’t all apartments in New York supposed to be cramped with, like, the bathroom in the kitchen or something?” I ask, giving a small laugh.

      “I guess. Mine is small but it’s just me and I don’t spend a ton of time there.”

      “Too busy traveling the world and kidnapping the wrong girls?”

      “Something like that.”

      “I’ve lived in worse places than this,” I tell him as I rinse the shampoo out of my hair. “When I was in college, I had to live in this apartment with four other girls. I think it was their first apartment away from home because they were slobs. They didn’t even do their own laundry. They just had their moms come get it and do it for them. Can you imagine?”

      “No.”

      “You aren’t really giving me a lot to work with here, Locke.”

      Locke huffs out another laugh. “I already told you I don’t talk much. Besides, we don’t need to get to know each other.”

      I let out an exasperated sigh. “What are we supposed to do until your boss calls? Just sit and stare at each other?”

      He mutters something to himself, rolling his shoulders back.

      “What did you study in college?” he asks, not sounding all that interested.

      “Accounting.”

      “Really. Sounds boring.”

      I laugh, turning the water off and grabbing the towel that’s hanging up.

      “Not to me. I’ve always liked numbers and math.”

      "Really? Why?" Locke asks as if he couldn't fathom someone getting a degree in anything numbers related.

      “There are rules and everything can always be figured out. Plus, I always had to watch my money and accounting seemed useful.”

      “How…practical.”

      I roll my eyes, securing the towel and nudging his back so that he steps out of the way. “Not all of us can live exciting lives working for the mob,” I say sarcastically.

      Locke grunts in response, but his lip curls up slightly and his gray eyes spark with a playfulness I haven’t seen before. How the hell is this guy so damn sexy? And why can’t I stop having these thoughts about him?

      I shuffle past him into my room, thankful for the space. He waits outside while I tug on some yoga pants, a sports bra, and a plain black t-shirt.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask as I join him in the hallway.

      “Yeah.”

      I get started making some eggs and toast while Locke paces around the living room. The man is so tense all the time, so on edge. I wonder when was the last time he actually relaxed, let his defenses down. I can’t picture him in casual clothes, lounging on his couch while reading a book.

      As if reading my thoughts, he stops at my bookcase and peruses the shelves for a minute. His fingers trail over the spines of my books and I get the image of those calloused fingertips caressing my skin, teasing the curve of my hip as they follow a path up my side to cup my breasts...

      “What about you?” I blurt out awkwardly. I need to get myself under control. Locke pulls his hand away from my bookshelf and stares at me. “What would you have studied if you went to college?”

      “Kidnapping,” he deadpans.

      "Haha." I roll my eyes, but inside I'm doing a happy dance. I got the big, growly kidnapper to tell a joke.

      He actually grins this time and the act changes his whole appearance. He looks even more beautiful than I could have imagined. I’ve seen his half-hidden smirks and restrained smiles, but I’ve never seen him grin before. Suddenly I can see the softer side of him. Gone are the sharp edges and hard glares. It’s such a contrast to his normally unreadable face that I forget I should be afraid of this man.

      Part of me wonders if this is what he would have turned out like if he had never joined the mob. If his parents hadn’t abandoned him and he wasn’t forced to repay his debt. Would he have been happier? Would he have smiled more?

      Part of my heart breaks for the man Locke could have been. I know how hard, how scary it is to live on the streets and have to worry about finding something to eat and a safe place to sleep. I can’t imagine doing it when I was ten.

      No wonder he has trust issues. He’s only ever had himself to rely on. Even when an old lady took pity on him and tried providing for him when he was vulnerable, the rug got ripped out from under his feet anyway.

      Locke already told me he really didn’t have a choice about working for the mob. I know a bit about what that’s like, too, only I got out before things got to that point. As much as it pained me, I finally wised up and saw the writing on the wall. My dad was so far in over his head with debt, he was going to force me to become a stripper. Would I be just as hardened, just as cold, as Locke is now if I didn’t run away?

      “Breakfast is ready,” I announce, probably a little too loudly. I knew I was attracted to him, but peeling back his layers and finding out more about the real Locke has me thinking crazy things. Wanting crazy things. Craving crazy things. I shove those feelings aside as I serve up our food and pass him a plate.

      “Thanks,” he says quietly and I wonder if maybe he’s starting to soften towards me, too.

      Is it too early for Stockholm syndrome to set in?
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      Locke

      

      Today was…weird.

      I take a deep breath and hold it before slowly letting it out. Running my fingers through my hair, I tug slightly and then wipe my hands down my face. Keyera takes up my every thought, even though I’m trying to put distance between us and stay cold toward her.

      I think today is the most I've spoken with another person in….well, maybe ever. Keyera talked to me all day. Every time I tried to give her a one-word answer or kill the conversation, she just kept pressing. What was my favorite food? Did I go on any vacations when I was younger? Where would I go if I could travel anywhere?

      Question after question, she kept the conversation going until I forgot she was my target and that I shouldn’t have been sharing any of this with her. I already liked Keyera too much before I started learning more about her. Now? Well, now I’m in too deep. I can’t let her go, though I’m not sure if it’s because of my obligation to Mario or because the thought of never seeing her again is almost too painful to bear.

      Pacing around the small bedroom, I shake my head, trying to get myself under control. I have no idea how much longer we’ll be stuck here together and already I feel my heart getting all tangled up in hers.

      It’s been so damn long since I’ve felt anything at all for another person, let alone the intense, overwhelming sensation that floods through my body every time Keyera is close. And she’s always close. Damn tiny apartment. Maybe I’d have kept my mouth shut if we were holed up in a mansion with separate wings of rooms for each of us.

      I already told the little spitfire about my past and my debt, though I can’t for the life of me figure out why. She doesn’t need to know me and I certainly don’t need to know her. Except that I do. And the more I learn, the more my heart and mind war for control.

      Keyera told me about her shocking past as well, but she also gave me pieces of her personality, her smile, her sassy wit, and clever charm. Christ, this woman is messing with me, inside and out.

      She disappeared into the bathroom a few minutes ago and I just let her. I trust her not to run. She’s a good person, or maybe she just knows that I would catch her in two seconds flat.

      I slip out of my shirt, pulling on a new change of clothes. I snuck down to my car last night while she was asleep and grabbed my bag out of the trunk. I was getting really sick of wearing the same clothes. I took a shower last night, too, and I spent the whole time resisting the urge to jerk off as her sweet tangerine scent surrounded me.

      “You okay?” Keyera’s voice breaks through my thoughts, though her outfit certainly doesn’t do anything to keep my mind off her sexy little body.

      Keyera sashays into the room dressed in a thin tank top and a pair of sleep shorts. I have to bite back a groan as I take in all of her bare skin. I thought listening to her shower was bad, knowing that she was naked and wet just a few feet from me, but somehow seeing her like this is worse. More tempting because I can picture myself undressing her. Peeling off the layers like she’s been doing to me all day.

      I can't seem to control my eyes as they rake over her frame. She's short, nearly a foot shorter than me if I had to guess. Her blonde hair is still damp and as she combs her fingers through it, little drops of water hit her skin and drip down. I swallow hard, trying to hold myself back from licking each one off her creamy flesh.

      I turn away from her, digging through my bag for the zip ties. I need to get this relationship back to solid ground. I grab one as she climbs up onto the bed and slips under the covers. She passes me her hand before I can even ask for it and for a second, I debate not tying her up.

      I’m used to her sassing me or being difficult about the zip ties, not that I blame her. I thought it was frustrating and annoying at first, but seeing her shoulders slump in defeat tugs at something deep in my gut. I don’t want to break her. I don’t want to be the reason she gives up the fight.

      You can’t fall for her act.

      As much as I want to give in to her and believe her when she says I've got the wrong girl, I can't make myself trust her completely. I have a lifetime of experiences that tell me women like her are nothing but trouble. The thing is, I think I like trouble. As long as Keyera is the one causing it.

      I don’t say anything or make eye contact with her as I zip tie her wrist to the headboard. I don’t want to look into her clear blue eyes and see more sadness. I couldn’t take it, especially knowing I was the cause.

      Releasing the breath I was holding, I head across the room to flip the light switch, plunging us into darkness. Her nightlight flicks on and I stare at it for a moment as something clicks in my mind.

      “What’s with the nightlight? And the light on above the microwave?” I ask when I remember the night I snuck in here.

      “I don’t know,” she says in the most unconvincing voice ever. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she’s a shit liar, but that can’t be right. She’s been lying this whole time...I think. Right?

      I don’t say anything, instead letting the silence fall between us until she feels the need to fill it. I know my angel. If the last few days have taught me anything, it’s that Keyera is a talker. That should annoy me more than it does, and from anyone else, it would.

      "I don't like the dark," she admits softly after a few moments. I want to fall to my knees in front of her and pull her into my arms. I can feel the vulnerability dripping from her words. No doubt a few years of being homeless showed her what lies in the depths of darkness. I hate that she's seen any of that. "The lights are supposed to keep the monsters away."

      My heart clenches up tightly, painfully in my chest at her words. “Don’t think they’re doing a good job of that,” I manage to tell her as I head over to my chair.

      “You’re not a monster.”

      I pause, nearly struck dumb by her words. I’ve kept her tied to her bed for days, I threatened her with drugs, and I made her wrists and ankles sore from her restraints. That feels an awful lot like monster behavior to me, even if I’ve treated her better than any target that came before her.

      Her declaration hangs in the air between us as I sit down in the chair, trying to get comfortable. I’ve slept in more uncomfortable places than this chair, but there’s never been a comfy bed literally a foot away from me before. The thought of sleeping in this thing one more time has my neck screaming in protest already.

      I look over to the bed, noting that there’s plenty of room on the other side of the bed. Do I trust myself alone with her, though? I could always sleep over the covers. Then there would be a barrier between me and Keyera’s tempting body.

      I look over to Keyera, meeting her gaze, and I swear that she knows what I’m thinking because she snuggles deeper into her pillow, sighing contentedly. The sexy, adorable little brat, rubbing it in my face.

      I shift in the chair again but I just can’t do it. Not when there’s a soft, warm bed right in front of me. Standing, I walk around the bed, pulling the pliers out of my pants pocket and setting them on the nightstand, far away from her. Keyera tracks my movements but doesn’t say anything as I climb into bed beside her and stretch out on the mattress.

      The angel turns slightly, looking at me over her shoulder. Soft moonlight spills into the room from a crack in the curtains, catching her bright blue eyes. I swear I see more than a little lust there, but I see a bit of anxiousness and fear as well. Shit, I didn’t think this through. I never want her to fear me, which is something I’ve never said about a target before. Keyera is more than just a target at this point, however, and I’m nearly done trying to fight it.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not going to touch you,” I murmur, even though the only thing in the whole goddamn world I want to do is touch every inch of her smooth, heated skin. She gives me a small smile before she gets comfortable once more.

      Keyera’s breaths even out after a few minutes, making me smile. These last two nights I’ve sat by her bed all night, staying up for hours until she finally fell into a fitful sleep. Now that I’m right next to her, she’s out within five minutes. Did I have something to do with that?

      I lay there on my back, staring up at the ceiling as I listen to the soft, peaceful sounds of her sleeping. This is the first time that I’ve shared a bed with someone. It’s not as bad as I thought it would be.

      I must doze off because the next thing I know, it’s morning and I’m wrapped around Keyera, my front to her back. Her hair is in my face and my arms are holding her close to me, keeping us connected.

      I shouldn’t, but I bury my nose into her long blonde locks, smelling the sugary citrus scent of her shampoo. Or maybe it’s just her. My hand is spread out over her little tummy, underneath her shirt. The silky smoothness of her skin seeps into my fingertips, immediately becoming my new addiction.

      I want to touch her ever-fucking-where. I want to cup her breasts and tease those hard little nipples, rolling each one between my fingers before sucking on them. I want to slide my hand up her inner thigh, kneading the soft flesh there before rubbing her soaking wet slit until she comes apart for me.

      Without thinking, I pull Keyera closer to me, molding her body to mine. A trembling breath leaves her lips, halting my movements. Shit, this is so inappropriate, so out of bounds for what I should be doing.

      And then the angel murmurs my name as she rolls her hips, grinding her juicy little ass against my painfully hard cock. I freeze, not sure if she’s even aware of what she’s doing. “Yes…” she whispers, her breathy, mumbled tone letting me know she’s still very much asleep.

      She’s having a dirty dream about me and I can’t do a damn thing about it. I really can’t. I shouldn’t. I absolutely will not help ease the ache I know is throbbing between her thighs.

      It takes every ounce of my diminishing willpower to untangle myself from her, but I have to, for my own sanity. I never thought of myself as a cuddler. Normally, I don’t let anyone get close enough to me to touch, but with Keyera, I can’t seem to stay away from her.

      I roll over onto my back, staring up at the ceiling and wondering what’s happening to me. I’ve never had much use for women. It seemed wrong to drag anyone into my life of darkness. What if something went wrong? Lord knows that I have enemies, people who would hurt those that I care about to get to me and I never wanted to paint a target on someone else’s back.

      With Keyera though, I can’t help myself.

      From that first glimpse of her, I’ve been entranced. She looks like an angel, like my opposite, but I know she has more in common with me than one would think.

      She’s the only one who has been able to get past my defenses in the last ten years and she did it within three days. What is it about her that pulls me in?

      She’s my boss’s mistress. She’s a thief and a liar. I shouldn’t be attracted to her. I shouldn’t be wanting to get closer to her. I shouldn’t be having such dirty thoughts about her.

      So why can’t I stop the urge to touch her? To roll her under me and rut like an animal?

      Keyera rolls over, stretching, and her arm brushes against mine, sending shivers racing up my arm and down my spine.

      “Morning,” she says sweetly, smiling sleepily. Her cheeks are stained pink, however, and her eyes are dark, still shining with the lust from her dream.

      She’s fucking gorgeous.

      “Morning,” I rumble, grabbing the pliers and cutting the zip tie. The things she’s making me feel, not to mention the way my body is reacting to her, has me practically running out of the room under the guise of giving Keyera some privacy. In reality, I just need space from the beautiful, complicated angel in bed.

      Fuck. I’m in trouble here.
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      Keyera

      

      Locke never tied me up after breakfast.

      After we did the dishes together, I made my way toward the bedroom, knowing I’d be in for another day of attempting conversation in between convincing Locke I’m not who he’s looking for.

      Before I even made it out of the kitchen, Locke walked right up behind me and guided me to the living room with a hand at the small of my back. When I looked up at him, those gray eyes were soft as he gazed at me with something close to tenderness.

      He stopped in front of the couch, motioning me to sit. Locke crossed his arms and stared down at me, pinning me in place with those sharp gray eyes. He didn’t have to tell me what that look meant. Don’t make him regret giving me this little freedom.

      That was hours ago. I’ve already gone through a book and a half while curled up on the couch, though this last half an hour I haven’t been able to focus at all. I must have read this page ten times and I still have no idea what it says.

      Instead, all of my attention is focused on Locke’s solid frame sitting next to me. My feet are tucked under his muscled thigh, though I don’t remember doing it. I can feel the heat of his body from where we’re touching. Even though I’m not looking at him, I fucking feel everything about him. It’s like my body is tuned to his, sensitive and aware of every movement, every sigh, every breath.

      I rub my thighs together without realizing it. Pressure has been building deep inside me all day, ever since I had a particularly sexy dream about my kidnapper this morning. I’ve never been with a man, despite what Locke may think. This is all new territory for me. I don’t know what I’m doing, only that I ache for this man.

      Locke inhales deeply then lets out a low growl from somewhere deep in his chest. Can he read my thoughts? Oh God, can he smell how turned on I am right now?

      I panic, not sure what happens next or what the hell I’m even doing. Scrambling up from the couch, I nearly trip over my own feet.

      “Uh, I’ll get us some water,” I blurt out before sprinting to the kitchen. Very smooth, Keyera.

      Once in the kitchen, I stand facing the cabinet, spreading my hands out on the counter and taking a cleansing breath. I will not fantasize about Locke. I will not think about how it would feel to have those big, rough hands caress me instead of tie me up. I absolutely will not give in to my lust and sleep with him.

      The smell of leather and whiskey swirl around me, filling me up and making the ache in my core throb almost painfully. Locke’s familiar scent nearly makes me whimper. I can’t turn around yet, even though I know he’s right here, so close.

      The heat of his body is at my back, but he doesn't stop there. Locke presses himself against me, placing a hand on either side of mine on the counter, caging me in. This time, I can't hold back the breathy moan on my lips.

      Locke answers with a soft growl of his own as he nuzzles into the side of my neck. A shiver runs down my spine from that simple touch, my back arching into the front of his body. He groans, moving his hands from the counter to my hips, gripping me there and helping me grind down against his thickness.

      Holy hell, he’s huge and hard and rubbing against my ass like he can’t get enough. I can’t either. I want more. So much more.

      This is wrong. I should stop. I absolutely should not give in to temptation…

      “You’re so beautiful it hurts,” Locke murmurs against my skin. He nips at a sensitive spot beneath my ear then licks away the sting. I gasp as my knees shake and nearly give out. Locke chuckles darkly, the sound vibrating through me and making my pussy throb. “So responsive. Jesus, you’re irresistible.”

      “Locke,” I breathe out as I reach my arms over my head and tangle my fingers in his hair.

      “Christ,” he grits out, slipping his hands beneath the hem of my shirt and stroking my skin. “So soft,” he mutters more to himself than to me. I can’t do anything but surrender to his touch.

      Higher, higher, higher, Locke drags his calloused hands up my body until he’s cupping my breasts.

      “Oh,” I gasp, letting out a shuddering breath.

      “Is this okay?” he asks, surprising me with his soft tone. I nod my head and arch my back, thrusting my chest further into his large hands. “Need your words, angel,” he rasps against the shell of my ear. “Tell me to stop and I will.”

      This is one of those moments that will define my life. I can feel it. If I tell him no, Locke will back off, even if it hurts. I trust that he’d never force himself on me. But if I say yes, if I give myself over to this man, I’ll never be the same. I’m just not sure if that’s good or bad. Am I really about to let the man who kidnapped me take my virginity?

      “Don’t stop,” I whimper, the words falling from my lips before I can stop them. I won’t take them back. I’m too far gone, too twisted up in the complicated, surprisingly tender man currently making me melt into a puddle of pleasure.

      Locke spins me around and pulls me against his hard body. I feel his cock dig into my belly, and the thought of him being inside me pulls out a moan from somewhere deep in my core.

      His lips are on mine in the next second, swallowing down the sound as he licks into my mouth. I open up for him, sighing as he hungrily takes what he needs, what we both need.

      Locke’s muscles tense and flex against my soft curves and I melt into him even more, wanting to somehow fuse our bodies together. He fists my hair and pulls my head up, exposing my neck. I feel his teeth, his tongue, his lips devouring every inch of skin from my jaw down to my shoulder.

      “Please, Locke, I need more…”

      He growls into my skin as his hands roam all over my body. One grips my ass and squeezes, while the other slides down my front, dipping into the waistband of my leggings. His fingers trace the outline of my panties, teasing me and driving me wild. I buck my hips and he groans, finally rubbing his fingers against my pussy through the fabric.

      “Fuck, baby, you’re soaked for me, aren’t you?”

      I gasp for air and nod my head, looking desperate and inexperienced, but I don’t care. I can’t think about anything other than his hands on my body, his breath on my skin, and the thick outline of his cock grinding against me.

      Locke’s hand slips inside my panties and I feel two fingers glide up and down my slit. We both moan at the same time. Locke rubs my clit in the most incredible way, making my knees shake and my entire body tense. I grab his biceps and dig my fingers in, needing him to keep me steady while he assaults my throbbing core.

      The rough pads of his fingers circle around my entrance, making my legs spasm and slam together.

      “Jesus, how are you so tight?” he grunts.

      I’m breathing too hard to respond, not that I have an answer to his question anyway. Despite the mistaken identity situation I’ve found myself in, I’m no one’s mistress. I’ve never even had sex, let alone cheated on anyone, so I’m not exactly an expert on this subject.

      Locke doesn’t wait for my response; he thrusts his fingers inside of me at the same time he slams his lips into mine. The kiss is fire and fury, sweetness and release. He’s stretching me out, pain and pleasure mixing, as the heel of his hand grinds down on my clit. I shamelessly buck my hips into his hand, needing more, needing everything.

      My legs tremble as he fucks me with his thick fingers, my pussy leaking all over his hand. I break our kiss and drop my head to his shoulder, unable to even breathe as he brings me to heights unknown with just his fingers alone.

      “That’s it, angel. Come for me.”

      He pulls his fingers out of my channel and rubs them over my clit in tight, demanding circles. His fingers slide over my swollen, throbbing bundle of nerves one more time and that’s all it takes for bliss to break over me like a waterfall. Rivulets of pleasure run through my body, on the inside of my skin, as every muscle jerks again and again.

      Locke holds me close to him, crushing me against his body to keep me grounded as the orgasm rocks through me. I cling to him as I tense and release one final time.

      “You’re amazing,” he whispers, his voice surprisingly tender.

      I give a breathless laugh and bury my head into the side of his neck. “I think I’m supposed to say that about you.”

      Locke growls, the sound equal parts pure lust and agony. “Let’s get you naked and let me show you how amazing I am.”

      Even though I just came harder than I ever have, my pussy clenches around his hand that’s still buried deep inside of me. Locke groans and pumps his fingers one more time before taking his hand away and licking himself clean.

      “I need a better taste of you right the fuck now.”

      Before I can respond, Locke bends down and then tosses me over his shoulder, making me squeal.

      “Hey!” I shout, pounding my fists against his back. I can’t keep the smile off my face, even as I half-heartedly try to escape. He’d never let me go. The idea of being stuck with Locke forever doesn’t sound so bad anymore…

      A deep, gravelly sound tears through Locke’s chest as he tosses me down on the mattress. He looms over me, his gray eyes melting into pools of silver as they rake up and down my body. I watch the powerful mafia enforcer clench his fists and grit his jaw, every muscle in his body straining toward me and yet holding him back at the same time.

      “Need you naked,” he grunts, snapping his eyes back to mine. They are nearly black now, darkened with lust and unquenchable longing.

      I start to sit up, but Locke stops me with a hand on my sternum. He pushes me back down onto the mattress, his show of dominance sending a wave of arousal prickling up my spine. I quirk an eyebrow up at him and open my mouth to say something sassy, but he silences me by tearing my shirt clean off my body.

      Literally.

      My leggings and panties come next, the fabric shredding in his hands. It’s not possible for me to be any wetter, and yet the reminder of his lethal strength has hot, liquid bliss pouring out of me as I clench and release around nothing.

      “Jesus fucking…” he trails off, dropping to his knees as he grabs my ankles and pulls me to the edge of the bed. I gasp when he throws one leg over his shoulder, then the other. Part of me knows I should be scandalized, or at the very least, embarrassed at being so exposed. But I’m just really fucking horny.

      Some sort of pained grumble comes from Locke as he stares right into the core of me. It’s the last thing I hear before his tongue dips into my folds and he licks me up and down. My hips twitch and my thighs snap shut around his head.

      Locke groans, sending delicious waves of vibrations over my body and setting every nerve ending on high alert. Locke sucks and bites and licks and teases me right to the brink…and then he backs off.

      His hands slide under my ass as he pulls me forward, practically suffocating on my cunt. He spears his tongue into my entrance as he licks my walls, lapping at me and sucking down my honey as it drips out of me. It’s like the more he tastes, the hungrier he gets.

      His thumb rubs over my clit as he keeps thrusting his tongue in and out of me. I’m close, so close, and I know he knows. This time, he lets me fall right over the edge. I pulse and squirm and grab his hair, grinding my pussy deeper into his face as he drinks up my release.

      When I finally grow limp, Locke backs off, giving my pussy one last kiss.

      “Delicious. Are you gonna let me fuck you, too, angel?”

      I nod helplessly, still boneless from my two mind-blowing orgasms. Locke grins, looking pretty pleased with himself.

      He chuckles and then helps me stand up. My knees give out, and he wraps a strong arm around my waist, holding me up. He kisses the tip of my nose and rests his forehead on mine. It’s a surprisingly sweet gesture for a man who was going to drug me not all that long ago.

      That’s fucked up, right? Yes, yes, it definitely is. I shouldn’t want him. I shouldn’t need him. I shouldn’t crave his lips, his tongue, his heated looks, and teasing touches. But I do. God, I do. And knowing he can be sweet with me only makes me want him more.

      “Are you sure you want this?” he murmurs, rubbing his monster cock against my stomach. Locke doesn’t strike me as a man who asks permission for anything, so the fact that he wants my absolute consent eases the last bit of my doubt. He could easily overpower me and take whatever he wants. What he wants is my willing surrender.

      I tilt my head and press my lips to his in a gentle whisper of a kiss.

      “I want this, Locke. I want you.”

      He grunts in pure male satisfaction, then kisses me with more passion this time, more intention. His hands roam all over my body, caressing every inch as he rids me of the last of my clothing.

      He cups my face so tenderly in his hands and kisses me. It's surprisingly slow and sweet. Then he pushes me backward onto the bed and watches me fall, my breasts jiggling when my back hits the mattress.

      “So beautiful. Do you know you’re perfect, angel?”

      I open my mouth to protest, but the look in his eyes says he’s telling me the absolute truth. Instead of trying to convince him otherwise, I give him a shy smile. I’ve never felt so exposed. So vulnerable. So safe.

      We stare at each other for long moments, him taking in my naked form while I let my eyes shamelessly wander over his broad shoulders, the tightly packed muscle I know is underneath his shirt, and the bulge in his pants.

      Finally, I break the silence.

      “I want to see all of you.”

      Without hesitation, he whips his shirt over his head, smirking at me when my jaw drops. The man is ripped. I suddenly want to drag my tongue over each one of his defined muscles. Before I can finish that thought, he tugs down the last piece of clothing, revealing his thick cock. Locke takes himself in his hand and pumps up and down, the sight absolutely mesmerizing.

      Locke crawls onto the bed next to me, turning me to face him. He leans in and kisses me, somehow reassuring me with every stroke of his tongue that I'm safe with him. The kiss grows frantic, and he presses in closer to me, so close I can feel his cock digging into my hip.

      In one swift motion, Locke has me pinned on my back. He’s kissing down my neck, over my collarbone, down, down, down, until his tongue lashes out at my nipples. I moan as he sucks and nips at the tender flesh, giving each breast the same attention. I feel each rough lick all the way down in my clit.

      My fingers tangle in his hair and I tug his head up so he’s looking at me. “Please,” I whisper. “I want you inside of me.”

      In a bold move, I reach down between us and wrap my fingers around his thick shaft, pumping my hand up and down his length, the same way I saw him do earlier.

      “Jesus, I won’t last long if you keep that up.”

      I smile wider and pump him one more time before spreading my legs wider, offering myself up to him. Locke nudges my legs apart even wider, groaning as he stares at my core. He places a forearm down on either side of my head and kisses me sweetly. And then not so sweetly.

      I feel his cock rub up and down my slit, collecting my juices as he bumps my clit with the head of his shaft. Again. Again. Again. I buck my hips, trying to get him where I want him.

      “Patience,” he chuckles.

      I pout, and he nips at my bottom lip before kissing me again. I feel the head of his thickness nudge in my entrance, just barely breaching my opening.

      Fuck, he’s so big, stretching me to the point of pain already. A stuttered grunt leaves his lips and I notice Locke’s muscles are shaking as he holds himself up, like he’s trying to restrain himself.

      “Christ, baby, I don’t want to hurt you, but you're so damn small…”

      “I want this. I want you. I trust you,” I whisper. I don’t want to tell him this is my first time and risk him changing his mind. Besides, maybe now he’ll finally believe that I’m telling the truth.

      So many emotions flash across his gorgeous gray eyes as he pulls back and then thrusts the rest of the way inside of me in one swift move. I feel a painful pinch deep inside of me as tears spring into my eyes.

      “Keyera…Jesus, are you…were you a…?”

      I’d laugh at his shocked expression, but it’s taking all of my concentration to drag air into my lungs. I nod my head and breathe in and out. His hard features soften as an unnamable emotion flashes across his eyes. Locke kisses me senseless, distracting me from the discomfort as I get used to him being inside of me.

      Soon, the pain gives way to a feeling of absolute fullness. I never knew how empty I was until this moment. In more ways than one.

      “I’m ready,” I tell him. “I’m ready for more.”

      “Are you sure? God, Keyera, I…”

      “Please,” I beg, suddenly desperate to be taken roughly by this man. To prove my point, I buck my hips, taking him even deeper. We both cry out.

      “Shit, you feel so good,” he growls.

      Locke slowly pulls out of me as my pussy pulses and tries to suck him back in. He groans as he fills me up again and again. When he enters me, Locke growls with such depth it shakes me to the marrow of my bones. I hook my legs around his hips and claw at his back, wanting to fuse our bodies together.

      “Yes, Locke, God, yes,” I moan.

      He grunts and snaps his hips, plunging deep inside of me in one long thrust. Locke picks up his pace, thrusting harder, stretching me, hitting every single pleasure spot inside of my pussy. I dig my nails into the hard muscles of his back as I pull myself against him in time with his thrusts. Locke growls and then crashes his lips down on mine, all teeth and tongue and passion.

      We work together, building up to something huge. Each time he hits the end of me, it’s like I’m being electrocuted with pleasure, my pussy clenching tightly around his hard dick.

      “Jesus, fuck, baby, I feel you gushing for me.”

      “Faster, please, please, please…” My voice breaks into a moan as he pistons in and out of me, inching closer and closer to sweet release.

      It feels like my entire body is teetering on the edge. I tense up, squeezing my body around Locke, my legs crushing his hips, my fingers no doubt leaving marks on his skin as I hold on for dear life.

      My orgasm starts in my core and radiates out to every limb, every nerve, every cell in my body. I’m shaking and moaning, going out of my goddamn mind with pleasure. I come again and again, my core flooding with my release.

      “That’s it, fuck, Keyera, I’m…”

      Locke throws his head back and roars. I feel his cock throb deep inside of me, his muscles tight and straining with the effort of holding himself up.

      We both come down slowly, together, back to earth, back to our bodies. Locke rolls off of me, pulling me with him and holding me close. We’re sweaty and panting and plastered together in the afterglow of that life-changing experience.

      “Goddamn, sweetness. Just…Goddamn.”

      “Yeah,” I laugh softly.

      “You okay?”

      “Mmm. So good,” I tell him truthfully.

      He nudges my head up and kisses me sweetly. I sigh and nuzzle my head into his chest, feeling so warm and protected.

      I don’t know what this means for us, but for now, I’m just enjoying being held and protected, even if it’s only for a short while.
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      Locke

      

      I wake with Keyera’s naked body pressed up tight to mine and it’s so shocking that I jolt wide awake in a second. I’ve never slept with anyone. Certainly never spent the night having hot sex, especially with the person that I’m holding captive.

      I search my brain for any tips I’ve heard about the morning after but I have a feeling none of those rules apply in this situation.

      Keyera shifts in her sleep, somehow snuggling her little body closer to mine, her ass brushing up against my painful morning wood. I groan at the spark of pleasure traveling down my spine and making my dick flex, but then I gasp. That’s when it hits me.

      I never tied her back up last night. Keyera spent all day yesterday on the couch or cooking, but I was awake and aware of her every movement. Not tying her up at night is different. She could have escaped. She could have run away last night while I was asleep. But she didn’t, my mind whispers.

      She's not the person that I was meant to find. She can't be. My angel was a virgin last night. I trust her. She's not a liar or a thief. She's sweet and smart. She's focused and driven. She would never settle for being some rich man's mistress. She's too self-sufficient to ever want to rely on a man to give her things.

      I think...Jesus, I think I...love her.

      Fuck.

      Where does that leave me? Where does that leave this last job and my freedom? I can’t turn my angel over to the mafia. Even if she isn’t his mistress, there’s no guarantee that Mario and his men wouldn’t kill her on the spot…or worse.

      Keyera moans softly, the needy sound setting my soul on fire. I’m spooned around her soft little body, one hand on her side as she rocks her hips slowly and grinds down on me.

      “Angel,” I groan, tightening my hold on her hip to help her grind against me. It’s just like yesterday morning, but this time, I’m not going to run away. This time, I’m going to give the sexy little goddess everything she’s asking for.

      “Mmm,” is all she says.

      “Are you awake?” I ask, sliding my hand around to her front and cupping her pussy. Fucking hell, she’s soaked for me. Keyera moans my name under her breath and pushes back against me. I can’t think about anything else when she’s offering more of herself to me.

      I settle my throbbing cock in between her cheeks, rubbing the sore fucker up and down to find relief. Dipping two fingers inside her tight as fuck hole, I drag her arousal up her slit and circle her little bundle of nerves. Keyera jerks forward, gasping as her cunt pulses for me and releases more of her sweetness.

      “Locke?” she asks, her voice scratchy from sleep.

      “Yeah, angel,” I grunt, thrusting two fingers inside of her while grinding my heel down on her clit.

      “Oh God, ohmygod, don’t stop,” she whimpers.

      I growl and lean forward, scraping my teeth along the side of her neck, sucking on her pulse point. My cock is leaking precum like a motherfucker, getting her ass all slick and wet. Jesus, what that does to me.

      “Need you, Keyera. Need you so fucking bad,” I murmur into the shell of her ear. Keyera looks at me over her shoulder and nods. Early morning sunlight streams through the half-open curtains, highlighting her blue eyes and full lips. She’s so beautiful my chest aches. My balls ache. Every fucking part of me yearns for more of her.

      I flip Keyera on her stomach in one swift move, making her gasp and then giggle. Her laughter quickly turns into a moan as I pull her hips up and back, massaging her perfectly round ass. I spread her cheeks wide and drag my thickness through her slick folds, groaning as her pussy flutters around me and coats my cock with her juices.

      “Please,” she begs, pushing back against me. “It hurts. I ache for you.”

      “Jesus, I can take that pain away, love.”

      Without warning, I thrust into her sweet cunt, hitting the very end of her. Keyera cries out and jolts forward, clawing at the bed. I stay still inside of her, taking a moment to feel how perfectly we fit together.

      Keyera starts to tremble, and I grip her hips, steadying her as I pull out and stroke back in, shoving my dick so deep inside of her.

      “Locke, I’m...I think…”

      “Fuck,” I groan, feeling her tight little channel squeeze me so damn hard. “Don’t come yet, baby. Hold it.”

      Keyera whimpers and drops her head forward, every muscle tensing as she tries to push her orgasm back. I slide my hand up her back, loving the way she shivers at my touch. Wrapping her silky blonde hair around my hand, I tug her head back as I lean forward to kiss her, driving my dick into her pussy over and over.

      “L-Locke, God, I’m...I’m…”

      Her words break off into a jagged moan as a shiver works its way through her body. I crush my lips down on hers, swallowing every desperate sound that pours from her mouth. Leaning back a bit, I lift two fingers to her mouth, nudging them against the seam of her lips.

      “Suck on me, baby. Get me nice and wet,” I grunt. Keyera looks at me over her shoulder, questions swimming in her brilliant blue eyes. “You’ll like it. I promise.” I stroke inside of her slowly, tapping her G-spot, keeping her right on the edge of sweet ecstasy.

      Keyera obeys, parting her pink lips and wrapping them around my fingers. She swirls her tongue against my skin and sucks on me, making me groan as I think about how she’ll feel when I fuck her mouth.

      I withdraw my hand, bringing it to her tight little ass hole. Circling my wet fingers there, I nearly lose my shit when she pushes back against my hand, urging me to keep going. I pull almost all the way out of her dripping pussy, then slam back into her as I shove one finger into her ass.

      “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck,” she cries out. I grip the soft flesh of her hip in a punishing hold, keeping her still as I split her open with my cock and fingers. “I can’t hold on...Locke, I c-can’t…”

      Keyera sucks in a huge breath and holds it. Her back bows, causing her ass to lift and push back into me. “Hold it,” I growl, right before easing a second finger inside her tight ring of muscles. I scissor my fingers, stretching her wide open. Keyera lets out an agonizing cry as she gushes for me.

      “Please,” she whimpers over and over, trembling uncontrollably. Shit, she’s strung so damn tight. She’s barely hanging on, barely even breathing, trying so damn hard to obey me. Fuck if that doesn’t make me feel like the king of the world. I fucking love that she’s letting me command her body. Own her orgasms. Keep her all to myself.

      My dick jerks and swells as my aching balls draw up tight. I feel my release claw up my spine and fill me up, drowning me in ecstasy. Right before it hits, I shove my dick so fucking deep into her cunt and hold it there.

      “Come for me, Keyera. Come so damn hard for me. Come right the fuck now,” I growl, slipping my fingers into her wet heat and pinching her clit as I continue to fingerfuck her ass with my other hand.

      Her broken cries fill the room as she falls apart so beautifully for me. I feel her orgasm ripple up and down my cock as she shakes violently and then squirts all over me. I groan and slide my arm under her hips right as she collapses.

      I withdraw my fingers from her ass and spank her nice and hard, growling when she fucking comes again, more of her release gushing out of her, dripping down my balls. Keyera’s moans are muffled by the sheets where she has her face buried.

      I rut into her again and again, shredding her to pieces until she’s limp in my arms. With one final, brutal thrust, I explode inside of her, ropes of my cum shooting out of me as I hold still. I keep fucking coming, so damn hard. So damn long.

      Finally, Jesus Christ, finally the last of my release spurts out of me, taking all of my strength with it. I collapse on top of Keyera, both of us sweaty and trembling with the aftershocks of our explosive climaxes.

      Rolling to the side, I pull Keyera closer to me, tucking her into my side. She’s breathless and she curls her body around me, the sweat drying on her still trembling body.

      “Are you okay, angel?” I murmur as I trail my fingers up and down her spine in calming strokes.

      She nods her head and somehow squeezes herself closer, wrapping an arm around my torso and clinging to me. I've noticed her do that a few times, like she's afraid I'll run away instead of the other way around.

      “Hey,” I say softly, combing my fingers through her hair and tugging gently to get her to look at me. “Don’t go silent on me now,” I tease. Her lips curl into the cutest smile, but it doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

      “I’m good,” she whispers. “That was...intense.” My angel hesitates, and each second of silence tears at my heart.

      “Did I hurt you?” Jesus, I’d never forgive myself.

      “You keep asking me that, but I still can’t get over it. My kidnapper caring about hurting me.”

      Keyera giggles and leans in for a kiss. I let her, savoring her sweet flavor and the feeling of her velvet tongue against mine, though my stomach is sinking. Will she always view me as her kidnapper? Is this relationship doomed before it even started? And furthermore, what the fuck am I going to tell Mario?

      “Hey,” she says once we break for air. “What’s wrong?”

      God, those eyes tell me everything I need to know. I’m not sure how I didn’t see it before. She’s good. Kind. A fighter for sure, but she didn’t let the dark shit she’s seen break her. My angel managed to find her way all on her own, and here I am, fucking up her life.

      “Nothing,” I mutter, wiping a hand down my face. My mind is all over the place and my heart? That poor bastard is already hers, for better or worse.

      “Locke? You can talk to me.”

      “I…” My heart is hammering in my chest, my pulse throbbing as a migraine sets in. It’s too much. Not enough. I don’t know what I want or how I’m going to get us out of this mess we’ve found ourselves in. “I’ll get breakfast for us,” I mumble before untangling myself from her and getting up.

      Pulling on a pair of sweat pants and a T-shirt, I take one last look over my shoulder. Keyera is still wrapped up in the blankets, her head tilted to the side as she studies me. She doesn’t seem sad or upset, it’s more like...worry? Is she worried about me? I’m her kidnapper, just like she said. Maybe that’s all I’ll ever be to her, though I sure as fuck hope not.

      Keyera is so much more than my target. She might not be who I was looking for, but she’s exactly who I needed. Now I just have to figure out how to keep her for real.
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      Keyera

      

      I was worried at first when Locke jumped out of bed this morning and mumbled something about breakfast. I thought he regretted sleeping with me, and it hurt worse than it should. I’ve only known him for a few days, most of which I was tied to a bed.

      My heart doesn’t seem to care, however. The way he handled me last night and again this morning, his movements so sure, so confident as he brought me pleasure after pleasure, release after release...it has to be more than sex, right?

      He was rough, yes, and I’m still deliciously sore from the way he tore me apart, but he was so sweet after. Locke made sure I was okay and held me while we both came down from our combined releases.

      Sure, he might not love me the way I love him, and part of me understands. He's been hurt and his trust has been broken, just like mine has. But last night and this morning have shown me that Locke is ready for more. Or at least I hope so.

      After he cooked us a terrible breakfast of burnt toast and I made fun of him for it, Locke finally seemed to shake whatever weird mood he was in. He smiled at me and pulled me down into his lap before kissing me with everything he had. I felt like I could breathe again, having this man touch me and consume me.

      We spent the day playing cards and cuddling on the couch watching movies. I had hoped Locke would say something about getting me out of this mess, but he didn’t, and I didn’t want to press my luck. It’s enough just to be around him in a semi-normal capacity instead of tied up.

      We just finished dinner and I'm washing the last of the dishes while Locke dries them. A smile tugs at my lips as I peer over at the six and a half foot giant carefully drying a glass with my teal and pink striped dishtowel.

      “Something funny?” he grunts, though there’s a hint of playfulness in his voice.

      "I like domestic Locke," I tease, dipping my fingers into the dishwater and flinging some water at him. His shocked look is priceless and might be my new favorite. That is until he shows me his unrestrained grin.

      He surprises the hell out of me by scooping up some bubbles from the dishwater and blowing them all over me. I sneeze as a few bubbles pop on my cheeks and nose, then shriek in laughter as he hooks an arm around my waist and pulls me against his hard body.

      Locke brushes his lips against my ear, his hot breath sending a shiver down my spine. “Do I need to remind you how wild I can be?”

      Before I can answer, Locke’s phone rings. He groans into my neck before kissing me there. I giggle and dance out of his grasp.

      “I’ll let you get that. I’ll go get ready for bed. Maybe you can show me your wild side when you’re done.” I shoot him a wink over my shoulder as I sashay down the hallway, making sure to put a little extra sway in my hips as I go.

      “Don’t start without me, angel,” Locke growls and my whole body goes hot.

      “Don’t keep me waiting long, then,” I sass, disappearing into the bedroom.

      I don’t shut the door, wanting him to walk past and see me stripping for him. I can hear him pacing in the living room but I never see him pass by the hallway.

      I strip out of my clothes and slip on his shirt, wanting to tease him a bit. When he still doesn't come to find me after a few minutes, I grow impatient and pad silently down the hallway to him.

      My intention is to wrap my arms around him from behind and maybe dip my hands a little lower. I want him to lose his mind. I want him to go crazy with want for me. I want us both to get lost in each other, in our lust.

      Instead of burning hot passion, though, it’s like a cold bucket of ice water over my head when I step close enough to hear his conversation.

      “Boss, I’ve been here in Pittsburgh like you asked. I’ve been keeping the target occupied and in my sights. She’s safe.”

      He’s silent for a beat and my heart drops to my stomach. How could I forget what he said about his boss only calling him when it’s time to take me back to New York? And what about that last part? Is that what he’s been doing? Just keeping me distracted and in his sights so that I couldn’t escape?

      “I know, sir. I’ve been waiting for your call.” His voice is so cold, so unlike the voice I’ve grown used to over the past few days. I hate it. “And the debt?”

      Bile climbs up my throat as I listen to him talk to his boss, the man who sent him to kidnap me. Of course, Locke is talking about his debt. Once he delivers me, it’ll be paid in full. I’m sure he’s just double-checking before tying me back up again. How stupid am I to actually fall for my kidnapper? And worse, believe he felt the same about me?

      “I understand, sir.”

      A silent sob tears from my mouth and I almost crumble under the weight of his deception. He was using me all of this time. I was just a distraction, a way for him to pass the time until his boss told him to bring me back to him.

      How could he not believe me? After all we’ve been through? After what we shared? He knows I’m not the mistress. He felt it for himself when he took my virginity. That doesn’t seem to matter, though. Maybe his plan is to drop me off, wipe his hands clean of me, and let his boss take care of sorting out the messy details.

      I can’t take it. I can’t take any of this.

      I turn and make my way back down the hallway as silently as I can. This time when I get to my bedroom, I do close the door. It’s getting dark out and I hurry to stuff some of my belongings in a duffle bag before throwing on a fresh pair of clothes.

      I dig around in my bedside table as quietly as I can, breathing a sigh of relief when my fingers wrap around my car keys. It occurs to me I could have escaped last night while he was sleeping, but I didn’t want to leave him. Twenty four hours makes a hell of a big difference.

      Taking one last look around my room, at the apartment I barely got to live in, I slowly open the bedroom window and climb out onto the fire escape. The stairs rattle slightly as I make my way down, but I can't stop now. I can't look back. Locke must still be on the phone call. Otherwise, I'm sure that he would be charging after me, his target, by now.

      That thought has tears threatening to spill from my eyes and I blink rapidly, trying to clear them as my feet hit the ground. This is no time to break down. I can feel it all later, but right now, I need to be numb. Just like leaving my dad and living on the streets.

      Don’t let it hurt. Bury the fear. Show no weakness.

      I repeat my new mantra in my head as I jog over to my car and throw my duffle bag into the backseat.

      I notice a baseball cap on the passenger seat and I reach for it with trembling hands, slipping it on along with a pair of sunglasses, even though the sun has almost set. I rush around to the driver's seat, climbing behind the wheel and heading toward the highway as fast as the late night traffic will let me.

      I don’t even know where I’m going and for some reason, that’s the thought that has the tears filling slipping free. I promised myself that I would never be used by another man after my dad tried to use me to pay all of his bills. I never wanted to be a plaything but that’s exactly what Locke has made me.

      He used me. He lied to me. And I fell for all of it.

      My shitty car chugs along, sputtering every few miles like it’s as worn out as I am. I suppose it is. Life hasn’t been very kind to either one of us.

      I’m such an idiot. I thought...I thought he felt it, too. The moment I said yes to him, the moment I surrendered and asked him for more. For everything. I had never felt more vulnerable in my entire life, which is saying something. And yet when Locke touched me, kissed me, and made love to me, I somehow felt confident and strong.

      Only he wasn’t making love to me, was he? We were just fucking. Just passing the time.

      A sob fights its way out of my throat, the sound wretched and pathetic. I have to pull over at the nearest gas station to get my shaking under control before I drive my car straight into a ditch or wrap it around a pole. Then again, either one of those options might be better than whatever is waiting for me in New York.

      Oh, God. I’ll never escape, will I? The fucking mob is after me. How did I forget Locke works for the mob? Of course that’s where his loyalties lie. He told me himself, he’s been forced into that life and he’s been working tooth and nail to earn his freedom.

      I force myself to take a slow breath in and a controlled breath out before I hyperventilate. Wasn’t I just in this position a few days ago? Trembling and sobbing and on the verge of passing out? Only this time I’m not afraid of Locke hurting me. He already did, and the damage done to my heart hurts worse than the zip ties ever did.

      After I've waited as long as I dare, considering there's probably a target on my back now, I decide to run inside and grab a few snacks and water for the road.

      Opening the door, I step out of the car, securing my hat and sunglasses in place.

      That’s when things go sideways.
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      Locke

      

      “You can’t have my mistress. I have her here,” Mario’s booming voice says down the line and my heart stops.

      “What?”

      “That was the situation back in New York. We had word that she was here but I was afraid if she heard you were headed back here, she would run before we could grab her.”

      I’m silent, realizing I could have given over my angel to the mob.

      “The job is done, Locke. You can come back now.”

      “I’m done.”

      “What?” he asks, his voice sounding lower, deadlier.

      “My debt was paid once this job was done. You just said it’s over, so I’m out.”

      “I see.”

      That’s all he says. Two words and then the line goes dead. Two words and I know I can never go back to New York. I shouldn’t even stay in Pittsburgh for much longer. I need to get my girl and get on a plane before the wolves come for me.

      I pull out the SIM card on my phone, smashing it under my foot until the glass crunches before I head down the hallway. The bedroom door is closed and I mentally calculate if there’s enough time for me to make love to my angel before we have to leave. I decide there’s always time for that.

      I push the door open, expecting to see Keyera naked on the bed, but the room is empty. I wonder if she’s in the bathroom. Maybe she’s trying to get me to find her, though the sinking feeling in my gut tells me otherwise.

      “Keyera?” I call, heading back down the hallway to the bathroom.

      It’s empty and I know then that she’s gone. I rush back into the bedroom, noticing the window is open. I look down just in time to see her climb into an old hatchback and pull away from the curb.

      I’m out the window and sprinting down the stairs a second later, jumping the last five or six stairs to get to the ground faster. I take off for my car as soon as I stumble to the ground, cutting off a few cars when I pull out onto the street and chase after her.

      I don’t understand. Why did she run? Did she not feel what happened between us? The moment she surrendered to me was the sweetest I’ve ever experienced. I think I always knew she wasn’t Mario’s mistress, but that was when I truly believed her.

      Those bright, beautiful, vulnerable eyes stared directly into my fucking soul, searing me with her pain, her trust, her desire. All of her. Keyera is branded all over me, her name etched on my bones, her kisses lingering on my skin, her scent filling my lungs even now when she’s running from me.

      I know she’s not the target. The only thing I can come up with is that she overheard my conversation and misunderstood something that I said. Maybe I scared her with how cold I have to be when talking to my boss.

      That thought has my gut curdling in disgust. I never want my angel to be afraid of me. Yeah, I’m a big fucking teddy bear for her and only her. I’d understand if she had reservations about starting a new life with me, especially after the way our relationship started, but I thought she would at least talk to me about it instead of running the first chance she got.

      I spot her car up ahead at a gas station and I cut off the truck next to me in order to turn in after her. Her car is parked near the back of the lot and she climbs out, adjusting her baseball hat as she goes.

      Does she have sunglasses? Is she trying to be incognito? God that’s adorable.

      I pull up beside her and slam the car into park, throwing open my door and marching right up to her. I’ve got her thrown over my shoulder and stuffed into my car before anyone even spots me.

      Keyera squirms in the seat, making it difficult for me to buckle her in. She rains her little fists down on my torso as I wrestle the seatbelt over her lap. I let her. Whatever it is that’s upset her, I’m sure that I deserve this.

      “Why did you run?” I ask, the words coming out harder than I intended.

      “I heard you,” she seethes, anger and tears shining bright in her eyes. I never want her to look at me like that again.

      “Heard me say what, exactly?”

      “That I was just a distraction. That I was a target and you were keeping me in your sights.”

      She spits the words out at me and my heart sinks. The little spitfire is angrier than she’s ever been, and that includes the first time she realized I wasn’t going to untie her from her bed. More than that, however, she’s absolutely devastated. I crushed her spirit and for that, I don’t know if I will ever forgive myself.

      “I didn’t mean it. You haven’t been a target. Not for a while now. I was never going to turn you in, angel.”

      “I don’t believe you,” she says, her chin wobbling. God, I want to pull her into my arms, but I don’t think she’d appreciate my touch right now.

      “I was ready to negotiate for your freedom. I would have paid any price to have you safe and by my side.”

      “Why?” Her eyes go soft, but then they narrow into slits. My girl wants to believe me but I’ve cut her deep. I broke her trust.

      “Why do I want you by my side?”

      “Yes. No. I...why now? Why not before your boss called, huh? What did he say that made you suddenly decide it’s okay to be with me?”

      “They found the other woman. She was in New York this whole time. You’re not in any danger.”

      “That’s not the point!” she yells. I deserve her wrath, though it’s her tears that gut me. “You slept with me,” she continues, her voice thick with emotion. I can see her heart shattering before my eyes and I hate myself for doing this to her, for not telling her sooner how I feel about her. “I...I gave myself to you and I thought it meant something. I thought it was special. I thought…”

      Her voice breaks as the first tear falls.

      “Please, angel, don’t cry,” I beg.

      “You don’t get to tell me what to do anymore!” she shouts. Good. Anger, I can deal with. Tears? Not so much.

      "I'm sorry, Keyera," I try again. "You're right, it's not my place to boss you around anymore. But I'm hoping…" I blow out a breath and bear my heart to the only woman I've ever loved. "I'm hoping you'll let me stick around and prove to you how much you mean to me. I'm hoping you'll let me plead for your forgiveness every day for the rest of our lives. I don't trust anyone, angel. But I do trust you. You have to believe that."

      Tears fall freely down her blotchy red cheeks and I can see that she’s torn.

      “What do you mean, for the rest of our lives?” Keyera whispers, tentative hope shining through all that pain and sadness.

      “I need you, angel. I love you. I love you so much. Please don’t leave me. Give me another chance to show you that you’re it for me. Let me prove just how much I need you.”

      “You love me?” she whispers and I nod, brushing a few strands of hair away from her face.

      “I had no idea I was capable of love, but Keyera, my angel, I must have saved all of it for you. You’re mine.” She glares at me, though there’s a sparkle in her eyes. “If you’ll have me,” I add, relieved when she huffs out a little laugh.

      “Is that the first time you’ve humbly asked for anything?” she teases, though her voice is still scratchy from crying. I cup her cheek in one hand, wiping her tears away and getting a better look at my beautiful angel.

      “Maybe, but it won’t be the last,” I murmur, leaning in to kiss her forehead, nose, and cheeks. I take her left hand in mine and lift it up, kissing her ring finger. Keyera gasps and darts her eyes from my eyes to my lips, where they are pressed to her skin. “When you’re ready, of course,” I whisper, setting her hand down and cupping the back of her neck. “I want it all with you, but I can wait. As long as I have you by my side, angel. Say you won’t leave me again. Say I get to keep you.”

      Keyera doesn’t say anything for a few moments. My heart is in my throat and I feel like I might pass out. Finally, she breaks out into a radiant smile, taking my breath away.

      “You can keep me,” she whispers onto my lips before kissing me soundly.

      I sink into her hot little mouth, though I let her take control this time. Her tongue tangles with mine, stroking, teasing, driving me up the fucking wall with need.

      When we finally break apart for air, we're both panting. "Thank fuck," I breathe out, resting my forehead on hers. "Because we need to get out of here, angel. You're safe with me, I promise," I assure her when she goes stiff in my arms. "But we need to lay low for a while. I was thinking Hawaii. Have you ever been?"

      “What about my car? And all my stuff?” she asks as I pull out of the gas station. She doesn’t seem all that concerned about it, which warms me up. Keyera trusts that I’ll take care of the details. She’s right, of course.

      “I’ll get you new stuff. And a new car. Whatever you want.”

      “Whatever I want?”

      “Christ, woman, I need to focus,” I grunt, cutting a glance in her direction. She laughs, the sweet sound filling the car as I speed toward the airport.

      Twenty minutes later, we’ve got our tickets for the next flight to Hawaii. We have about thirty minutes until it’s time to board, and I know exactly how I want to use them.

      My dick is rock hard and desperate to be inside her warmth. But my need is deeper, the ache greater than just needing to get off. I need to be inside of her, to be connected to her, to prove to her and myself that we’re still here despite the shit we’ve been through.  I can’t fucking wait another second.

      I look over my shoulder as we shuffle through the airport, then tug Keyera to the side when I spot a sign for a VIP lounge for some credit card bonus miles bullshit program. I just so happen to have a ton of credit cards under different aliases, one of which has access to this over-the-top lounge. I’ve never been more grateful as I swipe the damn thing through the box attached to the door, grunting when it clicks open.

      Pulling a confused Keyera inside, I lock eyes with the one other person in the room. The old man startles and then darts his eyes between us. His lip curls up on one side, knowing exactly what we’re up to. He opens his mouth to say something, but I cut him off.

      “Out!” I bark, not caring that I sound insane. He holds his hands out in surrender and scrambles out of his seat, grabbing his luggage and sprinting out the door.

      “Locke, what was—"

      My mouth covers hers, answering her question without words. I grip her hips and walk her backward, my lips never leaving hers.

      We break apart when her back hits the wall next to the closed door. She tilts her head back, gulping down air. I take a moment to appreciate her delicate beauty before moving one of the chairs in front of the door, just in case we get any visitors.

      “And just what do you think we’re going to be doing in here?” she says, eyeing me up and down with a sexy little smirk.

      I step in front of her, growling softly as I ghost my nose and lips up her throat. “I’m going to be doing you, sweet angel,” I murmur, nipping her skin.

      Before Keyera can say anything, I grip her hips and spin her around so she’s facing the wall. I smooth my hands over her round, juicy ass, and wrap my fingers around her hips, pulling her back into me so she can feel how hard I am for her. Keyera gasps and leans into me. I groan and kiss up and down her neck while she grinds against me, teasing me, driving me fucking crazy with her lithe little body.

      My hands slide underneath the hem of her shirt, spreading out over her soft stomach and then down to the waistband of her tight yoga pants. She moans and lifts one arm behind her head, her hand fisting my hair and drawing me closer to her, while her other hand rests on top of mine, guiding me down past the waistline of her panties.

      I take the hint and stroke her soaking wet slit, gliding my fingers through her folds. I rub her clit and then thrust two fingers into her tight little opening. A warm wave of her cream pools in my hand, making me growl.

      “Fuck, you’re my dirty fucking angel, aren’t you?”

      “Yes…” she whimpers, rocking her hips.

      "Jesus," I grunt. I withdraw my hand and peel her pants and panties halfway down her thighs before unzipping my pants and pulling myself out. "Hands in front of you, baby. Need to remind you who this pussy belongs to."

      Keyera moans and braces herself for my thickness. I grip her hips and slowly slide into her, feeling every inch of her silky heat squeeze around my cock. I pause when I’m fully seated inside of her, taking a moment to be with her like this, buried in her dripping cunt, connected to her in the most intimate of ways. I nuzzle into her shoulder, pressing light kisses there and breathing her in.

      Then I pull out and slam back into her, fucking the air out of her lungs with deep, steady strokes. I slide my hands underneath her shirt, gripping her tits and using them as leverage to thrust into her deeper, pull her closer, and grind against her harder.

      Moans fall from her lips as I fill her up over and over. She pushes back against me, giving as good as she’s getting.

      I continue kneading her breast with one hand, while sliding my other hand up her back, wrapping her long hair around my fist and yanking her head to the side. I crash my lips down on hers, prying her lips open for me so I can taste her while I fuck her.

      She kisses me back with a wild frenzy that almost outmatches my own. I open my mouth wider, needing more, needing to somehow get deeper, taste more of her, consume her completely.

      Keyera breaks our kiss, a jagged moan ripped from her core as she struggles to fill her lungs with oxygen. I feel her pussy tighten and flutter around me, letting me know she’s close. I back off, thrusting into her slowly, keeping her on the edge without pushing her over.

      She whines and wiggles her ass, but I just laugh darkly and suck on her neck, leaving another mark on my woman.

      “Locke, please…”

      “Please what, angel? Tell me what you want.”

      “I want you.”

      “You have me, angel. All of me.”

      “Prove it.”

      God fucking damn. I love this woman.

      I slap her ass, hard, and ram my fat cock into her, slicing into her juicy little cunt. I scrape my shaft against her front wall until she cries out, letting me know I found her most sensitive spot. I pound into it, again and again, gripping her ass cheeks and spreading her apart so I can watch her pussy swallow all of me. I growl at the sight of us. A perfect fucking fit.

      Keyera gasps for air and starts shaking in my arms. Her pussy throbs around me, coating my cock with more of her cream. Her entire body freezes as she sucks in a huge breath of air.

      Her pussy snaps around me, choking my dick so damn good as I feel her fall apart in my arms.

      “Oh God, oh God, oh God,” she repeats over and over, her soft, frenzied whimpers driving me to the point of no return. “I-I can’t, ohmygod, I can’t...take...it…”

      I smack her ass and pull her hair, tugging her head back as I lean forward, biting down on her shoulder. “You can, and you will. Take it. Fucking take what I give you.”

      I slap her ass again, making her gush all over me.

      “Locke! It hurts, it hurts so good, don’t stop, don’t ever stop.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I grit out, riding her ass hard with everything I am. Sloppy, wet, smacking sounds fill the empty room, adding to the soundtrack of Keyera’s breathy moans and my feral grunts.

      I wrap my arms around her hips right as her knees give out. Holding her up, I rut into her like a man possessed, driving both of us higher and higher, my muscles burning as I tense and flex and fuck her savagely.

      Sweat drips down my forehead and my balls draw up tight, the sharp sting of ecstasy shooting through my body just as Keyera fucking comes again. Her orgasm ignites my own, the white-hot flames traveling down my spine and shooting out of me, right into Keyera’s ripe pussy. I come so hard my balls ache and my cock feels raw.

      We tremble as we come back down, both of us taking shaky breaths. I nuzzle into the side of her neck, licking the sweat from her skin before kissing her there.

      “I love you,” I murmur as I pull out and tuck myself back into my pants. I gently turn Keyera around and smooth out her clothes, putting her back together while she leans against the wall in a daze.

      A sleepy, satisfied smile spreads across her face, forcing me to kiss the corners of her lips just to get a taste.

      “I love you, too,” she whispers. “I love you so much, Locke. I’ll be your prisoner any time,” she says with all that sass I love so much.

      “How about my partner? I don’t want you as my captive, I want you as my equal. My wife. The mother of my children.”

      Her eyes go wide and I worry for a moment that I said too much. But then her smile grows even wider as tears spring into those beautiful blue eyes. "I...I want that, too. It's crazy, right?"

      “It’s perfect,” I counter, pulling her into my arms and rocking her back and forth. “You’re perfect. I can’t believe you’re giving me your heart.”

      Keyera tips her head up, brushing her lips against my ear. “You better protect it,” she whispers.

      God, this woman. She’s my whole world. I grin at her before whispering, “I’ll keep it under lock and key.”
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      Keyera

      

      One Year Later…

      

      The sun beats down, warming my skin as I stretch out on the beach towel. Today is my day off and I’m out on the beach, enjoying the warm weather.

      A shadow falls over me and I tilt my head up, squinting against the sun.

      “Hey, boo,” I say, already knowing what’s coming.

      “You need sunscreen,” Locke says as he drops a baseball hat on my head and takes a seat in the sand next to my towel.

      He has a tube of sunscreen in his other hand and I sit up, letting him smooth the cream over my skin. Locke is a stickler for sunscreen. I know that he worries about me burning, but I think the bigger draw is getting to rub his hands over my body.

      We’ve been in Hawaii for the past year. Locke never even went back to New York. He said there wasn’t anything there for him anymore. I have a feeling he was nervous that if he went back his boss would sink his claws into him again, so he didn’t want to risk it.

      Our first stop out of Pittsburgh was Chicago, where Locke called in a favor with the Moscatelli family. He asked me what place I wanted to see most and I didn’t even hesitate. I told him Hawaii, as long as we could afford it.

      Turns out we could.

      Locke had been socking away all of the cash that he made doing jobs. He had enough money for us to move out here, buy a nice house right on the beach, and buy the jet ski rental hut nearby.

      The business is doing well. So well, in fact, that we’re talking about adding one or two more on the other islands. I do the books and payroll, but we have employees who work for us and run the day-to-day things. Locke said that he just wanted to relax and spend time with his wife.

      That had been a joke between us for a while since the passports and IDs that we got said that we were married. I never knew if Locke asked them to do that or if they just assumed when we walked in. If I had to guess, I would say that Locke asked them.

      He asked me to marry him three months after we got here. He said he wanted it to be official. I said yes, of course.

      Locke is the love of my life. He’s changed a lot since he stopped being the mafia’s enforcer. He smiles more now, even jokes with me on occasion. He’s terrible at it, but he’s getting better.

      I have high hopes he’ll be making terrible dad jokes before our baby gets here in seven months.

      When I told Locke the news, I had been nervous about his reaction. Did he even want kids? I didn’t need to be worried, though. He wants it all with me.

      He's already started baby proofing our house and I know he'll kill anyone who even so much as threatens to harm a hair on our kid’s head. He's going to be the best dad.

      He’s only grown more protective of me since I told him that I was pregnant. I expected that. My big growly alpha loved to follow me around before, but now it seems like even more of an obsession.

      I'm finally creating the family I was too afraid to even dream of. I had been so scared of winding up in a relationship like my parents had, but Locke is the furthest thing from my dad. He would do anything to care for and provide for me and our baby and I never have to doubt that because he shows me his love and devotion every single day.

      “Are you hungry, angel?” Locke asks, his lips skating up my neck to my ear.

      “I always am lately,” I say with a laugh and I feel Locke smile against my skin.

      “I’m slacking on my responsibilities, then,” he jokes and I lean back into him. “Let’s get you fed.”

      “If you insist,” I say, letting my husband pull me to my feet. “I love you, Locke.”

      “I know, angel. I love you, too.”

      His lips meet mine and I smile. I never would have guessed this would happen when I first woke up to him in my apartment, but him kidnapping me was the best thing to ever happen to me.

      He’s my dark knight. The captor of my heart.

      My happy ending.
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      Locke

      

      Five Years Later…

      

      I smile as I hold my little girl in my arms and watch my wife and son wade into the crystal clear blue water. Liam, my son, giggles as the waves come in, splashing against his stomach. My wife laughs, loving seeing our kid having fun.

      Keyera is the best mom. She’s so caring, so giving. She would do anything to put a smile on their faces and to make sure they’re safe. She spends her days making sure they both know how loved they are.

      Seeing her become a mom has only made me fall for her more. I didn’t think that was possible since I was already head over heels obsessed with her before, but the first time that I saw her with our son in her arms, I just fell deeper.

      We've expanded our jet ski rental business over the years and now we have three huts on each of the islands and over a hundred employees. I fill in where I'm needed, but for the most part, Keyera runs the business. She's in her element there, too. She loves making the decisions, loves running the numbers and showing me how successful she's made each rental hut. I couldn't be prouder of her and I know how important being self-sufficient and successful is to her, so I don't try to intervene.

      Instead, I stay home with the kids. I love driving Liam to school every day and then taking Rose home to play with her. My daughter has me wrapped around her finger. She has since the moment she was born and I’m powerless to say no to her.

      I think it’s the way that Rose looks up at me. She makes me feel like I’m her whole world. Like I’m her hero.

      “Daddy, can I touch the water?” Rose asks and I nod, already moving to do as she asks.

      Keyera and Liam are a little farther out in the water but they head back toward the beach when they see us approaching.

      “Is it cold?” Rose asks and I kneel down, dipping my fingers in the water.

      “No, honey. It feels good.”

      She nods, her face serious as she holds onto my hand and inches toward the surf. Liam is our fish. Rose is much more cautious of the water. Keyera keeps talking about getting her swimming lessons but I’m okay with her hanging out on the beach. I don’t have to worry about her in the water that way.

      “Are you having fun, Rosie?” Keyera asks as she crouches down next to our daughter.

      Rose nods, pointing to a seashell that she spots and I lift her up into my arms, holding Keyera’s hand with my other as we start to stroll down the beach back toward our house.

      We’re still in the same place that we bought when we first came out here. Keyera likes to be close to the water and I live to make my angel happy.

      We never had any other problems with my old boss. I had been worried at first. Worried that he or an old enemy would track us down, but over time, those worries have lessened. No one is looking for Locke anymore. He’s a ghost.

      We’re safe here. We have a life here, a family here.

      I’ve finally put down roots. I never thought that I would. Since I was ten years old, I’ve been alone and I had every intention of hopping from one place to the next until I died or was killed by someone.

      That plan started to change the second that I saw my angel.

      She changed everything for me. She made me want more. She made me dream of having something real.

      A family.

      I look over to my wife and kids. They’re all smiling, their hair blowing in the gentle breeze and I can’t help but smile with them as we head back home.

      Back where we all belong.
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      Keyera

      

      Ten Years Later…

      

      “Where are we going?” I ask Locke as he grips my hand in his and drags me down the beach after him.

      “I told you, Angel. It’s a surprise.”

      He grins at me over his shoulder and I melt. My big growly alpha has come a long way from when we first met. He smiles all of the time now, laughs and jokes constantly.

      He’s happy here in paradise with me and the kids.

      I used to think about what would have happened if I hadn’t sublet that apartment. I wonder if he ever would have found me. I like to think that he would have but if he hadn’t, then he may still be back in New York, working for that family, hurting people.

      I can’t bear that thought.

      “Hurry,” Locke says and I take one last look back at our house before we head into the forest that’s a few yards down from our house.

      “What about the kids?” I ask as I follow after Locke through the foliage.

      “They’re asleep,” he promises me.

      He waves his phone at me and I know that he still has all of the security cameras. If the kids wake up or try to leave, we’ll know about it.

      “Okay, close your eyes,” Locke says as we come to stop.

      I do what he asks. I trust Locke completely. If anything were to happen to the kids or I, I know that he would lose it.

      Locke lifts me, carrying me a few steps before he sets me back down. I keep my eyes closed. I’m dying to know what he set up for us.

      “Okay, open them,” Locke whispers in my ear and I do, blinking as I take in the spread before me.

      There’s a picnic blanket spread out in the clearing, some battery operated twinkle lights strung up in the trees overhead. The spot is on a hill and as I turn, I see that it’s a great view of the ocean.

      “How did you find this spot?” I ask Locke and he smiles down at me.

      “I was playing pirates with the kids and we stumbled upon it. I knew that I needed to share it with you.”

      “I love it,” I tell him as we take a seat on the picnic blanket and he pulls me into his arms.

      “And I love you,” he whispers in my ear.

      I grin, enjoying the quiet, the view, and the man who has given me everything that I could ever want.

      

      
        
        🗝❤️🗝

      

      

      Want to check out more books by Shaw Hart? Read her most popular series, Eye Candy Ink, Here.

      

      Interested in reading more mafia books by Cameron Hart? Check out the Moscatelli Crime Family series Here.
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      He’s the bane of my existence. 

      

      Living next to Jensen Williams should be a dream come true. 

      He’s handsome, good with his hands, and everyone in town seems to love him. 

      Everyone but me, that is. 

      We’ve been sworn enemies since the day we met, and nothing is going to change that. 

      

      She’s a thorn in my side. 

      

      I’m adamant that Fawn Monroe was put on this Earth to drive me crazy. 

      She’s always smiling, always friendly. 

      To everyone but me, that is.

      When we get sent on a little trip together, I know we’re both counting down the minutes until we’re back home and away from each other again. 

      Except something weird happens instead. 

      We kind of, sort of, get along. 

      

      When these two enemies are alone, will they finally bury the hatchet or is this simply a cease-fire?
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      Jensen

      

      “Are you ready?” Fawn yells as she bangs on my front door. I grit my teeth and rub my temple, trying to ward off the migraine that usually accompanies the blue-eyed beauty. 

      I still can’t believe I agreed to this. Especially with her. I’m a sucker for Irene, our landlord, and when she asked me to drive up the coast to check out a new property she inherited, I couldn’t find it in me to tell her no. 

      Looking around the entryway of my apartment, I try to think of anything else I need before I open the door and face her. Irene thinks Fawn and I are hilarious, and a part of me wonders if she set this whole thing up on purpose.

      I’ve been helping Irene with her properties for the last few years, ever since her husband passed away. They were high school sweethearts, and I could tell that she was truly devastated after he passed. 

      It started with me just fixing things here and there at her properties. I own my own construction company so it wasn’t a big deal for me to pop by and check on things. It grew from there, and now I handle everything having to do with her properties. In exchange, she lets me rent this apartment downtown for free. 

      And that’s how I met my neighbor, Fawn Monroe. 

      She’s this small town’s golden child, as well as an interior designer. As much as I hate to admit it, Fawn is damn talented. We’ve crossed paths from time to time, working on different projects. She’s always smiling and willing to lend a helping hand, always sweet and cheery with everyone. Everyone except me that is. 

      I can’t help that she’s been cross with me since the day we met. I was only looking out for her, but she didn’t give me a chance to explain. Fawn was carrying in some end table from off the street, and I stopped her. I had seen that end table down at the Checkers’ house earlier in the day and knew it wasn’t the thrifty find she thought it was. The Checkers’ had a terrible termite infestation, and I didn’t want her bringing that thing inside and causing the termites to spread. 

      I’m not known for my people skills, but I tried to tell her gently why she should leave it on the curb. Well, as gently as a six and a half foot construction worker such as myself can manage. I may have grunted at her, but in my defense, she snapped at me before I even had a chance to get my explanation out there. And yes, it’s possible I might have told her she can’t always have her way just because everyone in town loves her. 

      Things spiraled down from there. The details are a bit fuzzy now, but I might have ended up ripping the end table out of her hands and carrying it back outside to the dumpster while she screamed at me. 

      We’ve been foes ever since. 

      It’s a shame, too, because Fawn is the kind of drop-dead gorgeous that would drive a lesser man insane. I’ll admit, I’ve had more than one fantasy about her. Not that I would ever tell her. She would probably rip my dick off if I tried to get near her. 

      Sometimes I wish things could be different between us. Before all of this started, I had seen her around town and debated asking her out. But I figured a girl like her wouldn’t be into a big grump like me. I was right.

      Fawn looks like a little pixie with her strawberry blonde hair and bright blue eyes. She’s like a bright ray of sunshine, an angel with the body of a minx. Her curves always make my mouth water, and I know they would fit perfectly in my hands. 

      “Jensen!” Fawn snaps, ripping me from my thoughts. “Are you ready?” Her curves may be delightful, but her attitude certainly is not. I grind my teeth together as I head to answer the door. 

      “Yeah, I’m ready. You know we’re just going for one night, right?” I ask her when I see the huge suitcase next to her. 

      “I like to be prepared,” she says primly, patting the top of her luggage.

      “For what? We’re not even leaving the state. What do you think is going to happen?” 

      “I don’t know,” she says slowly as if I’m having a hard time following, “but I’m prepared,” she says through gritted teeth. 

      “Whatever,” I mumble as I grab my small duffle bag. 

      “There you two are. I was hoping I would catch you. Here’s the key. I forgot to give it to you yesterday,” Irene says as she shuffles toward us with a bright smile. 

      Fawn holds out her hand for the key, and I grab it from Irene before she can. She glares at me, but I ignore her as I shove the key into the pocket of my jeans. 

      We’re going up to check out the house, and since Irene wants to sell it, Fawn is coming to see what kind of shape it’s in. She’ll decide if Irene should hire someone to stage it or if there are any nice pieces in the house worth bringing back to Redwood. That’s why I’m driving too. We’ll be able to fit quite a bit in the back of my truck. 

      “Do you need anything else from San Francisco?” I ask Irene, and she laughs. 

      “Oh heavens no. Thanks again for doing this for me,” she says, and I smile. 

      “Anything for you,” Fawn says sweetly. I roll my eyes, wondering if it’s all an act or if I really am the biggest asshole in town.

      “Let me grab your bag for you,” I say as I wrap my hand around Fawn’s giant suitcase and start to head down the stairs. 

      “No, I got it,” she rushes to say, reaching out for the bag.

      I pull it away from her, and even though this thing weighs sixty pounds, I manage to lift it over her head. She glares at me, and I assume she’s trying to summon the strength of a thousand suns to burn me to a crisp.

      “Call me if you need anything, dear!” Irene calls after me, a smile curling up her lips. I lift my free hand in a wave as I continue down the stairs. 

      I can hear Fawn right behind me, but I ignore her as I head over to my truck and throw our luggage in the backseat. 

      “Careful!” Fawn snaps. 

      “Worried that I’ll hurt your clothes somehow?” I ask sarcastically. I turn to see her staring at me like she wants to claw my eyes out. 

      So, this is going to be a fun trip. 

      “I forgot my phone charger,” Fawn says, spinning on her heel and heading back inside. 

      “I’m surprised. Figured you packed your whole freaking apartment,” I grumble as I follow her back upstairs. 

      I double-check that I’ve locked my door before I head to Fawn’s place, and I’m about to head inside when she comes out and runs straight into my chest. 

      “Umph!” She grunts, and I catch her, wrapping my arms around her waist to steady her. 

      “Where’s the fire?” I ask, and she looks up at me, her blue eyes sparking. 

      The fire seems to be burning in me, I think, as my body starts to react to all of her sweet curves pressed up against me. 

      Her hands are on my chest, and she’s staring up at me with passion burning in her eyes. That attraction I felt for her but tried to bury comes roaring back to life, and my fingers flex on her hips. 

      Her warm, soft body presses against the hard slats of my muscles, and for a moment, everything stills. The world stops spinning, the background noise fades into silence, and it’s just us. What would happen if I pulled her tighter against me and kissed her right now? Would she slap me or kiss me back? 

      Her face softens, her eyes darting down to my mouth, and when she licks her lips, I can’t hold back a tortured groan. 

      Fuck, I want her. 

      I’ve always wanted her, but there’s no way anything is going to happen between us. I’m not a love ‘em and leave ‘em kind of guy, and Fawn is certainly not the kind of girl anyone should leave. Even in the midst of our feud, I can sense that.

      Fawn blinks, seeming to come to her senses. The spark that was in her eyes dims, and she clears her throat as she steps back. Fawn looks around her apartment like she forgot where she was for a second. I know the feeling; it’s like we just went to a different dimension for a minute there. 

      “Let’s get this over with,” Fawn mumbles as she pushes past me. I sigh as I follow her back downstairs. 

      Man, this is going to be a long trip.
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      Fawn

      

      I should never have agreed to go on this trip. 

      I didn’t want to disappoint Irene, though. She’s the best landlord, and she took a chance on me and my interior design business when no one else would. Still, maybe I should have thought of a reason to at least drive separately from Jensen. The chances that we won’t kill each other on this short drive are slim to none. 

      We climb into his truck, icy silence stretching between us as we buckle up. Jensen pulls away from the curb, and I try to ignore him and the confusing feelings he draws out of me as we drive through town toward the highway. 

      I mean, what was that earlier? I ran into him, and his hands circled my hips, sending electrical shocks to my nerve endings.

      Neither of us has said a word by the time we hit the highway, and I’m starting to feel like I’m losing my mind. I love talking to people and putting them at ease, but I can’t do that with Jensen. We’re still in the middle of our cold war, and I’m not going to be the first one to break it, no matter how much I might want him. 

      I would never tell him, but I always kind of had a thing for Jensen. Who wouldn’t? The guy is over six and a half feet tall and has more muscles than I’ve ever seen. And those green eyes? Framed by messy black hair? It’s kind of ridiculous how hot he is. Which is what makes him all the more dangerous.

      I can’t believe I almost kissed him! What the hell was I thinking? I wasn’t, and that’s a problem, especially around him. I need to keep my head on straight. No more slip-ups like that.

      “So,” Jensen starts. “You want to…”

      “So, I want to fuck you! So what?” I explode. Oh my god. Oh my god. What the hell did I just say…

      Awkward silence fills the cab of his truck, and I swear to god my heart is going to hammer right through my ribcage. I’m taking bets on whether that happens before or after my face melts off from how much I’m blushing right now.

      “Um, I was going to say do you want to play music or just sit in awkward silence, but—"

      “I would love to play music,” I cut him off, syncing my phone and hitting the first song that I see.

      Marvin Gaye by Charlie Puth starts playing, and I debate throwing myself out of the truck and onto the freeway.

      “Are you trying to seduce me?” Jensen asks. I can hear the barely restrained laughter in his voice.

      “You wish,” I grumble as I hurry to change the song.

      We go back to riding in silence, and I lean my head back against the headrest, crossing my arms over my chest to try to hide my hard nipples. I can feel the stiff peaks poking against the lace of my bra, and now I’m wishing that I had worn something with more padding. 

      Think about how much you hate him!

      The first time I met Jensen, I thought he was my knight in shining armor, coming to help me as I tried to lug that end table up the stairs. Instead, he had come up the stairs to me and immediately started berating me. 

      In any other situation, I might have listened to him or, at the very least, given him a second chance. However, I was already feeling prickly about my design skills, and he attacked that. 

      No one in this small town really takes me seriously. I’m just silly Fawn. I grew up here in Redwood, and everyone still sees me as the little girl with big dreams. When I left for college, I was determined to hit it big in San Francisco or LA. Some big city with lots of jobs and a nightlife.

      It turns out I actually missed this little town. I also hate nightlife. I don’t know what I was thinking. TV really sold me on clubs, but the reality is just a bunch of sweaty twenty-somethings gyrating to music so loud you can’t even recognize the song. I was homesick, so I moved back, even if there wasn’t much of a market in Redwood for an interior designer. 

      I’ve been supplementing my income by repurposing furniture and selling it online. It’s been pretty lucrative so far, and it turns out that I’m actually pretty good at it. The hardest part is finding cheap furniture for me to use. 

      I thought I had hit the lottery when I found that end table, but then Jensen plucked it out of my hands like I was nothing more than an annoying little kid and carried it back downstairs with ease. I knew better than to try to chase after him and take it back. I never would have stood a chance against him and all of those muscles of his. 

      We’ve been sworn enemies ever since. 

      I always thought having an arch-enemy would be exhausting, but Jensen makes it pretty easy. He’s always at work so I barely see him. The most we talk is when one of us bangs on our shared wall to yell at the other to turn down their music or TV. 

      I’m starting to think that his being gone so much is a good thing. I can’t seem to control myself when we’re close to each other. Every time his eyes roam over me, I get all hot and achy. When he caught me this morning, and his big, strong hands circled my hips, I thought I was going to pass out from a spontaneous orgasm. Is that a thing?

      “That would have been embarrassing,” I mumble to myself. 

      “What?” 

      “None of your business!” I blurt out. He rolls his eyes, which seems to be Jensen’s go-to move.

      “Are we really going to ignore each other for the whole drive?” he asks, and I glare at him. 

      “Are you going to give me a new end table like the one you stole?” I counter. 

      “The termite-infested one, you mean?” he asks drily.

      I grumble at him, and his hands tighten on the steering wheel. 

      We make it another hour in complete silence, but I can’t take it any longer. I’m not used to being quiet for so long, and it’s starting to kill me. I’ll talk to anyone, even Jensen, right now. 

      “How’s business?” I ask awkwardly. He seems surprised that I broke the silence. 

      “Good.” 

      I wait for him to elaborate, but he doesn’t add anything to that. 

      And I’m out of conversation topics. I don’t really know anything about Jensen besides that he works a lot. 

      “Now it’s your turn,” I tell him, and he glances over at me in confusion. 

      “My turn for what?”

      “To ask me a question. God, you’re so bad at this.” 

      “I never know what to say to you,” he admits in a low grumble as we turn off the highway and instantly get stuck in San Francisco traffic. 

      “I don’t miss this,” I tell him, and he frowns. 

      “Oh, that’s right. You lived here for a few months, right?”

      “Yeah, and for college.” 

      “And then you gave up and came back to Redwood.” 

      He says it so matter of factly. I’m surprised that it hurts so much to hear Jensen say that. I don’t let him know he hit a sore spot. Instead, I glare at him. 

      Is that what everyone in town thinks of me? That I gave up? 

      I turn and glare out the window, the temperature in the truck dropping as the cold war slides firmly back into place. I won’t cry in front of him. I will not shed a single tear. Do you hear me? All tears are hereby ordered to retreat.

      “Shit, Fawn. I didn’t… I mean… I’m sorry,” he starts.

      “Whatever,” I mumble under my breath. 

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” he tries to explain, but I ignore him. 

      I blink rapidly, screaming internally at my stupid tears to dry up. Can’t be the town sunshine if I go around crying every time someone hurts my feelings.

      I can’t believe I thought about being nice to him. He’s such a jerk. He doesn’t deserve my kindness.

      Jensen turns onto a side street, and we cruise down a few blocks until he pulls into the driveway of a charming two-story house just off of the main street. 

      A million different ideas for the landscaping and porch spring to my mind and brighten my mood. I smile as I hurry out of the truck and up the front porch steps. 

      “I’m going in. Let me know when you’re ready to go,” Jensen says as he unlocks the door and strides inside. 

      I walk around the outside, taking in the place. It’s got good bones, and the garden is bare but in pretty good condition too. I take my time walking through the house. I do my best to avoid Jensen, but he catches up to me as I make my way upstairs. 

      “I really am sorry,” he says as he follows me into the master bedroom.

      “We don’t have to keep talking,” I tell him, hoping to brush him off. “We’re not very good at it.”

      “Fawn, stop.” I pause, my back facing Jensen. “I don’t think you gave up. I don’t know why I said that.” 

      I shrug. “It’s fine,” I lie.

      “Look at me.” I don’t want to, but my body turns on its own until his green eyes latch onto mine. “It isn’t fine. You never give up on anything, including grudges, so I know you didn’t give up here either.” 

      I bite back a smile at his words and relax slightly. 

      “I didn’t,” I confirm. “I just hated it here. It was so loud all of the time. There are so many people and tourists and traffic. It drove me crazy. Not to mention I never really felt safe.” 

      “I get that. I’ve been here for an hour and already want to leave,” he says in a grumpy tone. 

      I look in the bathroom and then move down the hall to the guest room. 

      “The house is actually pretty nice. There are a few things downstairs that I think we should bring back to Irene, but everything else can be sold with the house. A lot of this is just cheap furniture,” I tell him, and he nods. 

      “Just tell me what you want me to load into the truck.” 

      “The end table,” I say right away, and he stops, studying me. 

      “Do you really want the end table or is this a dig at me?” he asks suspiciously, one thick black eyebrow arched over his piercing green eye.

      “You’ll never know,” I tell him quietly, and he surprises me by laughing as he heads over to grab it. 

      He carries it downstairs, and I watch him go. 

      Maybe this trip won’t be so bad after all.
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      Jensen

      

      “What do you mean there’s only one room?” Fawn asks, sounding slightly panicked. “How is that even possible?” 

      “There are two conventions in town this weekend, miss. I’m afraid most hotels in the area will be booked.” 

      “We’ll take it,” I say when Fawn opens her mouth to argue. She turns to face me, giving me an all-too-familiar glare.

      “Perfect. It’s a king room overlooking the city,” the receptionist says as she types on her keyboard. 

      “I’ll be taking the bed,” Fawn grumbles to me, and I laugh. 

      “That’s hilarious, shortcake.”

      Fawn rolls her eyes, but I can see her trying to hide her smile. Things between us have actually turned kind of… friendly in the last few hours. I don’t know if we’re both just too tired after driving and then loading up the truck or if maybe we’re starting to bury the hatchet. 

      I certainly didn’t help things by sticking my gigantic foot in my mouth on the way over. Why the hell did I make that joke about her giving up? Maybe I really am the grumpy bastard she thinks I am.

      “Here is your room key. You’re on the fourth floor; elevators are just down the hall,” the receptionist says. 

      I let Fawn grab the key, and I grab our bags and follow her over to the elevator. There’s a crowd of people waiting already, and we just barely manage to climb in. As soon as the doors close, I wish we had caught the next one. 

      I’m pressed up against Fawn, crowding her back against the wall, and if the blush staining her cheeks is any indication, she can feel my cock hardening between us. 

      I look down at her, and her blue eyes lock with mine. For one brief moment, it’s like we’re the only two people in the world. Her tongue darts out and licks across her full bottom lip, and I choke down a groan as I stare at her shiny mouth. 

      The elevator glides to a stop on the second floor, and I reach up, bracing my hands on the wall above her head as people push by me. 

      “Jensen,” she whispers, and I can swear I hear need in her voice. 

      All of the emotions, attraction, and lust that I’ve felt for Fawn but always buried is starting to bubble to the surface. I’m not sure I can stop it anymore. I’m not sure I want to. 

      The elevator dings as it reaches the fourth floor, and I blink, coming out of the fog. Fawn ducks under my arm, and I grip the handle of her suitcase tight as I trail after her down the hallway. 

      I shake my head, trying to remember that Fawn didn’t even want to share a room with me. She’s definitely not going to want to sleep with me. 

      By the time we’ve reached the room, my erection has mostly disappeared, and I make sure to give her a wide berth as I drag our luggage into the room. 

      We both stare at the lone bed in the center of the room, neither of us saying a word, and I wonder if she’s thinking about me ravishing her on it as well. 

      “How about dinner?” she suggests, her tone too bright and her words too rushed. 

      I know she’s rattled then, and I nod, wanting to ease her tension.

      “Sounds good.” 

      We both practically sprint for the hotel room door, and I swear I even catch Fawn eyeing the stairs as we wait for the elevator to arrive. 

      We’re the only ones on this one, and we ride down in uncomfortable silence. 

      “What are you in the mood for?” I ask her as we head across the parking lot to my truck. 

      “Burgers? Or we can just grab fast food. I’m sure that every restaurant is going to be slammed right now, and I’m starving,” Fawn says. 

      “Me too.” 

      I don’t know what comes over me, but I head to the passenger side and open her door for her. She stops dead in her tracks, and I debate slamming the door closed and going on about my life like it never happened, but that somehow seems weirder. 

      “Uh… thanks.” 

      “Don’t mention it.” 

      Seriously. Please don’t.

      She gives me a smile like she can read my mind, and I relax slightly as I close the door and jog around to my side. 

      “How about Mexican food?” I ask as we start to drive down the street. 

      “The line is out the door,” she points out, and I keep driving. 

      “There’s a salad place that looks empty,” she says, pointing across the street, and I snort. 

      “I’m sure that there’s a reason why it’s empty. Plus, I need more than salad. How about steak?” I suggest pointing to the steakhouse at the end of the road. 

      “That place is out of my budget,” Fawn admits, and I can see her blushing slightly. 

      That obviously took a lot for her to admit. I know that her business isn’t exactly taking off in our small town, and it’s clear that that’s a source of shame for her, so I decide to admit something too. 

      “It will be my treat. And an apology. I’ve been a jerk to you for a while,” I say quietly.

      My words catch her off guard, and she studies me as I pull into the parking lot and find a spot. 

      “I’ve been rude to you too,” she says, and I turn off the truck and face her. 

      “I started it.” 

      “Agreed.” 

      We both laugh at how fast she says that, and the tension between us starts to end. 

      “Friends?” I ask, offering her my hand.

      Fawn narrows her eyes at me, then smirks. “Friends.”

      We shake on it, and then we’re both climbing out and heading up to the front door. There’s only a short wait, and then we’re being shown to our table.

      I can’t help but wonder what this means for us as I take my seat across from Fawn. If I’m being honest, I want to be a whole lot more than friends with her. 

      I want to be her everything.
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      “I think that I’m going to take a shower before bed,” Jensen says as he holds the hotel room door open for me. Dinner was delicious, and the company was surprisingly… charming.

      “I’ll go after you,” I tell him, and he nods, heading into the bathroom. 

      I look around the room, taking in the bland artwork hanging on the wall, before I turn on the TV and start flipping through the channels. 

      The water turns on, and my mind fills with images of a naked Jensen, covered in soap, the hot water slipping over the dips and bulges of his body as steam billows up around him. 

      I gulp, clenching my thighs together to try to stem the ache that’s forming in my core. I can’t deny that I want Jensen. Even when I hated him, I still wanted him. 

      I’m not used to having these feelings for anyone. I never dated when I was in high school. It always felt a little… incestuous since everyone seemed to have gone out with everyone else at some point during school. 

      During college, I was too busy working and doing my classwork to think about trying to find a boyfriend. Then after that, I was trying to make it in San Francisco and getting my business started. 

      Can I even handle a guy like Jensen? He’s not anything like the man I always pictured I’d end up with, but then again, the big city wasn’t the dream I thought it would be, either. Still, Jensen is big, grumpy, and abrupt. 

      So, what do I want with him? Just one night? Are we officially burying this feud? Are we friends with benefits? Would that work with us being neighbors? What happens if this all goes south? 

      A million more questions swirl in my head, but I can’t figure out any of the answers. 

      The bathroom door opens, and steam billows out as Jensen steps into the room, a towel wrapped low around his hips. 

      “Shower is all yours,” he says, his gruff voice sending shivers down my spine. 

      “Thanks.” 

      I scurry off the bed and into the humid shower. Being in here after him feels so intimate, and I bite my lip. My body starts to warm as I picture him under the water. I strip off my clothes, ignoring my tight nipples and the achy feeling between my legs as I step under the spray in the shower. 

      Grabbing the body wash, I squirt a little bit into my palm as I start to rub the soap over my skin. My hands linger on my breasts, cupping the soft mounds as I close my eyes and let myself fantasize for a minute. 

      What would being with Jensen be like? Would he be a gentle lover or does he prefer things a little rougher?

      My fingers pinch the sensitive peaks of my nipples, and I gasp softly as I slip further into my fantasy. I’ve never been with anyone like that, but my body hums in approval at the thought of Jensen being my first.

      Focus! I remind myself. Just get through this shower, the night, and then the car ride, and then I’ll be safe at home. Where Jensen lives next door.

      Grunting in frustration, I hurry through the rest of my shower. When I step out, I realize my mistake. I didn’t bring any of my clothes into the bathroom. Jensen came out in a towel, but I assume that’s because he knew I was waiting on him and would be in the bathroom while he changed. 

      Great. Now I’m going to have to go out there in nothing but my towel and pray I can bend down and dig through my suitcase without giving Jensen a peep show.

      I take my time drying my hair, then wrap the biggest towel around my torso, tucking in the ends securely. Wrapping my hand around the doorknob, I take a deep breath and open the door.

      I’m greeted by a shirtless Jensen in nothing more than a pair of basketball shorts slung low on his hips. He’s sitting on the edge of the bed, his eyes wide as they roam up and down my curves. I should be embarrassed or scandalized, but when Jensen wipes a hand over his mouth, all I want is to drop my towel and throw myself into his arms.

      The fire in his green eyes is enough to burn through any lingering doubts. This man wants me as much as I want him.

      Never breaking eye contact, I take a few steps closer, then slowly untuck the corner of the towel, letting it loosen and drop to the floor.

      I’ve never been naked in front of a man before, and I’m sure it’s painfully obvious. Should I do a sexy pose? Jut my hip out? Or maybe just dive into the bed and hide under the covers. That sounds pretty good right about now.

      Then Jensen growls, his face filled with desire and urgency. There’s no doubt that Jensen likes what he sees. His jaw tenses, his nostrils flare, and his hands clench into fists at his sides. The already impressive bulge in his shorts swells even bigger, making me lick my lips.

      “Fawn,” he grits out. At first, I think he’s upset, and I want to die a thousand deaths. “You have no idea what you do to me.”

      “I don’t know; I think I have a pretty good idea,” I manage to say, nodding toward the massive tent he’s pitching. 

      Jensen chuckles, though the sound is almost pained. He stands from his spot on the bed and is next to me in two strides. He hovers his hands inches from my naked body like he wants to touch me but doesn’t want to scare me off.

      I tilt my head up, way up, and meet his gaze. A moment of panic washes over me, thinking I just made a fool out of myself, but then he cups my cheeks and pulls me closer, covering my lips with his.

      Jensen nips at my bottom lip, coaxing me to open up for him. I gladly do, letting him take the lead. His tongue dives into my mouth, stroking against mine slowly, slowly, slowly, then faster as we fall further into lust.

      I lean against him, moaning when a hand drifts down my curves and circles my back, pulling my body flush against his. Jensen breaks our kiss only to trail his lips down my neck, nibbling and kissing down my slender column.

      “This what you need, Fawn?” he asks, his voice low and gravelly. Jensen grips my hips and grinds his thick dick into my stomach.

      I nod, a desperate whimper falling from my lips.

      “Need your words, shortcake. Tell me what you want.”

      “I w-want…” I breathe out, turning my head to the side. Jensen doesn’t let me get away with that, however. He lifts an eyebrow, silently telling me to continue. “I want you to be… my first.”

      Something fierce takes over his features, but it’s gone before I can ask why. 

      “Jesus, you’re even better than I imagined.” He presses a kiss to my cheek, then brushes his lips against the shell of my ear. “Get on the bed, baby, and spread your legs. Let me see your pretty pussy.”

      I don’t hesitate to follow his command. Once I’m spread out for him on the bed, he stands in front of me and stares right between my legs. Again, I should be shy or embarrassed, but the way he’s looking at me banishes every single thought except that one word. More.

      He wipes a hand down his face and shakes his head as if pulling himself out of a trance. Jensen runs his hands through his hair; his hard, delicious muscles flexing with the motion. I can't wait to feel them pressed against my chest while he's sliding in and out of me.

      My dirty thoughts have more wetness leaking out of me. I feel it drip down my slit and tickle my back entrance, making me shiver. Jensen practically snarls, his eyes locked onto my core. He makes quick work of t his shorts and boxers and strokes his massive cock.

      “I don’t even know where to begin,” he says more to himself than to me. 

      His confession makes me bold. I slide my hand down my torso and dip my fingers into my pussy, rubbing my clit and then spreading myself open for him. “How about right here?”

      “Fuck,” he groans, falling to his knees and dragging my ass to the edge of the bed. He bats my hand away and buries his face in between my thighs, sucking on my folds and making me cry out. 

      His warm, wet tongue drags over my clit, making my thighs clench together. Jensen curls his hands around the outsides of my thighs, prying them apart as he laps at me in sloppy strokes like he can’t get enough. I feel his tongue everywhere as he licks a stripe up my slit, circling my sensitive bundle of nerves before reversing his path. 

      The tip of his tongue circles my opening, teasing me, tickling me, and driving me to my breaking point. When he spears his tongue deep inside my core, I dive head-first into my orgasm, crying out his name as he tunnels in and out of me.

      Jensen grunts and laps up my release. “Again,” he says into my throbbing cunt, licking me up and down, over and over, keeping me right on the edge and then throwing me over into another orgasm.

      He places opened-mouthed kisses up my stomach and between my breasts while I float back down to earth. When he kisses me, I taste myself on him and moan, deepening our kiss until Jensen pulls back and gasps for air.

      “Ready?” he asks, rubbing his hard cock up and down my slit.

      “Yes,” I breathe out, nodding my head. “I, um, just remember that I haven’t…”

      He stops breathing for a second and then rests his forehead on mine. "I know, Fawn. I’m your first. I’ll be good to you, baby." He takes a second to compose himself, then looks at me with such reverence I almost feel like crying. "Never thought I was a possessive man until this moment.”

      Jensen is possessive? Of me? 

      “Prove it,” I challenge, loving the spark in his eyes.

      “Feisty,” he growls as he presses himself inside me, just a little bit. “Relax, Fawn. Let me in,” he murmurs, kissing me deeply as he thrusts all the way inside.

      There’s a moment of pressure. A slight pinch. A split second of pain. And then he’s inside me, stretching me and filling me so perfectly. I cling to him as he holds himself still. “I’ve got you. I’m right here.”

      I wiggle my hips, causing him to go even deeper. “Yes!” I gasp. “Please, I need you to move.”

      Instead of answering, Jensen hisses out a breath and angles his hips before backing off and slowly entering me again. I feel his thick cock slide against the walls of my pussy in shallow, controlled thrusts. But that’s not what I want.

      “More. I need more,” I beg.

      Jensen pulls almost all the way out and stares in between us, where the evidence of my virginity is smeared on his cock. We both groan at the sight. 

      I cry out when he slams home in one hard thrust, rocking me to my very core. One hand glides down my body, cupping my breast, then kneading the soft flesh of my hips. I’ve always been self-conscious of my curves, but they fit perfectly in Jensen’s hands as he caresses and worships every inch of me.

      Jensen continues his exploration of my body, sliding his hand up and down my outer thigh. He grips me behind my knee, opening me up more for him and pressing my leg against my chest.

      “Oh my god, yes, yes, yes!” I moan. At this angle, he’s hitting a special spot that sparks every single nerve ending I have and makes me shake uncontrollably. 

      “There it is. So. Fucking. Hot,” he groans in between rough strokes.

      My pussy gushes for him, our bodies making wet, sticky sounds as we grind against each other and chase after our pleasure. Jensen buries his face into the side of my neck and grunts each time he hits home.

      I feel my muscles tense and pull tight against my skin as he pounds into me over and over, splitting me open and demanding my orgasm. My entire body throbs, not understanding what’s about to happen but wanting it anyway.

      “I feel you, baby. You’re so close.”

      I nod my head, whimpering and panting into his mouth before sealing my lips over his. My nails bite into his shoulders, my back bows off the bed, and my thighs tighten around his hips as I come. Hard. It feels like my chest is being ripped open as I scream for him to keep going, again, harder, deeper, more, more, more.

      I’m expecting him to come with me, but he just keeps hammering into me until I’m completely spent. I don’t have any time to recover before he pulls out, grips my hips, and flips me over on my stomach, positioning me on all fours and thrusting back inside.

      “Jesus, fuck, so tight,” he grits out. 

      I can't even breathe; he's so deep inside of me, stroking his thick cock in and out and taking what he needs from me. I'm sore and swollen, and still, I want more. I begin rocking back into him, making him growl and tighten his grip on my hips.

      “Yes, Jensen, I love it like this,” I moan.

      “Goddamn, baby, I'll give this to you every single day if it makes you happy.”

      I can’t speak so I nod my head and whimper out some sort of response. Jensen must like it because he picks up his speed, using his strong arms to bounce me off his cock. My fingers curl into the sheets as I throw my head back and let out a broken cry.

      A storm swirls deep in my core, the pressure gathering and threatening to consume me, body and soul. Jensen reaches around me and rubs furious circles over my clit, grinding his dick against me and filling me up completely. 

      My orgasm flashes through me like lightning piercing through the sky. The storm clouds break open, raining down pleasure and washing me out to sea. I’m drowning in ecstasy when I hear Jensen's thunderous roar. He empties himself deep inside my pussy, his cock twitching and filling me up with so much cum it spills out of me.

      He collapses on top of me, pressing my body into the mattress. I love feeling his weight on top of me, like he’s anchoring me right here, keeping me in the moment.

      Eventually, Jensen rolls over onto his back, getting settled before he drags me over his chest and tucks me into his side. 

      “Holy fuck,” Jensen says in astonishment.

      I grin. “Yeah. Holy fuck.”

      He chuckles and presses a kiss to the top of my head. I’m not sure how long we stay wrapped up in each other’s arms, but I eventually startle awake when I feel the bed move. 

      Blinking my eyes open, I look over, and Jensen is crawling into bed beside me, a wet washcloth in his hand. I give him a questioning look, but he just kisses my cheek and guides me to lie back down. I watch as my previously grumpy and aloof neighbor cleans between my thighs in gentle strokes. It’s somehow more intimate than what we just shared, and I feel myself fall hard and fast for him.

      I just hope things don’t come to a screeching halt once we’re back in Redwood…
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      The ride back to Redwood is the polar opposite of the drive to San Francisco. Fawn and I have been joking and relaxed with each other. She teases me and keeps leaning over to touch me or push some hair away from my face. I can’t blame her. I can’t seem to keep my hands off of her either. 

      “Ugh, I do not miss the traffic,” Fawn says as we finally get out of the city and onto the highway. 

      There was an accident right before the entrance of the highway, and it took us almost an hour to get on the road. 

      “Are you excited to get back to Redwood?” she asks, and I nod. 

      The truth is that I’m a little nervous to go back home. There are so many unanswered questions between Fawn and me, and I’m not sure what will happen once we get back to our own apartments. 

      Does she want to date me? Was last night just a one-night stand? A way to blow off some steam for both of us? Does she want just a friends-with-benefits type relationship?  

      What do I want with Fawn? If I’m being honest, I want to be with her. We connected last night on a real level, in a way that I never had with anyone before. Being with her wasn’t just a release. It wasn’t just the culmination of my dirty fantasies coming to life. It wasn’t a one-night stand. She gave me her virginity, and I don’t take that lightly. Does she? I don’t want to read more into this than I should, but god, once will never be enough for me.

      It’s so much more than desire and lust, however. Fawn challenges me in unexpected ways. She certainly keeps me on my toes, which I didn’t know how much I would love until now. My shortcake intrigues me, and her curves turn me on like nothing ever has before. 

      In the short time we haven’t been sworn enemies, Fawn has shown me a vulnerable side to her as well. She has doubts and insecurities like the rest of us, and I vow never to joke about them again. I was an ass earlier, but I hope Fawn will let me make it up to her. She’s my other half. I can feel it. 

      Can I tell that to her, though? How will she react if I tell her I want her to be my girlfriend? Hell, I know I must be losing it because the title of girlfriend isn’t good enough. Fiance would be better. Wife. Mother of my children.

      “Jensen?” Fawn asks. Her tone lets me know she must have been saying my name for a few moments.

      “Yeah. Yes. Sorry. What’s up?”

      “I was wondering what you’re doing the rest of the day. It’ll be around lunchtime when we get back to town.”

      “I need to check in on one of the work sites; then I have a stack of invoices to go through before the weekend.”

      “But you still need to eat lunch, right?” 

      “I’ll just grab something on the way to the construction site. Do you want me to drop you off anywhere in particular? Or is the apartment okay?”

      Fawn doesn’t say anything for a beat, and I look over at her. She’s staring out the window, her hands twisting nervously in her lap.

      “Apartment is fine,” she clips out.

      I stare at her, not sure where the attitude is coming from. I thought I was being nice by offering to drop her off somewhere. She mentioned lunch; I thought she was hungry.

      Then it hits me. She wants me to take her to lunch. God, I’m an idiot.

      “Actually, I was thinking we could–”

      “I have some work to do, too,” she says cooly, cutting me off.

      Shit. Why can’t I ever seem to say the right thing?

      The rest of the car ride is spent in silence, but luckily, we’re only a few minutes away from home. I pull into the parking lot and hop out, ready to open Fawn’s door. She beats me to it, then wrenches open the back door and grabs her oversized suitcase, dragging it out of the car as fast as she can.

      “Fawn,” I start, though I don’t know what to say. 

      She pauses to look up at me, but I have no follow-up. What could I possibly tell her that would make her feel comfortable with me again? I don’t mean to be standoffish; it just comes naturally to me. I’ll have to do better if I want to win my girl over.

      Her shoulders drop when I don’t say anything, and I swear I see her blue eyes shining with tears. She turns around before I can be sure, though, dragging her luggage behind her.

      I sigh and lean against my truck, running a hand through my hair while I try to figure out my next move. There’s no point in wallowing out here next to my car. Might as well stop in and see Irene. Maybe she’ll know how to help.

      I shuffle my way inside the apartment complex and head to the front office, where Irene is lounging in front of her computer.

      “Jensen!” she greets me. “How did it go?” Before I can answer, she stands up and looks around me as if searching for something. “Where is Fawn? Don’t tell me you left her in San Francisco. This town missed her enough while she was away at college.”

      I give her my best smile, but I know she sees how weak it is. I want to kick myself for poking fun at her time in San Fran. No wonder she doesn’t know how to act around me. 

      “We just got back,” I start. “Fawn is in her apartment, and I came to see you.”

      “Uh-huh,” Irene says slowly, eyeing me up and down. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      I debate lying to her or brushing her off, but Irene has always been good to me. She’s an excellent friend to have, especially when it comes to relationship advice. “We sort of… hooked up,” I hedge.

      Irene’s face glows as a smile stretches from ear to ear. Just as quickly, however, the light drains from her eyes, and she frowns at me.

      “Hooked up? As in a temporary, one-night thing?” Irene’s disapproval of that idea is palpable. 

      “No. Well, maybe. I don’t know,” I finally admit, sighing as I crash into a chair next to Irene.

      “I was hoping this trip would knock some sense into both of you, but I may have meddled too much.”

      “What?” I ask in astonishment.

      “Well, duh,” Irene says dramatically, rolling her eyes at me. “You’ve had your head so far up your butt you couldn’t see the perfect woman right in front of you. I know you’re stubborn, but so is she. You need someone like her in your life, and she needs you.”

      I blink a few times, letting her words sink in. “You did this on purpose?”

      Irene flashes me an exasperated look. “Is that really the only takeaway you got?”

      “No, I… shit. I mean, shoot,” I correct, glancing at my seventy-five-year-old landlord.

      “You had it right the first time. You’re in deep shit if you don’t go fix this with her. Whatever it is, my guess is you two need to communicate. Stop assuming what the other person means or doesn’t mean. Just say what you feel and let her see the good, kind, patient man I know you are.”

      “I’m not sure it’ll be that easy,” I counter.

      “You’ll never know if you don’t try,” she throws back at me. “Now, off you go! If all goes according to plan, she’ll move in with you by the end of the summer, and I’ll have an extra unit to rent.”

      I shake my head at the scheming old lady, though I can't keep the grin off my face.

      Stumbling out of the office, I turn to the right and bolt up the stairs, taking them three at a time. I stop short in front of Fawn’s door, catching my breath and gathering my thoughts. How did she become the most important thing in my life after just twenty-four hours? I don’t know, but I want to spend the rest of my life figuring it out. If only she’ll let me in.
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      I slam the utensil drawer shut, cursing at myself when my fingernail snags on the handle. Fine. Jensen doesn’t want to have lunch with me? I don’t care. I’ll make myself a totally not pathetic meal of canned soup, salted with my tears.

      Spinning around, I stride across the kitchen in search of a bowl, only to trip over my suitcase. Perfect.

      I lay in a heap on the linoleum floor, feeling the energy drain from me completely. What was I thinking? That Jensen and I would just suddenly fall madly in love? Maybe if I knew what I was doing in bed, but it was my first time. I thought he enjoyed himself, but–

      A loud knock at the door startles me from my downward spiral.

      Ugh, I really don’t want to deal with whoever it is.

      Another bang, bang, bang rattles the door, and I groan, rolling onto my stomach and pushing myself up on all fours before standing.

      I’m not sure who I was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t Jensen. The big, confusing oaf.

      “What?” I snip out, crossing my arms over my chest. “I thought you were going off to work.” Or was that just an excuse to get rid of me?

      “I was,” he stutters out before trailing off. “I just… I think we’re both dancing around what happened between us, and–”

      “And you’d like me to forget it ever happened,” I finish for him, swallowing past the painful lump in my throat.

      “What? No, actually–”

      “Oh, so you want me to be your fuck buddy?” I hiss out. “No strings attached?”

      “No, if you would just listen to me–”

      “You’d tell me how we’d never work out in the long run and try to let me down easy.”

      “Fawn.” Jensen’s voice is deep and dark, a warning for me to calm down. As messed up as it is, a shiver of desire trickles down my spine. 

      I blink up at him, biting my lips as I wait for him to continue.

      “I’m an idiot. I don’t pick up on subtle hints. You’re going to have to be clear with me from now on when you want something.”

      “From now on?” I question. None of this makes sense.

      “Yeah. If we’re going to make it as a couple, we have to communicate.”

      “Couple?”

      “Right, that’s what I was just saying. Now, about lunch–”

      “Hold up,” I interject, pressing my open palm into his chest. “We’re a couple?”

      Jensen gives me a soft smile, one that has my stomach doing flips. He cups the sides of my neck, his thumbs lightly brushing against my jaw as he leans forward. Jensen rests his forehead on mine, nodding his head. His nose tickles mine, and the sweet gesture has hope blooming in my heart.

      “I’m sorry I suck at talking about my feelings,” he whispers. “And I’m sorry I made you think I was the kind of guy who would ignore you after what we shared last night.”

      I can’t stop the first tear from streaming down my cheek. Jensen brushes it away and places a sweet kiss over the same spot before leaning back slightly.

      “I wasn’t sure… I mean, I don’t know how all of this is supposed to work.”

      “Me either, shortcake. But I want to figure it out with you. Tell me you felt it, too. Last night, when all the bullshit was stripped away, and it was just you and me… It was everything.”

      I nod, a smile curling up one side of my lips. “I thought I was just being clingy, or maybe…” I trail off, a blush rising in my cheeks.

      “Maybe?” Jensen prods.

      “Maybe you didn’t want anything to do with me because I’m not very, uh, experienced in the bedroom department.”

      “What?” Jensen blinks at me, a look of total confusion furrowing his brow. “You thought I didn’t love every second of being with you? Jesus, Fawn, nothing could be further from the truth.” He presses a kiss to my temple and cheek before brushing his lips over mine. “Can I prove it to you? Prove that we’re perfect together? That I never want to be with anyone else?”

      His hands slide up and down my sides, squeezing my flesh and setting my skin on fire. I nod my head, and he has me up in his arms before I even realize what’s happening. He storms through my apartment, making me giggle as he grunts. 

      I thought he was taking me to bed, but he surprises me by barging into the bathroom. Jensen turns on the hot water, and in record time, he strips us out of our clothes and hauls me into the steaming hot shower.

      I feel the weight of his gaze all over my body as he takes in every naked inch. “Fucking gorgeous,” he murmurs. Jensen runs the back of his knuckles over my breasts, my pebbled nipples, and down my ribcage until they land on my hips.

      I gasp as he grips me tightly and presses me into his chiseled body so I can feel his hard cock against my stomach. He takes my lips then, in a slow, drugging kiss. My hands wind around the back of his head, and I pull him even closer.

      “I need inside you, baby,” he groans. 

      “Need you, too, Jensen,” I whisper.

      A wanton moan escapes my lips when he pushes me up against the wall and grips my ass, rolling my hips into his erection. I feel Jensen's fingers tease my entrance and then glide up my slit, checking my readiness. Of course, I'm ready for him. I'm always ready for him.

      “So wet for me. Gonna fuck you now, sweetheart,” he growls.

      With that, he lifts me up in his arms and pins me to the wall with his thick dick hitting home inside my throbbing cunt. He fucks me hard and fast, grunting with each thrust of his hips. I lean forward and bite his lips before kissing him wildly. I didn’t realize how much I needed him like this; needed to feel him deep inside of me again.

      “Yes, Jensen, God, don’t stop,” I moan.

      He’s relentless as he pounds into me, nailing me to the wall with each rough stroke, breaking me apart so perfectly. I feel every ridge of his cock as it splits me open and glides along my tight channel. My fingernails bite into the flesh on his shoulders, making him roar and fuck me harder.

      My orgasm slams into me by surprise, knocking the air right out of my lungs as I convulse in his arms and open my mouth in a silent scream. Fire rips through my veins, leaving every nerve raw and exposed.

      Before I even have the chance to come down, Jensen pulls out of me and sets me down on the ground, spinning me around so I have to brace myself on the wall with my ass sticking out toward him.

      “That’s it, so perfect. Thick and juicy and mine,” he growls before sliding into me from behind.

      He’s almost gentle, teasing me, rubbing my clit, building me up touch by touch. His hot breath rolls against my neck as his hands tighten around my hips, keeping a slow, steady rhythm. 

      I moan and buck against him as his hands slide up my hips, following the curve of my waist until they cup my breasts. I gasp when he pinches my nipples. 

      Reaching one hand up, I grab his hair as he kisses me over my shoulder. I run my hand down his cheek and cup it there, feeling his coarse stubble against the palm of my hand as he works his cock in and out, deeper, deeper, so fucking deep, grinding into me, sparking a desperate need to come again. My body burns for release, my skin scorching, my lungs breathing fire.

      “Don’t stop,” I plead, rocking back into him and meeting him thrust for thrust.

      “Never,” he growls, picking up speed.

      Our skin slaps together as he builds us up with every stroke of his fat cock. Jensen curls his body over mine and places his hands on either side of mine against the shower wall. I feel his muscles bunch and tense against my back and ass. Something about that makes my pussy clench and gush.

      “Oh God, Jensen, I’m… I’m…”

      “Let go, Fawn. Let go of every-fucking-thing and come for me.”

      I hold my breath as every muscle in my body stretches tight against my skin. All at once, every ounce of tension is released from my body as my pussy spasms around him again and again. Jensen pistons in and out of me, keeping me at my peak longer than I’ve ever experienced before. I cry, sob, and beg for mercy as sharp pleasure bordering on pain stabs at my nerves and prickles over my skin.

      I feel Jensen unleash a torrent of cum deep inside me. It splashes down my legs, mixing with my own juices from multiple orgasms.

      “I’m coming so fucking hard,” he grunts as his cock jerks inside me and empties another round of his release.

      Jensen pulls out of me and spins me around, guiding me to lean against the wall as he kneels before me.

      “Oh my God, Jensen, I can’t…”

      He just growls and lifts my right leg over his shoulder before licking up our combined juices. God, it’s so hot the way he’s drinking down both of our releases like a feral animal. When his tongue swipes against my clit, my body twitches so hard he has to grip my hips to keep me steady. He never lets up, though.

      Jensen sucks my clit with such a singular intensity I start to feel lightheaded and tingly all over. He growls into my throbbing, raw pussy and nibbles at my clit, causing a great pull deep in my belly. Again and again, he lavishes attention on my swollen ball of nerves until I orgasm violently against his mouth.

      When I’m finally wrung completely dry, I slide down the wall into Jensen’s waiting arms. He tucks me into his chest and rocks me back and forth.

      “I’ve got you,” he murmurs, stroking a hand down my spine.

      I take a deep breath and look up at Jensen, unable to contain the smile threatening to split my face in two. He returns it, the sparkle in his green eyes filled with what I hope is love. As crazy as it is, I already know Jensen is it for me. I just hope he feels the same way.
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      Jensen

      

      I frown as I stare at the mostly empty cupboards in Fawn’s kitchen. I was hoping to wake her up with breakfast in bed, but my options are limited. Cold cereal doesn’t fit the mood I want to set for this morning.

      It’s insane, I realize, but I woke up today with clarity of mind and an absolute certainty that Fawn is meant to be mine forever. As in, diamond ring, white dress, picket fence, and little ones running around. 

      What’s an appropriate breakfast to serve while declaring your undying love to your once-sworn enemy? I think pancakes should be involved. Possibly French toast if I have all the ingredients over at my place.

      Looking over my shoulder at the slightly ajar bedroom door, I smile when I hear Fawn’s soft little snores. Hopefully, she’ll be asleep for a bit longer while I gather a few things from my apartment.

      Twenty minutes later, I’m finally packing up the last of the stuff I’ll need in a cloth grocery bag. I was only planning on popping in, but I decided to take a quick shower while I was here and put on fresh clothes. 

      Scanning the kitchen, I nod in satisfaction at all the goodies I packed up. I’ll have to go grocery shopping this afternoon and make sure Fawn is stocked up. No woman of mine is going to have empty cupboards if I have anything to say about it.

      I slip out the front door and walk three steps over to Fawn’s apartment. When I open the door, it takes a second for my eyes to adjust to the scene in front of me.

      “...Such a stupid, stupid fool! I believed him when he said he wanted to be a couple. Idiot,” Fawn mutters to herself before sniffling. Her back is to me, and she hasn’t noticed my presence yet. My heart breaks at her words. I did a lot more damage than I initially thought by dropping her off yesterday without a word.

      “I do want to be a couple,” I tell her as I step inside and shut the door behind me. 

      Fawn gasps and spins around, her feet getting tangled up in the rug beneath her. I’m next to her in an instant, my arm wrapping around her back and hauling her into my chest. 

      “In fact,” I murmur, kissing her forehead and nose. “I was hoping you’d be my wife.”

      Fawn leans back and blinks up at me, a look of shock overtaking her features. I panic for a moment, worried that it’s all too much, too soon. I just needed her to know I’m all in.

      “Wife?” she whispers in disbelief.

      “Ideally, as soon as possible,” I confirm.

      Tears well up in Fawn’s beautiful blue eyes, and my heart sinks. Then she smirks at me, and I know I’m going to love whatever comes out of that sassy mouth of hers.

      “Are you going to ask me?”

      “Are you going to say yes?”

      “Try it and find out,” she challenges, her eyes shining bright with mischief.

      I take her lips in a soft, lingering kiss, then take my time licking and nipping down her neck. Fawn opens up for me, her body becoming pliant beneath my touch.

      Dropping to one knee in front of her, I take Fawn’s left hand and raise it to my lips, pressing a kiss over her ring finger.

      “I don’t have a ring for you right now, baby, but I will buy one as soon as you tell me what you want. What’s more important is that you know how much I love you. I’m so sorry I was grumpy with you the first time we met.”

      “And every time after,” she points out, a grin curling her lips.

      “And you, feisty little shortcake, never let me forget it.” She graces me with a smile I’ll cherish forever. “I would like to continue to make up for my brutish behavior for the next hundred and fifty years or so. If you’ll let me.”

      Fawn nods her head, a few tears dripping down her cheeks. I wipe them away and rest my forehead against hers. “I love you, too, by the way.”

      I tip my head back and breathe in her words.

      “And,” she continues, “You can start making up for your attitude right now,” she says saucily, her breath catching in her throat. 

      I groan, rolling my forehead against hers. “Fuck yes, baby. Your wish is my command.”

      Scooping my fiancee up in my arms, I grin when she shrieks and giggles. 

      “I can walk, you know,” she informs me.

      I just shrug. “Weird flex, but okay.”

      Fawn swats my chest, then laughs. I have a feeling we’ll be sharing a lot of these moments over the years. I can’t wait.

      After sprinting to the bedroom, I strip us of our clothes and toss Fawn onto the bed, crawling over her, hungry and ready to devour every inch of her gorgeous, perfect body.

      She spreads her legs for me, wrapping them around my hips, urging me forward. Fuck, I want to take my time with her, lick her from head to toe, but right now, I feel like I’m about to fucking lose it. I’ll try to go slow for her, though.

      I inch my way into her perfectly tight pussy, dripping wet for me. She feels like heaven, and it takes superhuman willpower not to jackhammer into her sweet, juicy cunt. Fawn digs her heels into my ass, pushing me deeper inside her. I growl and tense my jaw. This woman is going to be the death of me. 

      “I’m trying to go slow, sweetheart, but you’re not making it easy.”

      “I don’t want slow. Don’t hold back; I want to feel all of you.” She leans up and licks my neck, sending shivers down my spine. Then she bites down on my shoulder, and I shake with the need to fuck her hard and dirty. As if answering all of my prayers, Fawn whispers, “Please fuck me, Jensen.”

      "Goddamn…" I pull out and slam my cock into her. She arches her back, and I feel her fingernails bite into my biceps. It hurts so fucking good, pain mixing with pleasure as I get lost in everything she has to offer.

      She meets me thrust for thrust like she's trying to make her pussy suck me so far into her; we'll never separate. I wouldn't complain.

      I pull out and sit back on my heels, guiding her legs over my shoulders. Without warning, I thrust into her, the new angle hitting her deep, bending her in half, taking me deeper inside her tight little cunt.

      “Jesus Christ.. So good,” I grunt as I pump in and out of her with fury, my nerves on fucking fire, the heat threatening to consume us both.

      She pushes back into me when I thrust inside of her and squeezes her pussy around me when I pull out. It’s the best feeling in the whole world. I can’t remember anything or anyone before her, before this moment. 

      “Ah, Fawn, Fawn, Fawn…” I chant over and over each time I bottom out.

      I look down at my beautiful, sexy, strong goddess, her face in complete rapture. Her eyes snap open as if feeling the heat of my gaze. We stare at each other, shaking with anticipation of the pleasure building inside us. I angle my hips, and she throws her head back as a wave of wetness coats my dick.

      Fucking hell, I’ll never get enough of her.

      I can tell she’s on edge, as am I. Our bodies are making obscene noises as our combined juices leak out of her pussy. The thought of making her messy, marking her; my dirty fucking girl, has my cock throbbing, aching, so fucking sensitive.

      “Just like that, Jensen, oh god, I’m… I-I’m about to…”

      I piston in and out of her, watching her perfect tits bounce and her thighs jiggle with the force of my thrusts. “That’s it, baby, fuck, I’m so close. I need you to get there.”

      I’m teetering on the edge, sweet torture and perfect pleasure. I never want it to end, but I also need to come inside of her; need it like my next breath. More. 

      One more hard thrust, and she explodes, screaming my name. I feel her muscles tense and release around me, her sweet pussy sucking me deeper, deeper still. My dick is aching and swollen, but I keep fucking into her, prolonging her pleasure as long as I can.

      When I can’t take anymore, my hips stutter as I bury my fat cock as deep as the fucker can possibly go. I swell inside her and pour wave after wave of cum, coating her pussy again and again. 

      “Fuck, Fawn. Yes, beautiful.” I groan as she milks the last drops from my dick.

      I set her legs down and fall next to her, turning her so we’re facing each other. We’re both covered in sweat and panting. I can’t help myself; I pull her closer, crashing my mouth down on hers in a wild and desperate kiss, stealing the air right out of her lungs. She has to pull away from me to catch her breath, and only then do I breathe again.

      I turn so I’m on my back, then drape Fawn’s limp body over mine so I can rub her back.

      “God, I love you, Fawn,” I whisper.

      “Love you, too,” she says back, her voice heavy with sleep and satisfaction. 

      “Can’t wait to start every day like this.”

      “With a proposal?” Fawn peers up at me, a twinkle in her blue eyes.

      “And raunchy sex,” I tell her with a straight face. 

      She giggles, the sound filling up my heart and soul. “You sure you’re up for the challenge?”

      I growl and flip her on her back, hovering over her with a hand on either side of her head. “Yes, shortcake. And I can’t wait to prove it to you.”
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      Jensen

      

      Five Years Later…

      

      “I’ll get it!” I say when I walk into the house to see Fawn trying to turn the dresser onto its side so she can sand it. 

      She never waits for me, and I love how self-sufficient she is. I just wish she remembered that she was six months pregnant and maybe shouldn’t be lifting such heavy things right now. 

      “Oh, I can get it,” Fawn says, waving me off, and I practically sprint over to her side to stop her before she can try. 

      “Let me help you out, baby. You’re carrying enough for me,” I say, wrapping my arms around her and rubbing her swollen stomach. 

      She smiles up at me, and I bend down, placing a sweet kiss on her lips before I move to flip the dresser for her. 

      “This is coming along great,” I comment, and she preens under the praise. 

      “I know, right? I almost don’t want to sell it. I think it would look cute in a nursery.” 

      “Then keep it,” I tell her as I finish settling it on its side. 

      “I already had someone buy it.” 

      “I’m not surprised.” 

      Fawn is so damn talented. After our quick engagement and wedding, I started helping her find pieces to restore. That turned into me making pieces for her or following her around flea markets and garage sales while she looked. 

      Five years later, and she has her own restoration business here in town. She still sells her projects online, and she’s been busier than ever with it. 

      We got married four years ago, on our first anniversary. I knew that I wanted to be with her, to spar with her, for the rest of my life, and I’m lucky enough that Fawn agreed. 

      We were married here in town, in a small ceremony. Irene was our officiant. It seemed only fitting since she was the matchmaker that set us up in the first place. The two of us might still be pretending to hate each other if it weren’t for her. 

      Fawn and I moved into our dream house two years ago. I built it from the ground up, and Fawn took care of the landscaping and interior design. My woman is so talented, and I love that we make the perfect team. 

      We’ve been working together for my business too. Fawn has a great eye for design, and I’ve been having her do the landscaping at the new houses I’ve been building. 

      We’ll both be slowing down now that our little bundle of joy is almost here. I can’t wait to start growing our family. I know that Fawn is going to be the best mom. 

      “Oh!” Fawn says, and I spin to face her. 

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, ready to carry her to my truck if needed. 

      “The baby is kicking,” she says, a wide smile stretching her lips. 

      She looks up at me in wonder, and I let her take my hand and place it against her belly. Sure enough, a little thud kicks my palm, and I grin, my heart swelling in my chest as we share this special moment. 

      “He’s going to be a little soccer star,” she says with a laugh, and I join her. 

      We just found out that we’re having a boy, and we’ve been busy trying to come up with names. Nothing has seemed perfect yet, but we still have time to figure it out. 

      “Is Irene still coming over for dinner tonight?” I ask Fawn, and she blinks. 

      “Crap! I completely forgot!”

      “I’ll help get dinner started,” I tell her, trying to put her at ease. 

      “You’re terrible in the kitchen!” She cries, and I bite back a smile. 

      “I’m not that bad,” I try to argue. 

      “You burnt water the other day. How, Jensen?”

      “I don’t know. It just got away from me.” 

      “Oh my gosh. How did you survive before you met me?” 

      “Mostly off of fast food and frozen meals.”

      “You’re so lucky that you met me,” she says as she takes my hand. I grin at her.

      Don’t I know it.
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      Can a bet only have one winner?

      

      You’d think that a college town would have a lot of job opportunities, but that’s not the case in Sequoia. I’ve already exhausted all the businesses in town, but no one is hiring.

      

      No one but the Stud Farm.

      

      When I went out the night before my interview with some friends hoping to blow off some steam and celebrate summer break, it was meant to be fun.

      

      Instead, I ended the night by slapping Griz Ford.

      

      I didn’t know that it was him, I swear. I figured that out the next day when I showed up for my interview at the Stud Farm and found him grinning at me across the kitchen table.

      

      I figure there’s no way that I’m getting this job, but he surprises me, and we end up making a bet.

      

      30 days.

      

      I work for him, cooking for him and cleaning his house. In that time, he’ll try to get me to fall for him. All I have to do to win enough money to cover my costs for the next school year is resist him.

      

      Piece of cake, right?
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      Monty

      

      “I hope you’ll come back for the summer! Ledger and I have missed you here,” my sister, Tilly, says.

      “I know, and I’ve missed you guys, too. I have one more interview I’m waiting to hear back about, and then I’ll let you know if I’ll be staying with you in Fallen Peak.”

      “Sounds good. How were your classes this semester?”

      “They were alright. I’m glad the semester is over, though.”

      “I’ll bet!” she says with a laugh.

      “Hey, Tilly, I’m actually headed out with some friends for the night, but I’ll talk to you soon, okay?”

      “Of course, have fun. I’ll talk to you soon.”

      “Love you. “

      “Love you too.”

      I hang up the phone and toss it on my bed as I stare at my reflection in the mirror. I have the same red hair as my sister, but hers is bright red like a flame. Mine is darker, more auburn than true red. My blue eyes look faded, and even with a thin layer of concealer, the purple bags under my eyes are obvious.

      I should probably stay home and catch up on the sleep I missed the last few weeks when I was studying for finals, but this might be my last chance to hang out with my friends for the summer. While I love living in this small California town during the school year, the downside is that there aren’t a lot of job opportunities come summertime.

      My roommate, Malia, pops her head around my door, smiling when she sees I’m almost ready to go. Her eyes scan my borrowed dress, and a flash of insecurity spikes my heart rate. Malia’s parents are loaded, and she loves fashion, so she has more clothes than she knows what to do with. Luckily for me, we’re both on the curvy side, and she lets me borrow from her wardrobe whenever I want. Still, I always feel self-conscious in her clothes, knowing she fills them out better than I ever could.

      Tonight I’m wearing a dark blue dress that hits midthigh. It’s tight, reminding me that I’ve added a few pounds from stress eating in the last month or so, but it still looks good on me. I think. It emphasizes my curves and gives me more of an hourglass shape. Or maybe I look like a bloated cow stuffed into a sausage casing.

      “You look great!” Malia says, reading my thoughts. “Seriously, you’re wearing the hell out of that dress. You’ll be batting away sexy cowboys all night.”

      “Uh-huh, sure.” I roll my eyes at the thought of anyone hitting on me but smile, letting my friend know I appreciate her support.

      “Trust me; you’re gorgeous. Anyway, Gwen just got here.”

      “Perfect. I’ll be out in just a minute.”

      She nods as she ducks back out of my room, and I sigh, letting my thoughts go back to my phone call with Tilly as I adjust my dress.

      I love my sister, but the truth is, I don’t really want to go back to Fallen Peak for the summer. This has been my first time away from home and family, and I like stretching my wings and finding my own independence. I’ve relied on Tilly to protect me and to provide for me for far too long.

      I’ll always appreciate everything she’s done for me but it’s time for me to stand on my own two feet. I’m an adult, no longer at the mercy of my unstable parents and their addictions. It’s time I start forging my own path.

      Maybe that’s why I chose to go to a college eight hours away. I got a great scholarship opportunity for Sequoia University, and when I found out that they were one of the best colleges for my major, it was a no-brainer.

      I lucked out when I found the roommate listing with Malia. We hit it off from the start. She had just moved to Sequoia for college and we clicked.

      Eyeing the four-inch heels my roommate insisted I wear with this dress, I send up a silent prayer that I won’t break my ankle tonight. We’re having a good old fashioned girls’ night, starting with drinks. I don’t plan on going crazy or anything, especially with my interview tomorrow. If I don’t land this job, I won’t be having any more girls’ nights for a while. I’ll be off to Fallen Peak to stay with my sister.

      I try to shake off the sadness as I tuck my phone into my purse and head out to meet my friends.

      Gwen rushes over and gives me a bear hug. “Please don’t leave us!” she begs. My friends and I are on the same emotional level, it seems. I grin at her theatrics.

      “I’m doing my best,” I tell her. “I just need to nail the interview tomorrow, then I’ll take us all out again for drinks!”

      My last shot at finding a place to work for the summer is at a nearby farm. Gwen is going to be working there as a housekeeper. She got the job a few weeks ago, and I know she’s excited to be closer to her foster sister, Avery. We’re all still in shock that Avery married Pax over Christmas after only knowing him a few weeks, but the growly beast treats her like a princess, so we’re just happy she’s happy.

      I’m not exactly the farm-girl type, and have little to no outdoor or wildlife skills. But I’d do just about anything if it meant earning my own money and staying in Sequoia. My brother-in-law is an honest-to-god billionaire, and he’s been very generous to me by paying for college and my car. But I don’t want to depend on my sister and her husband forever.

      I can’t deny I was surprised when Tilly told me she was getting married. I guess I thought after our childhood, we would both have sworn off dating and relationships. I certainly have. Then again, we haven’t really talked about it. We have an unspoken rule to never bring up our shitty childhood and the scars it left behind. Focusing on the future has helped both of us stay sane.

      “Ready to go?” Malia asks, pulling me from my thoughts. I force a smile to my lips and nod.

      I follow my two friends out the door and down the stairs to Malia’s car.

      “Where are we going again?” I ask. I don’t usually frequent the bars in town. None of us do, actually.

      “Um, it looks like Ruff’s Wings & Sports Bar has good reviews,” Gwen says as she scrolls on her phone.

      “Oh yeah, that’s just downtown,” Malia says as she starts the car and backs out of the parking spot.

      “Can you believe we’re about to be juniors?” Gwen asks as we cruise down Main Street.

      I listen to my friends talk and think about how busy next year is going to be.

      Malia pulls into the parking lot of Ruff’s, and I groan internally when I see how packed the place is.

      “To girls’ night,” Gwen says, turning and offering me a fist bump. I laugh at how serious she sounds as I bang my fist against hers.

      Malia is already climbing out of the car and we hurry to join her. I cling to Gwen as we teeter in our high heels across the gravel parking lot to the front door. Malia is a pro in her heels. I think she could run a marathon in them and be totally fine. Me, on the other hand? Not so much. Baby giraffe over here, just learning to walk for the first time.

      We push inside and I wince at the loud cheering coming from the back corner.

      “There’s a booth over there!” Malia shouts over her shoulder. I follow close behind as we push our way through the crowd.

      A shiver runs down my spine, sparking my nerves as the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. My breath catches in my throat, and the room pulses around me before coming back into focus. What the heck was that?

      I stop walking, my feet frozen in place as I look around the crowded bar. I don’t know what I’m searching for until my eyes meet his. Ice blue irises cut through me, little specks of silver sparkling beneath the lights. He looks dazed, almost in awe as he stares at me, a slow grin taking over his features.

      My lower belly grows tight, an unfamiliar throbbing taking up residence between my thighs. I’ve never had anyone pay this much attention to me, and I won’t lie… it makes me want to fluff my hair and preen like a prize-winning pony. Ridiculous, I know.

      The stranger’s dark hair is tousled and hanging over his forehead, and I have the strongest urge to push those locks away from his eyes. I wonder how soft his hair would be, if he would lean into my touch and let me steal my first kiss. My first everything.

      I start to flush as the fantasy plays out, but then it all comes crashing down.

      He winks at me and gives me a knowing smile like I’m already his.

      But I’m not.

      I despise cocky, arrogant bastards, so sure everyone is going to fall all over themselves to please them. My father was that way. A true narcissist with enough charm to dupe anyone into doing his bidding. It’s a major turn off for me, no matter how unfairly hot the person in question might be.

      I turn away in disgust and stop before I slide into the booth with my friends.

      “I’ll grab the first round!” I call over the noise. My friends flash me a thumbs up.

      I weave my way through the crowd and up to the bar. Luckily, I don’t have to wait long before a bartender takes my order.

      I’m reaching for my money when a hand slides past me, handing the bartender some cash.

      “On me, darlin’,” a sexy voice rasps in my ear. I try to ignore the goosebumps rising on my arms and the dull ache twisting up my insides.

      I know before I turn around that it’s my mystery man. Crap. What now?
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      Griz

      

      She’s infinitely more intoxicating up close than she was when I first saw her across the room. The angel with auburn hair peers at me over her shoulder, her cornflower blue eyes shining beneath the dim lights. Long, dark lashes cast faint shadows over her rosy cheeks, making her somehow both adorable and sinful.

      My gaze slips down her body, despite my best efforts to keep eye contact. A certain part of me hardens to the point of pain when I see the fabric of her blue dress stretching across her wide hips, thick thighs, and round ass. Fuckin’ hell, that ass.

      Never knew I had a type, but this woman… she’s achingly gorgeous in a way I don’t understand. It’s not just her extra curves and lemon honey scent that have me tripping all over myself to talk to her. It’s the way she froze when I first laid eyes on her, like she felt the universe shift, too. Impossible, I know, but a love-sick cowboy can hope.

      Reluctantly, I pull my eyes back up to meet hers, though she seems a little dazed as she stares at my chest. I’m not normally a vain person, but damn if I don’t stand a little taller knowing my girl likes what she sees.

      “Hey, I’m Griz,” I say, holding my hand out to her.

      She stares at my hand like it’s going to bite her, then darts her eyes up to meet mine. I know my girl felt whatever this connection is between us, but she’s wary. A protective streak I didn’t know I had hits me square in the chest, the need to soothe her anxiety overwhelming me. Who hurt her? Who broke her trust? I’ll find out soon enough, then spend the rest of my days showing this precious girl she’s safe right here with me.

      Reel it in, I tell myself sternly. She hasn’t even spoken a word to me, and here I am, rearranging my whole life for her. I’ll have to take it slow with my woman. I can manage that, I think.

      I keep my hand steady, studying the gorgeous woman as she nibbles on her bottom lip, debating whether or not to trust me. Eventually, the beauty slips her hand in mine, sealing her fate.

      Her soft skin warms me all over, flames dancing down my spine as I wrap my calloused fingers around her hand. Goddamn, I can feel her pulse fluttering against the inside of her wrist, and it takes a considerable amount of effort not to lift her hand up so I can kiss that spot.

      This woman is overwhelming every single one of my senses.

      “What’s your name, beautiful?”

      “Monty,” she murmurs. The tip of her tongue snakes out, wetting her bottom lip. She has no idea what she’s doing to me, which only makes her that much more irresistible.

      “Like Monty Python?” I ask, leaning on the bar. She narrows her eyes at me, hunching her shoulders slightly. Not off to a good start.

      “No, like Montana,” my girl says with a firm tone.

      “Montana is your real name?”

      “Yeah, but no one calls me that.”

      “Alright, Monty it is.”

      I give her my best smile, but she turns back to the bar, waiting for her drinks. Damn. I can’t be the only one feeling this, right? I scramble to think of something to say, some way to get her to look at me with those ethereal eyes.

      “What do you do for a living, Monty?”

      “I’m in college.”

      “At Sequoia University?”

      “Yeah,” she says as she watches the bartender make her drinks.

      “What are you studying?” I try again.

      Getting her to open up is like pulling teeth. I don’t have much experience with women, but I guess I never thought it would be this hard to get the girl of my dreams to talk to me. I’m not one to give up easily, though. Never have been. And certainly not when it comes to the most important person in my life. I’m insane, I know. But I can’t help it. I know what I want when I see it and damn if I’ve ever wanted anything the way I want Monty.

      It’s always been my brothers and me on the farm. We spent most of our time growing up working and helping our parents. Girls were never on any of our radars, but now that our parents are retired, and it’s just me in my big house all alone, I’ve started to think about it more.

      I don’t leave the farm that often so I haven’t had the chance to meet a ton of women. When my brother, Kai, asked me to grab a beer with him, I never would have guessed the future Mrs. Ford would be here.

      “I’m an English major,” my girl finally answers. Not a big fan of volunteering information, I see. It’s okay. I didn’t grow up on a ranch without learning how to work hard for what I want.

      “You want to be a writer?” I ask.

      “Editor.”

      That being said, I’ve got to get a better game if I want more than one-word responses from this stunning woman.

      “That’s cool.” Cool? I’m such a dork. “I’m a farmer. I work on the Ford Ranch.”

      “You mean the Stud Farm?” she asks.

      I wince at the nickname the locals gave our place a few years ago. Apparently, there isn’t much to do in this small town except drive by Ford Ranch and gawk at me and my brothers working out in the fields. We all hoped it was just a phase, but the name stuck. We’re not players, we’re not vain, and we don’t want that reputation.

      “Uh, yeah, that farm.”

      “Hmm. I’ve heard some of the rumors,” she says, her voice turning cold as ice.

      Shit. “They’re not true,” I cut her off.

      “Sure.”

      “They’re not,” I insist. “I swear.” I’m about to tell her it’s been years since I’ve even looked at a woman with anything close to desire, but that might come across as desperate. The cowboy doth protest too much.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Monty says. “I’m not looking to date or anything. Besides, I have an interview there tomorrow. It might be awkward to work together if anything happened,” she says as the bartender sets her drinks down in front of us.

      “So, you’re saying something might happen between us?” I ask with what I hope is a charming smile.

      She huffs out a laugh and I can see it then, she wants me too. There’s a twinkle in her light blue eyes that lets me know she’s just as mesmerized by me as I am by her.

      So why is she trying to brush me off?

      Monty reaches for the drinks, and I stop her with my hand on her wrist.

      “Just give me a chance.” I realize how whiny that may have sounded, so I force a smirk to my lips. “I’d love to give you a ride.”

      I try not to wince at my words, and instead, end up winking at her.

      Kill me.

      She stares at me, her face turning red with anger.

      And then it hits me.

      Her hand.

      She slaps me across the face. Hard.

      I cover the sting on my cheek with my own hand, shocked and also turned on as hell. Inappropriate, I know. But I can’t help thinking how wild she’ll be when I finally get her beneath me. Fuck, I can’t go there. I need to fix things with my future wife before she thinks I’m some sleazy player.

      I turn back to apologize to her, but she’s already grabbed her drinks and is stalking across the bar to her friends.

      I watch her go, wanting to kick myself.

      How did I mess things up so badly so fast?

      I head back to my brother and glare at him when I see the way he’s grinning at me.

      “Looks like that went well,”  Kai says.

      “Shut up.”

      “No really, how did it go?”

      “You saw me crash and burn.”

      “No, but I saw you get slapped by a girl you have no right to drool over.”

      “Isn’t that Oakley?” I ask casually, smirking when I see his head whip around.

      He’s been in love with Oakley since we were kids but unfortunately for him, Oakley is best friends with our little sister, Clara. He would never try to date her and ruin their friendship.

      That doesn’t stop him from pining for her though.

      “Point made,” Kai says as he turns back to me.

      I tip my beer to him and down the last of it. A waitress appears next to our table and I watch as Monty and her friends finish their drinks and get ready to leave.

      “Can I get you two anything else?” she asks, a flirty note to her voice.

      “Shot of whiskey,” I say, and Kai holds up two fingers.

      “And two more beers please,” he says, not even looking up at her.
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      Monty

      

      I take one last look at my reflection, smoothing my hand over the soft material of my black dress. It’s the only real interview outfit I have, or at least the only one that feels professional enough. It ends at about an inch above my knees and fits my curves like a glove. I pair it with a light blue cardigan that matches my eyes, and slip on reasonable yet cute flats.

      I gather up the last of my courage, taking a deep breath to calm my nerves.

      And then my mother’s voice filters into my mind, tearing me down limb from limb.

      Playing dress-up? They’ll see right through you. No dress can hide the fact that you came from trash, and you’ll always be trash.

      “No,” I whisper to myself, slamming my eyes shut. Squeezing my hands into tight fists, I push back the wave of insecurity, reminding myself of how far I’ve come. I moved eight hours away from the noise and toxicity, and now I have to choose to let it go. I refuse to let that kind of energy into my new home. My new life.

      With a final cleansing breath, I open my eyes and grab my purse, making my way to the front door. This interview feels more important than the rest, and I know it’s because this is my last chance to find a summer job here.

      “Good luck!” Malia calls from the kitchen. I smile at her over my shoulder.

      “Thanks. I’ll let you know how it goes. When are you leaving?” I ask her. She has her first day at a firm in LA today, and I know she’s nervous and excited.

      “About an hour. I’m hoping to avoid most of the traffic that way.”

      “Have a safe drive,” I say as she comes to hug me goodbye.

      “Thanks. I’ll talk to you later tonight.”

      I squeeze her tighter and then force a smile to my lips before I make my way out to my car. It’s going to be weird to be in the apartment without her. If I don’t get the job, then I’ll probably stay here for a few days before I go to Fallen Peak. Malia’s parents own the apartment so I know it will be here when I get back.

      I climb into my new car. It still feels weird to be driving around in an Audi when I used to take the bus. The car was another gift from my brother-in-law. He seemed very excited about it when he gave me the keys. He kept going on and on about the safety features and the gas mileage that I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I didn’t really need a car while I was at college.

      The Stud Farm is only about a fifteen minute drive from our apartment. The farm is toward the outskirts of Sequoia, which is what makes it such a great place for parties and racing. No one is going to call the cops when the closest neighbor is miles away.

      Malia and I went to a few parties and races last year, but it was never really my scene. It was just a bunch of kids getting drunk or betting on races.

      I wonder if Griz was ever there when I was.

      I shake my head. I’ve been trying to stop thinking about him since I slapped him last night, but he keeps popping into my thoughts. Everything about the cowboy drew me to him from the moment I felt his gaze on me. Those stormy blue eyes, thick, dark hair, and god, his muscles…

      Too bad he was a cocky jerk. That grin of his still sends sparks flying over my skin when I think about it, but his horrible pick-up line was enough to undo all his schmexy rugged cowboy charm. I’d like to give you a ride.

      Ugh. I cringe internally, though I won’t lie; I’m disappointed. Are all men sleazy? Then again, I don’t know what I would have done if he had been a sweet guy. I’ve sworn off dating. Relationships just aren’t for me, and I’m definitely not a one-night stand kind of girl, though things might be easier if I were.

      I don’t know where that leaves me. Certainly not looking for a man, but also, just a tiny bit… lonely. There. I said it.

      I shake my head and sigh as I turn onto the Stud Farm drive and head past paddock after paddock of horses and other animals. There are four houses spread out between barns and the paddocks, and I bite my lip, wondering which one to go to.

      The first house is just to the right, but I can see more as the road winds back toward the forest. I decide to park next to the first one. If this isn’t right, then I can always ask for directions.

      I check my make up in the rearview mirror one last time before I climb out of my car and head up the front porch steps.

      The house is actually really pretty. It’s a two story with a wrap around porch and another balcony on the second level. I bet the views are gorgeous from up there, especially watching the sunset. The land is incredible, and I can just imagine sitting on the balcony, wrapped up in fuzzy blanket, watching the sun melt into the rolling hills.

      Too bad I’m here to beg for a job instead of watching the sunset. It’s a nice thought, though.

      I ring the doorbell and try to give myself a pep talk as I wait for someone to answer.

      You can do this. You practiced the interview questions. Just be respectful and calm.

      I ignore my mother’s negative, needling voice telling me I’m no good, and focus instead on everything I bring to the table. I’m attentive, detail-oriented, and can anticipate needs. I’m a quick learner and I can adapt to any situation.

      The door opens, and I blink my eyes open only to groan. Any situation but this one.

      “You,” I snarl, my eyes narrowing as I clench my jaw. Griz’s blue eyes light up, and that easy grin stretches across his handsome features.

      “Me,” he agrees with a chuckle. The sound travels through me, making my lower belly tighten. Damn him.

      Griz is wearing a pair of dark brown jeans that mold to his legs perfectly. A plain white t-shirt streaked with dirt stretches over his chest, letting me appreciate his sculpted pecs and round shoulders. I bet he could bench press me, which is saying something. I’ve always been on the bigger side, even more so after a few months of stress eating.

      Don’t think about how good he looks, I warn myself. Don’t think about his hands on your body, or what it would feel like to be pressed up against those hard, packed muscles.

      “The job is with you?” I clarify, hoping this is some cruel joke. Griz nods. “Did you know last night?”

      “No,” he’s quick to answer. “My brother, Kai, is hiring too. I think a few of my brothers are hiring, actually. You could have been interviewing with any one of my other brothers. I was hoping it was me though,” he admits with a sheepish grin. Oh lord, is he blushing? The six and a half foot tall man dips his head down, running a hand over the back of his neck. Why does he have to be adorable on top of being the sexiest man to ever walk the face of the earth?

      “Great,” I mumble, making Griz laugh.

      The sound is deep and somehow calming, despite my nerves and frustration.

      “Come in, darlin’,” he says, giving me another smile. This one is different than the charming grin he flashed at me earlier, or the cocky smirk he gave me last night. There’s something softer in his eyes.

      Still, this is all too much. I debate just turning and leaving right now. I mean, there’s no way that he hires me, right? And if he does, I can’t imagine that working for him will be a lot of fun. I slapped him, for goodness’ sake! Plus, do I really want to work for a playboy who hit on me within the first five minutes of meeting me?

      Suddenly a summer in Fallen Peak is sounding better and better.

      Griz is already turned and walking down the hall, so I take a deep breath and follow him inside. I definitely don’t look at his ass or appreciate the way his jeans cling to his sculpted thighs.

      The inside of the house is just as nice as the outside. There are so many windows, letting in the natural light and letting you see the green fields dotted with horses. It’s truly not fair that Griz won the looks lottery and the dream house lottery.

      He leads me into the kitchen and heads over to a coffee machine.

      “Want a cup?” he asks as he fills up his own cup.

      “No, that’s alright.”

      “Have a seat,” he says as he walks over to the big kitchen table by the window.

      I sit down on one side and he takes the chair across from me.

      “I knew you couldn’t resist me,” he says with a wide smirk. I want to smack him all over again, but I manage to restrain myself. I didn’t realize I had such a violent streak, but this man seems to know how to push all of my buttons.

      “It’s easier than you might think,” I deadpan, looking down at my nails as I feign indifference.

      He chuckles again, the sound rich, deep, and soothing. Griz sips his coffee, studying me for a moment. I stare right back at him, not giving into the urge to crawl under the table and hide. Or worse, crawl into his lap and curl up against his broad chest. Something tells me he’d like it too much. Or maybe I’m the one who would like it too much.

      “Your resume looks good. What did you do at Sweetie Pies?” Griz asks.

      “I was a baker and I worked the front counter.”

      “Are you from Fallen Peak?”

      “No, Tulsa.”

      “Why were you working in Fallen Peak then? No jobs in Tulsa?”

      “My sister lives there. She works at Sweetie Pies too. I was just helping out over winter break.”

      “But not this summer?”

      I shrug, not wanting to tell him that it depends on if I get this job or not. “I’d like to stick around here if possible. I just started putting my own roots down, and I think it would be good for me to be grounded for a bit.”

      Why did I say that? It’s true, but it feels like I just revealed another part of myself to the persistent man sitting across from me. Griz tilts his head to the side, studying me. I fidget in my seat, squirming beneath all the attention he’s giving me. What does he see? A pathetic girl playing dress-up like my mom would say?

      “The job is for a housekeeper,” he finally says. “Your duties will include cleaning, cooking a few meals, possibly grocery shopping, and a few other housekeeping chores. How does that sound?”

      “Wait. Are you… are you seriously still offering me the job?” I ask, a bit taken aback.

      I thought for sure there would be more questions, or maybe he would give me a hard time. I did assault him last night, after all. I mean, he deserved it, but still.

      “Of course, darlin’,” he says with an easy smile. I want to hate his term of endearment for me, but my stupid hormones go berserk everytime he says darlin’ in that raspy drawl of his. “If you still want it, it’s yours.”

      “I…” Blinking a few times, I find myself saying, “I’m not sure I do.”

      I thought I had him all figured out. I thought he would be a pig or try to come onto me again. Then at least it would be easy to turn the job down and leave.

      That hasn’t happened though. He’s actually been… nice.

      “Afraid that you’ll fall in love with me?” he teases with a hopeful smile.

      Just like that he ruins it.

      “Not even a little,” I huff out, crossing my arms over my chest. I’m not usually a brat, but something about this man… god, I can’t decide if I want to scratch him or pull him closer so I can wrap my body around his.

      “Want to bet?”

      “Bet that I won’t fall in love with you?” I ask incredulously. “That would be the easiest bet in the world to win.”

      “Then it’s settled. Work for me for a month, and if you don’t love me by the end of thirty days, I’ll pay you for the whole summer and let you leave.”

      “And what happens if I lose?”

      “Ah, so you’re already starting to fall for me then,” he says as he leans closer to the table. Damn that grin, slowly taking over his face, his full lips parting to show straight, white teeth. Does he have to smell so good? Even after a morning working on the ranch, Griz smells spicy and woodsy, with a hint of manly sweat and the outdoors.

      “Um, no,” I lie through my teeth. “I just would never agree to something without knowing all the terms.”

      “Smart girl,” he purrs, those deep blue eyes flashing with something wicked. My thighs squeeze together as my core clenches. Holy crap, this man’s voice is potent. “If you lose, well then I get you,” he says simply. My heart trips over itself in my chest.

      For one brief second, I start to wonder if my no dating rule is in trouble here.
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      I try not to let her see that I’m holding my breath as I wait for her to answer.

      Is she going to accept the bet?

      I feel like I need her to, like the only way that I’m going to be able to prove to her that I’m the man for her is if I can get her to agree to this crazy idea. I didn’t plan on the bet; it just sort of happened.

      All I know is that I can’t let her walk out that door. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her since last night. She even followed me into my dreams. I woke up thinking it was real, that she was mine. But when I reached for her, the other side of the bed was cold, and reality came crashing back down.

      I want that though. I want everything with her. She’s it for me. I’m sure of it.

      My cock hardens in my jeans, agreeing with me. I had to jerk off twice last night before the fucker calmed down enough to let me get some sleep. Even so, I woke up with morning wood for the first time in damn near a decade. I know the only way to find true satisfaction is to sink inside my sweet girl, and watch her come with my name on her lips. That will have to wait, however.

      Monty holds out her hand, and my heart leaps into my throat. I almost knock over my coffee cup in my haste to shake her hand.

      The same sparks from last night hit me as soon as my skin touches hers, and I suck in a deep breath as she pulls away.

      I grin at her, trying to keep things light. If she knew how I felt about her, the possessive, primal thoughts trying to push their way to the surface, I bet she would run screaming and never come back. I need to keep things friendly, at least for a little bit so that I don’t scare her off. Something happened that made her skittish around men, around relationships in general. It’s now my job to make her feel safe and wanted. Without being an obsessive bastard.

      “You start tomorrow then. I’ll help you get your things tonight though, and we can grab something to eat on the way home.”

      I can’t wait to get her in my space. I want to wake up to her things and fall asleep with her scent on me. Jesus, that’s not helping me keep myself in check.

      “What?”

      “Hmm?” I ask, distracted from my thoughts.

      “What do you mean go get my things tonight?”

      “Well, it’s a live in housekeeper position.”

      Lie. Why did I say that? How is this taking things slowly?

      “I didn’t know that,” she says, hesitating

      “You’ll have your own room and everything,” I keep rambling. Now that I’ve pictured her in my home, I have to make it a reality.

      “Can’t I just come over super early in the morning?”

      “I wake up at five every morning to start my day,” I tell her.

      “Five!? Why?”

      I can’t help the chuckle that falls from my lips at her wide-eyed, exasperated look. “There’s a lot to be done around here.”

      She sighs, and I can see her trying to find some kind of argument, some way to fight this. My girl is strong. She’s independent and smart, and she’s certainly shown that she won’t take any of my shit.

      My parents are going to love her.

      “It’s only for a month, right?” I ask though I’m hoping it’s really forever. Her eyes sharpen and lock on me.

      “Right.”

      “So…”

      “So, let’s go get my things already. Unless you need a refill on your coffee.”

      She stands from the table, eyeing my coffee before spinning around. I grin, adjusting my dick as discretely as I can before following her down the hall and back outside.

      “We’ll take my truck. It will fit more.”

      Monty nods, following me over to my black pickup truck. I open the passenger side door for her, trying to win her over already, but she doesn’t look impressed as she climbs into the seat.

      I jog around the truck and slip behind the wheel.

      “Where to?”

      She gives me directions, and we take off down the drive. Her lemon, sunshiney scent is already filling the cab and making me dizzy with desire. I want, no, I need to lick every inch of her body, to find out if she tastes as good as she smells.

      “How long have you been at Sequoia?” I ask as we turn onto Main Street.

      “I just finished my second year.”

      Two years. She’s been in my town for two goddamn years and I didn’t know. It’s hard not to feel sad for all of that wasted time. Now I only have thirty days with her to get her to see how great we could be together.

      “Do you like it here? At Sequoia University?”

      “I love it. My roommate and friends are awesome and I like most of my classes.”

      “It must be hard to be away from your family.”

      “Yeah, but I talk to my sister all the time.”

      “What about your parents?”

      She tenses, shifting in her seat and I can sense that she doesn’t like them before she opens her mouth.

      “I don’t talk to them. Neither of us do,” she says, her tone flat.

      “Why not?” I ask, genuinely curious.

      “They’re not very good people,” she says.

      I look over to see her shoulders are tight, bunched up around her ears. “What do you mean?” My hands choke the steering wheel, but I manage to calm myself down. I can’t imagine anyone being mean to my girl, let alone her own parents.

      “Between drinking and drugs, they hardly remembered they had kids,” she mumbles. I’m about to pull the car over and make her tell me every detail, but she’s already shaking her head and curling in on herself. “Never mind. It’s nothing,” she’s quick to say, brushing me off.

      “I’m so sorry you had to live through that hell,” I whisper, my tone soft so I don’t scare her off. “I won’t push you for more, though I very much want to know everything. I want to earn your story, angel. And I will.”

      “Back to being cocky, I see,” she huffs out, though there’s a tiny smile curling up one corner of her lips.

      “Nah, just confident. We’re going to be so good together, Monty. You’ll see.”

      She gives me another tentative smile at that, and I return it as I pull into her apartment parking lot. It’s not much, but I’ll take it.

      She points me over to the spot that’s reserved for her apartment, and I back in so it will be easier to load the truck up.

      I follow her up the stairs and down the hall to her apartment. Monty unlocks the front door and heads straight down the hallway and into one of the bedrooms. I take my time following her so that I can look around a bit. The apartment is decorated fancier than any other college place I’ve ever seen.

      The floors are a dark hardwood and the walls are painted a serene cream color. I peek into the kitchen and I swear the countertops are granite. All of the appliances are stainless steel and gleaming under the recessed lights.

      I make my way down the hall and stop at the entrance to her room. Monty is busy shoving stuff into a suitcase, giving me a chance to look around her room.

      Unlike the rest of the lavish apartment, her space is sparsely decorated with just a bed, dresser, and small desk tucked into the corner. It’s neat and clean looking but it doesn’t feel like Monty. It’s too plain. Where are the colors? Where’s the life, the fire?

      “Just need to grab a few more things,” she says as she walks into the attached bathroom.

      I step into her room, taking a look at the few mementos she has on top of the dresser. There are several framed pictures, and I smile as I see Monty with her arms wrapped around a girl who is obviously her sister.

      They have the same coloring, the same pale skin, but her sister’s hair is brighter and she has green eyes, where my Monty has blue.

      The other picture is her with two younger looking girls that I’m guessing are her friends here at college.

      “That’s Gwen and Malia,” she says as she comes back into the room.

      “Your friends here?”

      “Yeah, Malia is my roommate too.”

      I nod as Monty tucks her toiletry stuff into her suitcase and zips the whole thing shut.

      “Is that all of it?” I ask her as I move to take the bag from her.

      “Yeah, I won’t be living with you long,” she says with an angelic smirk.

      I carry her suitcase back downstairs and load it into my truck as she grabs her backpack and follows me.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask her as we climb into our seats.

      “Yeah.”

      “Pizza, burgers, or tacos?” I ask her.

      “Tacos.”

      “My kind of girl,” I say, winking at her as I pull out of the parking spot.

      She rolls her eyes at me but I can see her smiling as we head down the road.

      We pull into Tortilla Street and I park near the door. I’m about to go to open her door but she beats me to it, so I rush to get the restaurant door for her.

      “Thanks,” she says, giving me a weirdly suspicious look as she heads inside.

      We head up to the counter and I scan the menu, deciding on the three beef tacos before I go back to studying Monty. She’s still looking over the menu, idly braiding her hair over one shoulder as she looks it over.

      “What looks good?” she asks.

      “You.”

      “What?”

      “Uh, the tacos,” I say, my face flushing as I look away from her.

      “Yeah,” she says, and I continue to stare at the menu until she looks away from me.

      We’re next in line and we both step up to order. She gets the three tacos too, and I smile at how compatible we are. I insist on paying, and she sighs as she shoves her money back into her pocket.

      “Thanks for dinner,” she says as we take our trays over to a booth.

      “It’s my pleasure.”

      She grabs one of the tacos and takes a big bite as I unwrap one of mine.

      “Are tacos your favorite food?” I ask her.

      “No, I love Italian food.”

      “We could have gone somewhere else,” I tell her.

      “Tacos sounded good,” she says with a shrug.

      “What’s your favorite dish then?”

      “Pasta. It doesn’t matter what kind. I just want pasta and garlic bread,” she says with a wide smile.

      It’s the first real, true smile that she’s given me, and I try not to be jealous of garlic bread. One day, I’ll make her smile like that.

      “What about you?”

      “I’m easy. I like everything.”

      “That’s a lousy answer. What’s your absolute favorite?”

      I take a bite of my taco and mull over the question.

      “I guess if I had to pick one, it would be steak with a big baked potato.”

      “Mmm, that sounds good,” she agrees, and I smile at her as she reaches for her second taco.

      “So, your favorite subject in school was English then?” I ask, and she nods.

      “Yeah, I’m terrible at math and science, and history never really interested me, but I’ve always loved to read and write.”

      “I was the opposite. I loved math.”

      She shudders dramatically, and I laugh.

      “It’s not so bad,” I tell her, and she gives me a dry look.

      “I’ve done it and yes, it is.”

      I laugh and grab my second taco.

      “Do you work with the horses on the farm?” she asks. I take it as a good sign that she wants to learn about me.

      “Yeah. My brothers Wyatt and Remy all work with horses. Kai is the only one to do more animals. He has cows and chickens too. We all help each other out though.”

      “That’s nice. You guys must be close.”

      “We are.”

      We each grab our last taco and dig in.

      “Have you always lived in Sequoia?”

      “Yeah, the farm was our parents before we all inherited it. We went to the high school and stuff in town.”

      “Did you go to Sequoia University too?”

      “No, none of us did.”

      Monty nods, and I’m relieved she doesn’t think less of me for that. Sometimes people learn that I only have a high school diploma and they think I’m an idiot.

      The truth is that I didn’t see the need to spend thousands of dollars for a degree that I would never use. I already knew how to work on a farm, and my parents are still able to help if we have questions.

      “Ready to go?” she asks as she tosses her napkin down on the tray.

      “Yeah, let’s go home.”

      Monty blinks a few times, and I swear I see tears gathering beneath her lashes. My heart drops to the floor, my chest tight with the need to fix whatever I just broke.

      “Home,” she whispers before clearing her throat.

      Just like that, my strong, independent woman with the weight of the world on her shoulders squares her jaw, pushing away the raw emotions that just bubbled up.

      Monty’s looking for a home? Perfect. I’ll give her everything she’s ever wanted.
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      Monty

      

      Waking up at five is a lot harder than I thought it would be.

      Or I assume it is. I wouldn’t know since I forgot to set my alarm and ended up sleeping in until almost nine. By the time I got up for the day, Griz was already out of the house.

      I wasn’t sure where he was and I didn’t really want to go wandering around the farm looking for him. I was sure I would get lost or end up in one of the pens with some angry cows or chickens. I didn’t want to be a bother so I stayed in the house.

      I looked around his place a bit before I finally found the cleaning supplies and decided to get to work. I just finished cleaning up the entire house, which took a little over two hours.

      Putting the last of the supplies away in the closet, I close the door at the same time Griz walks in the back.

      “Hey,” I greet, not looking him in the eye as he steps into the hallway. “Sorry about this morning. I didn’t know when you would be back, but I can make us something for lunch really quick.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he says, his tone warm and friendly. I was sure he was going to give me shit for sleeping in. “We’ll get a routine set soon enough. I’m going to take a shower. I need to run to town to pick up a few things, so we could grab food too if you want?”

      “Do you have food here? I didn’t even think to check.”

      “Uh,” he says, his face turning a slight shade of pink, and I bite my lip to keep from smiling at how cute he is.

      “I’ll check,” I tell him. Griz smiles as he jogs upstairs to shower.

      I head into the kitchen and open the fridge. It’s bare except for a few condiments, and I pull out my phone to start a grocery list.

      I’m just finishing up when Griz comes back into the kitchen.

      “No luck?” he asks.

      “Not unless you’d like ketchup with a side of relish.”

      “That does sound good, but I think I need something a little more filling.”

      “I made a list,” I tell him, holding up my phone. He nods and holds his hand out for me to walk ahead of him.

      Griz opens the door for me as I climb into his truck and I try to ignore the way it makes me feel precious and taken care of. He’s always such a gentleman. It’s hard for me to reconcile this guy with the guy I first met at the bar. Griz was so cocky then, winking at me and offering to give me a ride. It was easy to turn that guy down, but the sweet man sitting next to me in the truck is a lot harder to resist.

      “We’ll go to the feed store first if that’s okay?”

      “Sure.”

      I sit back in my seat, watching the town go by as Griz drives. He’s singing along to the radio and I bite back a grin. He sounds terrible. He’s painfully off key, and when I peek a glance at him, he’s grinning at me.

      “My mom always said that I couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket. Crushed my dreams of being a famous singer,” he says with a sigh. I giggle.

      “Did you really want to be a singer when you were little?”

      “No, I wanted to be a firefighter for the longest time, but then I fell in love with riding horses.”

      I nod, picturing a young Griz running around trying to put out imaginary flames.

      “What about you?” he asks.

      “I wanted to be a warrior. Someone brave who would fight off the dragons,” I say as I remember some of my favorite young adult books.

      “Like Katniss?”

      “You know The Hunger Games?” I ask excitedly. He nods, looking pretty proud of himself for finding common ground. Good lord, he’s really freaking adorable when he’s all excited like this.

      “I saw the movies.”

      “Oh, the books are so much better. You have to read them!”

      “Alright,” he says easily.

      I turn to face him more in my seat. “Did you read a lot when you were a kid?”

      “Not really. Going to the library was a drive, and I would always rather be running around outside. My brother Remy, he was the reader in our family. I swear he would read a book or two a day when we were younger.”

      “I was like that too,” I admit with a smile.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” I answer without thinking. It’s easy to talk to this version of Griz, which is dangerous. Still, I can’t help but continue. “Tilly and I had a closet in our room that we arranged with pillows and flashlights. We used to go in there and read for hours.”

      “Your own little reading nook,” he says with a smile as we turn into the feed store parking lot.

      “It was more like a sanctuary. An escape from… the world.”

      I almost said it was an escape from our parents, but I don’t want to admit how bad things were. They were always yelling and throwing things. Always looking for a target to take their anger out on. It feels too vulnerable, too scary to talk about.

      Griz puts the truck in park, and I busy myself with studying my fingernails. A large, warm hand covers both of mine, and I startle in my seat. Looking over the console at Griz, I see his dark blue eyes tinged with sadness. I don’t have to say anything, and neither does he. We’re sharing the heaviness of this moment, even if Griz has no idea what’s going on in my head.

      After a few moments of sitting in silence and holding Griz’s hand, he clears his throat.

      “Did you want to come in?” he asks.

      I shake my head, clearing my throat and trying to wipe away the old memories.

      “I’ll stay here,” I choke out, hating how wobbly my voice sounds. “I wanted to go over the grocery list again,” I say with more confidence this time.

      “Monty…”

      The smooth, deep rumble of his voice laced with concern has stupid tears burning the back of my eyes. “I’m good,” I tell him in a too-chipper tone, studiously scrolling through my phone so I don’t have to look at him.

      Griz stares at me for another moment, then sighs. “I’ll leave you the keys. Be right back.”

      I watch him walk inside and rest my head back against the car seat. My phone rings and I pull it out to see Tilly’s name on the screen.

      “Hey, how’s it going?” I answer.

      “Pretty good. I was calling to see how the interview went?”

      “It was good. I got the job actually so I’ll be staying in Sequoia this summer.”

      “Well, that’s a bummer for me but good for you,” she says, and I can hear the smile in her voice.

      Tilly has always been so supportive. That’s what makes avoiding her or trying to get some independence from her so hard.

      “When do you start?”

      “Today is my first day actually.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “Yeah, it’s been pretty easy so far. We’re out running errands now.”

      “Do you need to go?”

      “No, he’s inside so I have a few minutes.”

      “Who is he?”

      “My boss. His name is Griz Ford. He’s one of the brothers who runs the Stud Farm.”

      “The Stud Farm? Is that the actual name?” Tilly asks. I can hear Ledger grumbling in the background, asking who she’s calling a stud.

      “No, I think it’s actually the Ford Farm but everyone in town calls it the Stud Farm,” I tell her.

      “Is that because all of the brothers are studs?” she asks. Ledger asks her again who she’s calling a stud.

      I laugh at how upset he sounds and listen as she assures him that he’s the only stud for her.

      “I’m trying to set Monty up,” she tells him, and I groan.

      “Not you too.”

      “What does that mean?” Ledger asks, and I realize that I’m on speakerphone now.

      “Nothing,” I say.

      I don’t think telling my overprotective sister and brother-in-law about our bet is the best idea.

      “Do you need anything? How’s the car?” Ledger asks, and I smile at his concern.

      “I’m good. Car is great. Thanks again.”

      “She got the job,” Tilly tells him.

      “That’s too bad. We were hoping that you would come home for a bit,” he says.

      “But we’re being supportive,” Tilly stresses to him and he just makes some sound.

      “Right. Good for you,” he deadpans.

      “Oh my god! Ignore him. We’re happy for you.”

      “Thanks guys. Griz is actually coming back out so I’ve got to go but I’ll talk to you soon,” I say with a smile.

      “Talk soon! Love you,” Tilly says.

      I hang up as Griz climbs back into the truck.

      “Who made you smiling so much?” Griz asks when he sees me grinning still.

      “Ledger,” I say, still laughing about his less than enthusiastic support.

      “Who’s Ledger?” Griz grunts, and I could swear he almost looks angry.

      “My brother-in-law. I was talking to him and my sister, Tilly.”

      “Oh,” he says, that same easy going, charming smile coming back to his face. “How are they?”

      “Good. I told them I got the job.”

      He nods, shifting into reverse and backing out of the spot.

      “To the grocery store or should we grab something to eat first.”

      “Eat.”

      He nods and turns to head back toward the Stud Farm. When he pulls into Bella Italia, I smile.

      “You remembered.”

      “Of course,” he says as he parks. “I love every new thing I learn about you, so you better be damn sure I’ll remember the details.

      He hops out as I try to pick my jaw off the floor. What the heck do I even say to that? And more importantly, why do I believe him?

      When Griz opens my door for me, offering me his hand, I get the first inkling that I just might be in danger of losing this bet.
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      Griz

      

      It’s been a few days since Monty started working for me and things couldn’t be better. She fits into my life like a missing puzzle piece.

      We’ve also settled into a new routine. We eat breakfast together and then she usually starts cleaning while I go out to the barn. I come back in for lunch, then help my brothers finish up their projects while Monty curls up on the front porch with a book until it’s time for dinner.

      I took Monty to the library in town the day we went to run errands, and she picked out a whole stack of books. I even found us two copies of The Hunger Games series, which we’ve been reading together. She’s so adorable when she talks about it over breakfast.

      My girl has gotten more comfortable around me in the last week, thank god. I hated the suspicious glares she shot my way when I opened doors for her or complimented her cooking. It was like she was waiting for a catch, or for me to play a cruel joke on her.

      A few days ago, however, I caught her out on the porch, leaning over the railing, smiling at the sunset. The golden light caught in her auburn locks, giving them a fiery glow as the sun faded into the west. She looked over her shoulder at me, a pure, genuine smile blooming across her face. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t hardly keep from falling over, for that matter. I want her to always look at me that way.

      Since then, my beautiful woman has smiled more, even offering up little pieces of information about her hobbies and interests. She still doesn’t say much about her parents, but I know she’ll tell me when she’s ready. I just hope it’s soon. I only have three weeks left to win her over.

      The calendar feels like it’s been hanging over my head all week, which is why I’ve decided it’s time for Monty and I to go on our first date.

      I can’t call it that though, of course. If I asked her out on a date, she would turn me down so fast my head would spin. So instead, I have to be sneaky about it.

      I take a deep breath as I head up to the front door. I made sure to be done early today so I could catch her before she started to make dinner. Smiling, I see my girl curled up in her favorite chair on the front porch.

      “Hey,” I greet her. She jumps a foot in the air, looking up in a panic.

      “Oh my god, I’m so sorry,” she exclaims, scrambling to stand. “Is it five already? I’ll get dinner started right away–”

      “Woah, hey, everything is okay,” I assure her. My heart fucking breaks when she flashes me her crystal blue eyes, rimmed in red. Monty slams her eyes shut, then blinks them open, the panic and fear mostly gone. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I just got done early today,” I say softly, my brows furrowed in concern. She doesn’t have to tell me how shitty her parents were. They clearly had something to do with her being so jumpy and doubting every good thing that comes her way.

      “Oh,” she breathes out. “Right. Of course.” Monty shakes her head, trying to play it off. I see her, though. I see her scars, her fragile heart, and her determination. She’s so damn beautiful, and she has no idea.

      “I was actually thinking we could go into town tonight for dinner. I’m done early, it’s been a long week, and I’m in the mood for a steak,” I say casually.

      “Sure,” Monty says, seemingly happy to be talking about anything that draws attention away from her. One day soon, she won’t want to hide from me. For now, I’ll take any excuse to spend the evening with her.

      “Leave in about an hour?” I ask.

      “Sounds good. I’ll be ready.”

      I nod as I head inside, grinning as soon as I’m out of her sight. I feel like fist pumping, but I know that getting her to agree to dinner was the easy part. As soon as we pull up in front of The Capital Grille, the nicest steakhouse in town, she’s going to know that something is up.

      My phone buzzes with a text from my brother, Wyatt. He needs my help with a fence post. I hurry out the back door and over to the south field. Wyatt is there with our other brothers, Remy and Kai. I duck between the fence bars and head their way.

      “What’s up?”

      “I need to replace that section there,” he says, and I turn to see that some of the fence has been dislodged by something.

      “What happened?” I ask them.

      “New client,” Wyatt mutters. “Having a hard time with riding lessons.”

      Remy pulls the old fence post that’s been mangled out of the ground, and I help him heave it to the side.

      “I’m surprised you’re out here,” I say to my brother. He glances at me.

      “Just wanted some fresh air,” Remy says.

      “And to help your brother,” Wyatt reminds him with an annoyed look.

      “Sure,” he says, and I laugh.

      “How’s Gwen?” Kai asks with a knowing grin, and I frown.

      “Monty’s Gwen?” I ask when I realize where I’ve heard that name before.

      “No, Remy’s Gwen,” Kai says.

      “She’s not mine,” Remy tells us.

      “But you want her to be,” Kai points out, and Remy just glares at him as Wyatt starts to nail in the first piece of wood.

      “Is that why you’re hiding out here?” I ask Remy, and he rolls his eyes.

      “I’m not hiding,” he insists.

      “Is that Gwen?” I ask him, pointing over his shoulder. He drops the post so fast that it startles all of us.

      Kai is cracking up, and Wyatt is looking at us like we’re all idiots. Remy just glares at me.

      “Very funny.”

      My brothers and I are always teasing each other but this has to be the first time that it’s been about a girl.

      Remington is the oldest and is a bit of a recluse after he was injured in a bull riding competition a few years back. He tends to stick to himself and be pretty literal.

      Second oldest is Wyatt. He’s not quite the stick in the mud that Remy is but he’s pretty close. He’s the one who takes horses the most seriously and he has his own Dude Ranch that he runs on his part of the farm.

      Kai is next and he’s probably the biggest prankster and shit stirrer of the four of us. He’s always cracking jokes and trying to lighten the mood. Let him be outside and he’s pretty happy.

      I’m the baby and definitely the most easy going of the four of us.

      “How’s your girl?” Kai asks, and I smile.

      “Good. We’re going out on a date tonight,” I tell them.

      “Yeah? How’d you pull that off?” Wyatt asks.

      They all know that Monty is the one for me and about the bet. They also have side bets on if I’m going to be able to win my bet with her but I’d prefer not to think about that.

      “I just asked her if she wanted to go out for dinner,” I tell them.

      “Oh, so you didn’t mention that it was a date. Yeah, now I see how you pulled it off,” Kai says, and I roll my eyes.

      “It will be fine.”

      Remy looks at me like he doubts that, and I grin at him.

      “It will!” I promise them as they all get back to work.

      We’re silent as we finish repairing the section of fence and then it’s time for me to go get cleaned up. I’m supposed to be leaving for my date with Monty in twenty minutes.

      “See you guys later.”

      “Have fun on your date!” Kai calls, and I don’t need to turn around to know that he used air quotes around the word date.

      I take the fastest shower known to man and tug on a white button up and a dark pair of jeans. I need to dress casual so that I don’t tip her off but as I head downstairs, I wonder if I blew it.

      As soon as she sees me, she frowns at my outfit.

      “Ready to go?” I ask before she can say anything.

      “Uh, yeah.”

      We head out to my truck and take off toward town. I made a reservation for six thirty and we arrive right on time.

      “The Capital Grille?” Monty asks with a frown.

      “Yep.”

      “Is this a date?” she asks, turning to me with an accusing glare.

      “What? No, why would you even say that?” I ask, trying to look innocent. The look in her eyes lets me know I’m not fooling her.

      “Because we’re at the nicest place in town and you're dressed like that.”

      “This old thing?”

      “Oh my god,” she groans.

      “It will be fun,” I promise her as she turns to glare at me. “Aren’t you hungry?”

      “Fine, but I swear I’m never going out to eat with you again.”

      “Not even to Bella Italia?”

      She hesitates, making me grin as I hop out of the truck. I offer her my hand to help her out and tingles spread down my arm as her hand slides into mine.

      “Reservation for Ford,” I tell the hostess, and Monty elbows me and mouths reservation.

      I just give her a sheepish smile as we’re led over to our table.

      “I’m ordering the most expensive meal that they have,” she whispers to me as I pull out her chair.

      “Good,” I murmur into the shell of her ear. “You deserve the very best.”

      Monty’s breath catches in her throat as she looks over her shoulder at me. Piercing blue eyes overwhelm me, picking me apart with each passing second. A wave of doubt rushes through her, and I get a clearer picture of what’s been going on inside her head.

      She doesn’t believe me. She doesn’t see how utterly perfect she is, and can’t comprehend my care. It won’t be easy, but I’ll change her mind. It’s my new life mission to make my woman feel loved and taken care of.

      I take my seat across from her and give her my most charming grin. It’s too early in our date to get all serious, so I go for lighter topics we can all agree on.

      “You look beautiful,” I tell her. She gives me a dry look.

      “Thanks.”

      “Now you say something nice about me.”

      Monty narrows her eyes, but I see the grin she’s trying so hard to hide. “You look nice too,” she mumbles, picking up her menu and blocking my view of her.

      “Aww, thanks baby.”

      “Nope! Don’t call me that.”

      “Sweetie pie?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Honey bear.”

      “I will leave,” she warns me, making me laugh.

      “What looks good?”

      “Everything,” she admits. I smile at her, a big, cheesy grin spreading across my face. I’m so damn happy to be sitting here with my future wife.

      “Want to share?”

      She eyes me for a moment, and I study her. She’s truly stunning. Her red hair is gleaming in the low lighting, and even though she looks annoyed, I can see that she’s having fun. There’s laughter in her blue eyes.

      She might not want to admit it, but she’s enjoying our date.

      “Depends on what you’re going to order,” Monty says as I grab my menu.

      “You get the steak and I’ll get the prime rib?”

      “With extra Au Jus?”

      “Whatever you want.”

      “I want one of every dessert,” she says, and I nod.

      “I’ll make that happen.”

      She nods, setting her menu aside as our waiter comes to take our order. Monty lets me order for us, and I see her smiling when I order one of every dessert.

      As soon as the waiter is gone, I turn back to her.

      “So, tell me more about yourself,” I say.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything, but start with the happy parts.”

      “Well, I’m twenty years old. I go to Sequoia University and I’m studying English.”

      “I already know all of this. What’s something that I don’t know?”

      She scrunches up her nose as she tries to think of something, and I smile softly at how precious and perfect she is.

      “Okay, how’s this? I have always wanted to learn how to ride a horse. Sometimes I sit on the front porch and just watch them in their pastures and I wonder what it would be like to gallop around on one of them.”

      “I’ll teach you,” I offer instantly, winning me one of her brilliant smiles.

      “Thanks. Maybe I’ll take you up on that… or wait. Isn’t Wyatt the one to go to for lessons?”

      “I’ll be nicer.”

      She rolls her eyes at that, but she’s grinning, so I take it as a good sign.

      “Why didn’t you learn when you were younger?” I ask. She frowns, leaning back in her chair.

      “We couldn’t really afford them,” she admits. “Plus, my dad liked to remind me I’d probably hurt any horse I sat on with all my extra weight.”

      “Excuse me, what?” I nearly growl.

      “It’s fine,” Monty answers, waving off my concern. I’m about to launch into a monologue about how every single thing about her is ethereal and perfect, but my girl gives me a subtle shake of her head, letting me know to drop it.

      “I’m sorry. I know you don’t like talking about them, but you have to know that’s bullshit. I can’t wait to prove your old man wrong.”

      Monty blushes, but the smirk on her lips is clear as day. “Sounds fun.”

      I nod, satisfied at having a plan in place for a future date. I’m getting a better picture of my Monty and why she keeps her heart locked up so tight.

      “Tell me about Tilly,” I say, trying to change the subject.

      “She’s the best. She was the cool older sister who always looked out for me. Tilly was popular in high school even though we didn’t have anything fancy like nice clothes or a fast car. She was popular because she was just so damn nice to everyone.”

      “She sounds amazing.”

      “She is,” she says with a smile. “What about your brothers?”

      “They’re cool too,” I tell her, and she rolls her eyes.

      “Go on.”

      “I’m also the baby of the family.”

      “Did you look up to them when you were younger?”

      “Oh yeah. Especially Remy. He was this tough bull rider who wasn’t afraid of anything. He’s still like that, but he doesn’t ride bulls anymore,” I admit.

      “What else?”

      “Kai has always been able to be everyone’s friend. I wish that I was more like that.”

      “You are,” she tells me.

      “Not quite,” I say. “Then there’s Wyatt. He’s always known what he wanted to do with his life and he’s still like that. He picks something and goes after it until it’s his. He’s got this single-minded determination.”

      Our waiter comes back with our wine, and I pause to let him fill our glasses.

      “I meant to ask,” I start. “Is your friend Gwen working on the farm right now?”

      “Yeah, why?” she asks as she takes a sip of her wine.

      “Remy mentioned a Gwen and the name sounded familiar.”

      “Yeah, I keep meaning to go see her, but I wasn’t sure which house was his, and I didn’t want to just go wandering around the place.”

      “I’ll show you around tomorrow,” I promise her.

      “I’d like that,” she says with a soft smile.

      I see it in her eyes. That spark of hope. The tentative trust she wants to give.

      She’s starting to fall for me too, and not a moment too soon.
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      Monty

      

      When Griz said he would show me around last night, I thought he was just being kind. I should have known better. If he says that he’s going to do something, then he always follows through on it.

      I was about to get lunch on the table when he came in early and said we should go on a picnic instead. It was so surprisingly sweet that I agreed without a second thought. I don’t think I’m fooling anyone here with this bet. Every second I spend with Griz, it’s clear that I’m losing. The crazy thing is, I don’t mind.

      My big, sweet cowboy slows his pace a bit, keeping stride with me as I hurry to catch up. “Sorry, darlin’. I’ve got these long dancer’s legs,” he says with a wink.

      “You dance?” I tease, skipping beside him.

      I spin around, my long hair blowing around my face and making me giggle. When I look back at Griz, he has a look of awe on his face. Because of me? I have no idea what to do with all of his attention, but I love it. I’m hungry for it. Greedy for all of Griz’s heated stares and slow, sexy smiles.

      “I’ll take you for a spin anytime, beautiful,” he responds, making my thighs clench together. It’s similar to his lame take you for a ride pick-up line, but this time, everything is different. Griz isn’t the player I originally judged him as. He’s not vain, and so far, he seems genuine and earnest in everything he does.

      He was talking about his brothers last night and how he wished he had some of their traits. I wanted to correct him but couldn’t find the words. I don’t think he realizes just how amazing he is. I can’t believe I almost missed it.

      Griz is so much smarter, sweeter, and patient than I first thought he would be. He said that Kai was the jokester, but he’s always making me laugh. Lord knows I love hearing his rumbling laughter, the way it fills the room and warms me up. I think that he’s fearless, just like Remy, and he’s been going after me with a single minded determination that is hard to resist just like his brother, Wyatt.

      “Maybe after lunch,” I say with a grin. “Want me to carry anything?”

      He’s got a picnic basket and blanket in one arm for lunch later on.

      “No, I’ve got it. We’re almost to the spot anyway,” he says, turning around to flash me a wide smile.

      I never thought dating would be a good idea. It always seemed so nerve wracking. What do you talk about? Where do you go? How do you act? I never thought I would be able to shut my brain off for long enough to enjoy any of it, but with Griz it was different. He puts me at ease and makes me feel like I’m just talking to a friend.

      I suppose that’s how I found myself on another non-date with Griz.

      I pause when we’re about halfway up the hill and turn to look back down at the farm.

      “It’s pretty from way up here,” I comment. Griz stops, letting the picnic basket and blanket rest on the ground at our feet.

      “Yeah. I used to play up in the trees here as a kid all the time. We had a treehouse over there, deeper in the forest. Now our foreman, Seth, lives there with his wife.”

      “In the treehouse?”

      “No,” he says with a laugh. “Their house is right next to the treehouse.”

      I nod, turning back to take in the view when a movement catches my eye and I turn to see Griz taking off his shirt.

      “Really?” I ask him, and he grins.

      “What? I’m hot! You’ve got me carrying all of this stuff.”

      I roll my eyes but really, I’m checking him out. All of his tanned skin is on display and I want to run my hands over him. The tendons in his back and neck flex as he pulls his shirt the rest of the way off, revealing tightly packed muscles in his chest and torso.

      Holy hell, this man is ripped. I knew it, but seeing it up close and personal has me flushing from head to toe.

      “You doing okay, darlin’?” he murmurs, his voice low and rumbly. “You look rather hot yourself. I wouldn’t mind if you took your shirt off, too. Fair is fair, after all.”

      I narrow my eyes at him, but truthfully, my body is screaming for me to strip both of us down and finally give into this sweet, sexy cowboy. “I’m not an exhibitionist,” I say in what I hope is a sassy tone. My voice comes out more like a whimper, betraying my crippling lust.

      Griz’s blue eyes flash with something dark and possessive. He stalks toward me, the sun at his back, silhouetting his tall, muscular frame as he leans over me. I squirm under his attention, the dull ache between my thighs turning sharp, almost unbearable.

      “And I don’t share,” he growls, dipping his head closer and closer to mine until I can feel his lips brush against the shell of my ear. “You’re mine, Monty. And I took you all the way out here so we could be alone. No prying eyes. No one to hear you moan for me.”

      A wanton sound escapes my lips, and I roll my body against the irresistible cowboy standing in front of me. He’s got me crawling out of my skin with a need I hardly understand.

      “That should probably scare me,” I whisper, my words coming out shaky.

      “You don’t look scared,” Griz murmurs, ghosting his nose and lips up my neck. I hum, encouraging him to keep going.

      I smooth my palms over his sculpted chest, loving the way he groans at my touch. I don’t know what comes over me. Maybe it’s his intoxicating presence, or my own confusing feelings, or the need to be consumed by this man. Either way, I tilt my head up and press my mouth to his. Griz doesn’t hesitate. He moves his lips with mine, taking over the kiss and prying my lips open with his tongue.

      I moan softly and let him in, gasping at the need behind each stroke of his tongue. I taste his longing, his promises, and his desire for me. For us. Gripping his hips, I pull him closer to me, desperate for more of him. My sexy cowboy groans and tangles his hands in my hair, angling me right where he wants me so he can delve deeper into my mouth. He’s all-consuming; his masculine, spicy scent, the warmth of his mouth, and his hard length rubbing against my stomach.

      “God, Monty, I’ve wanted this since the first moment I saw you,” he murmurs into my lips before taking them again, claiming them as his own.

      That should raise a red flag, but I’m too swept up in everything he’s doing with his wicked tongue to care. Besides, I know Griz well enough by now to know he’s not just saying what I want to hear so he can steal a kiss. He’s proven himself to be trustworthy these last few weeks.

      Letting go of the last of my doubts and insecurities, I roll my hips against him and slide my hands up his chest, looping my arms around his neck and clinging to him with everything I am.

      Griz tears his mouth away from mine, only to nip and kiss down my neck. I whimper when I feel his hands slide down my back so slowly, taking his time to feel every inch of me before gripping my ass in his large, capable hands. We're lost in each other, completely taken over by the lust and longing that has been building up between us all this time.

      Eventually, Griz pries himself away from me, giving me one last chaste kiss on the lips before resting his forehead on mine. We're both panting, sharing the same air, and basking in the intimacy we've both craved for so long.

      “Best first kiss ever,” I whisper, smiling nervously. I don’t know why I said that except that he makes me feel comfortable to say pretty much anything.

      Some deep, gravelly noise bubbles up from Griz’s chest as he tips his head back and takes a deep breath. “Fuck, Monty. You have no idea what that does to me,” he groans almost painfully.

      “What?” I ask, genuinely confused.

      “Knowing I’m the only one to touch you like this. To see you all disheveled, your lips bruised, your eyes glossed over. It’ll only ever be me, darlin’. You understand that, right? There’s no going back now. You’re mine.”

      I chew on my bottom lip nervously, wanting his words to be true but having a hard time believing this isn’t all a dream.

      Griz takes my silence for uncertainty and cups my face so sweetly. “We’ll go as slow as you want. I’ll never take anything you don’t willingly give me.”

      "I know," I whisper, tilting my head up so our lips are inches apart. "I trust you. With all of me." With that, I kiss him again, letting him know I want this, I want him more than words can say. Each swipe of his tongue and nip of his teeth opens up a need deep inside of me. There's a tugging low in my belly, an almost painful throbbing. He’s awoken some dark, primal need inside of me, one that I know only he can fulfill.

      “Gotta stop,” he grunts into the side of my neck before licking me there and catching the tender skin between his teeth. “I can’t hold back much longer, and I don’t want to scare you away.”

      “I’m not scared,” I breathe out. “I can’t hold back either. I just… I don’t know what I’m doing. Can you show me?”

      "Fuck," he growls, attacking my lips and lifting me up in his arms, making me gasp. I automatically wrap my legs around him and hang on tight as he carries me toward a large oak tree. Gently setting me down, Griz grips my hips and walks me backward until my back is up against the tree. "Are you wet for me, Monty? Is my dirty girl wet for me?"

      I let out a throaty moan and nod. “Will you… Can you… T-touch me there?”

      “Fuck yes,” he grits out, cupping my pussy and rubbing my aching center over my jeans. “Goddamn, I feel your heat. You need some relief, don’t you sweet girl? Need me to make you come on my fingers?”

      His words are so filthy, but they trigger something inside me. This man has reduced me to base urges I didn’t think I had until I met him. I nod and roll my hips, trying to get him to somehow touch me deeper, more, more, more…

      Griz nips at my chin, my pulse point, my shoulder, and then slips his hand into my jeans. I know he feels how soaked I am, and it only turns him on more.

      “Jesus,” he grunts, stroking my pussy and parting my folds over my panties. The fabric scrapes against my sensitive clit, making me shiver and moan.

      “More,” I beg, gripping his meaty biceps and digging my nails in.

      Griz plays with the waistband of my panties, teasing me and driving me absolutely wild. Finally, finally, he touches me where I’m throbbing for him, swiping two fingers up my slit and circling my clit.

      “Monty… God, so fucking juicy,” he grunts. My pussy contracts at his dirty words, trying to suck him inside. He groans and continues to stroke me up and down, gathering my arousal and massaging my little ball of nerves.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and moan, throwing my head back and exposing my neck to his greedy mouth. Griz sucks on the side of my neck and dips one finger into my tight hole, making me grind down on his hand. “Oh,” I gasp, pulsing around him and releasing even more wetness.

      “So tight. You’re gonna feel fucking incredible wrapped around my dick, aren’t you, Monty? Do you want me to stretch out this little cunt of yours?”

      “Mmhm…” I nod frantically, shifting my hips and forcing his finger deeper inside of me. “Fuck!” I cry out.

      Suddenly, Griz removes his hand, leaving me empty and confused. I open my eyes and see Griz kneeling in front of me, gliding his hands up and down my thighs. “I need to taste you. Just one taste. Is that okay? Can I make you come on my tongue?”

      “God yes,” I whimper. I don’t even care that I’m begging him. Griz created this mess, now he needs to lick it up.

      Griz practically rips my jeans open, tugging them down my legs along with my soaking panties. “Jesus, how do you smell so good?” he says more to himself than to me.

      Griz slips my shoes off and helps me step out of my jeans, staring at my pussy the whole time. I should probably be embarrassed or have at least a few reservations, right? I mean, we’re out in the open, I just had my first kiss, and now I’m going to let him eat me out?

      Hell yes, I am.

      I tremble as he ghosts his fingers up my legs, guiding one over his shoulder, exposing me completely to him.

      “Perfect, just like the rest of you,” he whispers right before parting my lips with his tongue and sucking on my clit. Hard.

      I buck my hips and grab his hair, overwhelmed by the sensation of his warm tongue against my sensitive, swollen clit. He growls into my pussy, the vibrations rattling my bones as he devours me.

      Griz spears his tongue into my entrance and swirls his nose around my clit. My breaths come out as short little gasps as my muscles tense and pulse. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. I feel myself teetering on the edge, close, so close to falling over into the unknown.

      I open my mouth to tell him I’ve never felt like this, and I’m afraid of how hard I’m going to come, but a strangled scream takes over my voice as I explode on his tongue. I jerk in his arms, but Griz grips me tighter, steadying my movements even as he laps at me and bats my clit around, prolonging my pleasure.

      He looks up at me right as I tip my head down to look at him. His eyes are stormy, dark, and feral. I see my juices covering his lips and nose, making me moan. Griz doesn’t give me any time to recover before flattening his tongue and licking me from bottom to top.

      “Oh, ohmygod, Griz, I… I can’t…”

      He grunts, and continues to nibble and suck on my folds. The world crashes down around me until all I can focus on are the relentless strokes of his tongue as he pushes me higher and higher, winds me tighter and tighter, increasing the pressure in my core almost unbearably.

      I gasp and writhe as he plunges two fingers inside of me and curls them up, hitting some spot that makes my nerves light up and burn deliciously beneath my skin.

      I can’t breathe. My heart thrashes. There’s a rushing sensation flooding my body. I feel like I have to twist away, back down from the onslaught of pleasure, but I can’t. I’m rooted in place, completely at his mercy.

      My whole body gets tight. The pressure builds inside me, through my pelvis, over my skin, in my muscles, and along nerves. Pleasure swells and explodes as I convulse in his arms. He pins me to the tree, mercilessly eating me out with a growl. My sweaty flesh shakes as I jerk and fight my way through my orgasm.

      I’m floating through space, through bliss, through lust and release. There’s a rhythmic, sharp throbbing between my legs that brings me down from my high. I open my eyes and see Griz slowly licking me up and down, swallowing down all of me, every last drop.

      My bones turn to liquid as I slump against the tree, completely wrung out. Griz helps me get my jeans and shoes on and then stands up, pulling me into his chest. He holds me up and kisses me, letting me taste myself. He groans, and I bury my face in his chest, not sure what happens next.

      “Thank you,” Griz says, surprising a laugh right out of me.

      “I think that’s my line,” I breathe out, still winded from all my orgasms.

      Griz chuckles as he combs his fingers through my hair. I melt against him, my softness sinking into the hard slabs of his muscles. I should feel self-conscious at the reminder of our obvious differences, but instead, I snuggle closer.

      My cowboy holds me tighter, rocking us back and forth while we soak up everything about this moment.

      Yeah, I’m definitely going to lose this bet. But in a way, I’m still the real winner. I get Griz, after all.
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      Griz

      

      I throw a blanket over Daisy’s back before securing the saddle, adjusting the straps so everything is snug. The beautiful Appaloosa horse nods her head, her thick, shiny black mane fluttering around her neck.

      Monty is in the corner of the stall, staring up at Daisy with a wary look in her eyes.

      “Come over here,” I say with a smile, holding my hand out for Monty. “Daisy is gentle. She’s an older gal but still has a lot of life in her. Just not a ton of energy. Perfect for a first ride.”

      “She’s huge,” Monty whispers, taking a tentative step forward. “I guess I didn’t realize how big horses were this close up.” I grin at her, but Monty blushes, dipping her head down. “Sorry. That was a dumb thing to say,” she mumbles.

      I close the distance between us, looping an arm around her waist and pulling her against me. Leaning down, I brush a kiss to her temple before whispering, “I don’t want to hear you talking about yourself that way anymore. You’re not dumb.”

      My girl tilts her head to the side, nibbling on her bottom lip as she looks up at me. So damn precious. It breaks my heart to see her doubt herself. I cup the side of her face, smoothing my thumb across her cheek. She closes her eyes, sighing so sweetly as she leans into my touch.

      Daisy paws at the ground, drawing our attention to her. I give my angel a wink, then step back, taking the reins. “Come on, darlin’,” I drawl, holding out a hand for Monty. She slips her delicate hand in mine, weaving our fingers together. It’s an innocent touch, but after last night, all I’ve thought about is finally sinking between her thighs, hearing her strained cries of pleasure as I pump in and out of her.

      I knew we would be explosive together, but feeling her lips pressed against mine, licking inside her mouth, fuck, feeling her curves grind against me as I ate her out to multiple orgasms… Goddamn. I’m ravenous for more, but I don’t want to scare her off. She gave me her first kiss last night. As much as I want to claim every inch of her, I need to go at her pace. I just hope she’s as desperate for me as I am for her.

      When we reach the corral on the other side of the paddock, I open the gate and motion for Monty to step in. Following closely with Daisy, I secure the gate behind us and turn to face my girl. She’s staring up at the horse with a mix of awe and doubt.

      “Go ahead and reach your hand out, but let Daisy come to you,” I encourage. Monty glances at me, then back at Daisy. I step up behind Monty, looping my fingers around her right wrist and bringing her hand up toward Daisy’s face. Monty trembles slightly, but I wrap my other arm around her waist, pressing her back against my front. “I’ve got you,” I murmur. “You’re safe with me.”

      My beautiful angel peers at me over her shoulder, letting me know she trusts me, not just with this. She’s finally starting to understand she’s completely safe with me, body and soul. I smile, hoping to convey how I’ll always be right here, supporting her.

      Daisy snorts, startling Monty, then nuzzles into her open palm. Monty lets out a surprised squeak, then giggles as she strokes the horse's snout.

      “Here,” I say, reaching over her and rummaging around in the saddle bag. I hand Monty one of the carrots I put in there earlier, motioning for her to feed Daisy.

      I watch the two get more familiar with each other, and my heart settles. I can see my future so clearly–our future. Right here on the ranch, riding horses, watching sunsets, and curling up in bed together every night. I want it so bad it hurts. Soon, I promise myself.

      After another carrot snack, I show Monty how to mount Daisy, directing her on the proper foot placement in the stirrup. Then I show her a few basic ways to command the horse using subtle flicks of the reins or tapping her foot on one side or the other. I lead them on an easy trot around the enclosure, walking beside them and checking on Monty from time to time to make sure she’s comfortable. About ten minutes in, I can feel her start to relax. Daisy relaxes, too.

      “This is nice,” Monty says, her voice light and airy. “I feel so tall and powerful up here.”

      “You’re a natural,” I say with a smile.

      I can tell Monty is getting restless after the third lap, so I help her dismount, taking advantage of sliding her body down mine. When her ass brushes against my already half-hard cock, she inhales sharply, then grinds her soft flesh against me.

      “Careful,” I warn, my voice deep and scratchy as hell. Monty wiggles her juicy ass, leaning back against me as my hands slide up her shirt. “Fuck me, darlin’,” I growl, spreading my fingers out over her soft stomach and applying pressure. She jerks against me, lust zipping through her body, directly into mine.

      “Maybe that’s what I’m trying to do,” she whispers, turning her head to look at me over her shoulder.

      I groan, dipping my head down to kiss a path up the side of her neck. “You can’t tease me like that,” I mumble into her skin, nipping her there and licking away the sting.

      Monty spins around in my arms, hitting me with a sexy, confident grin I’ve never seen before. “Who says I’m teasing?”

      I capture her words on my tongue, slipping it between her lips and kissing her with every ounce of pent-up need I have. She wraps her arms around my neck, hauling herself up into my arms. I welcome the weight of her, lifting her up higher with my hands on the back of her thighs.

      Reluctantly, we break apart for air, and I set my girl down on the ground. She slumps against the corral, a smile playing on her lips as she brushes them with her fingertips. I scramble to put the saddle and riding equipment away, then fill up the food and water pail for Daisy.

      As soon as she’s safely put away in her stall, I turn on my heel, prowling toward my woman.

      Monty’s eyes are locked on mine, the tip of her tongue snaking out to wet her bottom lip. I growl at the sight, then bend down slightly, hauling my girl over my shoulder.

      “Hey!” Monty squeals, laughing as she pounds her little fists on my back. “Excuse me, sir, is this an appropriate way to handle your employee?”

      “Definitely not,” I grunt, walking briskly toward my house. I have one arm clamped over Monty’s ass, keeping her in place, while my other hand strokes up her inner thighs, making her squirm. “There’s nothing appropriate about what I want to do to you.”

      “Good,” she breathes out, making my cock twitch behind my zipper.

      I burst through my front door and take the stairs two at a time, lust burning through my veins and making it hard to concentrate on anything other than getting inside her and finally claiming her as my own.

      Setting my girl down in front of the bed, I take a second to catch my breath. I rest my forehead against hers, cupping the sides of her neck. Monty slides her hands up my chest, her deft fingers working the buttons of my flannel shirt. She slips the fabric off my shoulders, and I shiver at her touch.

      “Are you sure?” I ask, though it might just kill me if she says no. Still, I’ll always respect her wishes. Monty nods, giving me a seductive smile. “Need your words, darlin’. Once we’re together like this, there’s no going back. You’re mine.”

      “Show me,” she whispers, taking a step back.

      Monty slowly undoes the button of her jeans, sliding them down her legs. I watch in awe as she reveals herself to me, removing one piece of clothing at a time until she’s bare before me. I drink in her perfect breasts, the curve of her hips, her supple, creamy skin on display for me. My mouth waters as I lean forward, licking one pebbled nipple and then the other, lavishing attention on her perky tits while she sighs so sweetly for me.

      “My beautiful girl,” I murmur into the sensitive skin of her throat before kissing her there. “Thank you for trusting me like this.”

      She tugs at my belt, and I help her undress me until we’re standing in front of each other naked and vulnerable.

      I rest my forehead against hers, capturing those blue eyes and holding strong. I need her to know how precious she is to me, how absolutely, insanely mine she is in every way. Sapphire eyes lock onto mine, and I watch as the last of her walls crumble down.

      I feel like the fucking king of the world right now, and it’s time my queen knows how well I can love her curvy little body, how much pleasure I can wring from her when we’re together like this.

      Guiding us over to the bed, I lay down and motion for her to join me. I take a few moments to trail my hands over her bare skin, luxuriating in how soft and smooth every part of her is. She bites her bottom lip, her cheeks turning pink and then red. Monty presses her thighs together, and I grin, knowing she must be aching for me.

      Rolling Monty on top of me in one swift motion, I guide her legs to straddle me as she steadies herself on my chest. I cup the back of her neck and pull her down so her face is inches from mine.

      “You’re in control here, darlin’,” I tell her, rubbing my nose against hers. “I don’t know everything about your past, but I need you to know I’m your future, Monty. You’re safe with me. Do you trust me?”

      “More than anyone,” she breathes out, her bottom lip trembling slightly at her confession.

      “Sweetest goddamn words I’ve ever heard,” I tell her right before claiming her mouth once more. We get lost in each other, breaking and healing at the same time with every touch, every kiss, every soft moan.

      Monty leans back and props herself up on her knees, positioning her soaking little pussy over my raging cock. The way she’s looking at me right now, her heart on display, her strength and desire shining through, her perky, perfect breasts, round tummy, and thick, creamy thighs… Fuck, this woman is mine, my forever, my precious, sexy as hell, future wife. The mother of my children. I feel it deep in my soul, the rightness settling in my bones and washing away everyone and everything that came before her.

      Never breaking eye contact, Monty slowly slides down my hard shaft, engulfing me in her perfect, wet heat. I groan at the sight of my dick disappearing into her ripe little cunt, precum leaking out of the tip as I think about being inside of her every damn day from now until forever.

      “Take it slow, beautiful,” I grunt out, though I want nothing more than to slam home in one hard thrust. She’s so damn tight, and when I brush up against a thin layer of resistance deep in her core, my eyes shoot to hers. I knew she was untouched, but feeling the evidence of her innocence…

      Those blue eyes narrow and she squares her jaw, already on the defensive. “Look, if it’s a problem–”

      “Fuckin’ love knowing I’m your first,” I growl, trying to tamp down my possessive thoughts. It’s not working. “Ah, shit, darlin’,” I curse, feeling her pussy ripple around my painfully hard cock. Monty rocks back and forth, torturing me as she slides down a little further each time. “That’s it, such a good girl,” I tell her, my voice gravelly and laced with need.

      “So big,” she pants, her thighs shaking as she sinks down another millimeter, breaking through the final barrier of her innocence.

      Monty gasps when she’s fully seated on me, and we both take a moment to catch our breath. “Feels… so… good,” I growl like the beast I’ve become. The beast she’s made me.

      Monty instinctively rolls her hips, wedging me deeper inside her. I groan, then wrap my fingers around her hips, helping her find the perfect rhythm. My baby is a natural, her body taking control and finding what feels best. It’s so fucking hot watching her work herself up on my cock.

      “Oh God, ohmygod…”

      Monty curls her fingers into my chest, her nails digging into my flesh, and making me grunt with pain and pleasure. She bounces up and down, crying out and twisting her hips when the angle is just right to hit her G-spot.

      “That’s it, Jesus, that’s so fucking it, beautiful. Use me up, darlin’, fuck me until you come all over my big dick, you got that?”

      Monty moans in response, but that’s not good enough for me. I spank her tight ass and grab her cheek hard. She gasps for air as her pussy chokes my cock. “Yes, yes, I want to come all over you,” she cries out.

      She rocks back and forth in a desperate attempt to find relief. I reach out and cup her gorgeous tits, pinching her nipples, and groaning as her whole body shivers on top of me. I keep one hand kneading and massaging her breasts while the other reaches between us and rubs her clit, causing her to tense and shout my name.

      “I feel you, Monty, I know you want to come for me,” I growl.

      Her thighs tighten around my hips, her pussy pulsing wildly as more of her sweet honey pours down over my dick. She takes in a huge breath of air and goes completely still.

      And then she shatters all around me.

      Monty squeezes my cock so fucking tightly it almost hurts as her orgasm ravages her voluptuous body. It’s amazing watching her come completely undone for me. She’s so fucking beautiful, shit, I never want to leave her snug little pussy. I never want to stop giving her this pleasure.

      Monty collapses on my chest and buries her head in my neck, kissing and nipping at me as her hips continue to roll and stutter. I grab her ass and help her grind down on top of me until she comes again. I feel her orgasm spread throughout her body as I slide one hand up her back so I can tangle my fingers in her hair and pull her lips up to meet mine.

      Monty moans into the kiss, driving me absolutely crazy with the way her tongue slides against mine. I flip us over and pound that pink little pussy with everything I have, swallowing her cries of ecstasy.

      Leaning back, I throw one leg over my shoulder, and then the other, grabbing onto the headboard as I slam in and out of her. “Mine, fucking mine,” I growl, looking into her eyes, branding her with my stare, my cock, and soon, my baby in her belly. “Fuck!” I roar, feeling my dick swell up inside her.

      "Griz, I'm…" Monty whimpers and claws at the sheets, thrashing her head back and forth.

      “Come for me, Monty. Come for me like a good girl.”

      Monty screams and lets go of every goddamn thing, snapping her pussy around me again and again as she's hit with never-ending waves of bliss. She's shivering and sweating and moaning uncontrollably.

      With one last thrust, I burst inside of her, coming in long, powerful ropes, emptying every last drop into her fertile, young pussy. Goddamn, the vision of her round with our kid, her breasts full and sensitive… I release another round of hot cum deep inside her before rolling off to the side and dragging her limp, sated body on top of mine.

      “I love… being with you,” I murmur, combing my fingers through her long auburn hair. Shit. I almost told her I loved her. I do, of course. Knew it the first moment her baby blues locked on mine. She’s not ready to hear that quite yet.

      “Mmhm,” she sighs dreamily. “That was pretty okay.”

      I grin, tipping my head down to pepper kisses all over her face. Monty giggles and swats me away, but I capture her wrists and pin them above her head, flipping her over and stretching my body over hers.

      “Just okay?” I growl, nuzzling into the side of her neck and nipping her there. She squirms beneath me, her thighs parting to cradle my hips. Groaning, I trail kisses up her neck, pausing to scrape my teeth along her pulse point.

      “Might have to try it again sometime,” Monty teases, though her voice is laced with need.

      “Oh, I plan on taking you every chance I get, darlin’. But you need rest.” My beautiful, sassy girl pouts, sticking her bottom lip out and batting her eyelashes. “That look is going to be the death of me,” I murmur, brushing my lips over the shell of her ear. I can’t seem to keep my mouth off her for a single second. I want to inhale her scent, soak up her sweet touches, and  tattoo her essence on the inside of my chest, right next to my heart. “But not today. Let me hold you.”

      Monty softens at my words, crawling into my embrace when I flop over on my back and pat my chest. She curls up against me, her smooth, heated skin rubbing against mine, sealing us together. She wants to be loved so damn bad, and I’m sure as hell going to be the man to give her what she’s been missing out on.

      I play with her wild locks, letting the strands slip through my fingers as I study her. Blue eyes latch onto mine, the sweetest smile curving up the corner of her lips. Monty’s cheeks are flushed, her breathing slowly returning to normal.

      “This is kind of perfect,” she whispers, breaking eye contact.

      I cup the side of her face, tilting her head up to meet my gaze. “This is what I’ll give you every day,” I vow, searing my promise into her very soul.

      Tears well up in her light blue eyes, cracking my heart in two. She nods, then buries her face into the side of my neck. I wrap my arms around my precious girl, cradling her curvy body against mine and covering her with my strength, my certainty that we’re forever.

      Soon, Monty’s breathing evens out, the last of the tension in her muscles melting away. I hold her while she sleeps, counting her breaths and thanking every god I can think of that she somehow ended up right here in my arms.
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      Monty

      

      I slowly blink awake, though I’m not sure what woke me. And then I feel it. Griz’s warm, wet tongue licking up my pussy and sucking on my clit. A moan escapes my lips, and Griz growls, sending vibrations up into my very core.

      He spreads me wide open, pinning my legs to the bed so he can drive his face deeper into my soaking wet cunt. I cry out when he spears his tongue into my entrance, his nose circling my clit. The man is suffocating on me, but he doesn’t seem to mind. In fact, he seems possessed, addicted, wild with the need to have more of me. All of me.

      I grip his hair and hold on while Griz eats me out with such intensity, I start grinding into him and panting his name over and over again. My muscles tense, my spine bows off the bed, and my head falls back as I give myself over completely to him.

      My stomach muscles are so tight they burn, and my thighs are trembling. My orgasm is right there, more forceful and urgent than anything I’ve ever felt before.

      Griz hums into my quivering pussy and gives his head a shake. I cry out, a sharp, jagged sound, and fall over the edge. The fire in my belly expands, spreading through my limbs and up into my cheeks. It settles in my ears, making the whole world muffled and fuzzy. By the time it recedes into a warm glow, he’s kneading my thighs and kissing my belly.

      "Morning, darlin’." I feel more than hear him, his voice rumbling over my skin as he continues placing open-mouthed kisses over my breasts and collarbone, making his way slowly up my neck and then finally crashing his lips down on mine in a possessive, punishing kiss. I taste myself on him, but I can't get enough. I kiss him back with the same passion he's giving me, moaning into his mouth and biting his bottom lip.

      He growls and dives back in, sucking the air out of my lungs and replacing it with pure, raw lust. I need him. Crave him. I feel inexplicably empty without his thick cock filling me up. I open my legs wider for him as he settles his hips into me and grinds his shaft against my folds, not yet entering me.

      “Shit, Monty, are you sure?” he grits out. I can tell he’s on edge, and while I appreciate his restraint, that’s not what I want. I want that animalistic side of him he let out last night. I want to feel his power and his strength as he moves inside me.

      “Please, I need you so bad,” I tell him honestly.

      “Fuck,” he growls. “You’re not too sore?”

      I wind my fingers in his hair and pull his face close to mine, staring him down. I don’t know where all of this boldness comes from, but before I can question it, the words tumble out of my mouth. “Griz, if you don’t stuff me full of your cock in the next ten seconds, I’m going to take care of myself.” He raises an eyebrow, giving me a look that says he wouldn’t mind me putting on a show for him. “And I won’t let you watch,” I smirk.

      “You drive a hard bargain, angel,” he grunts, lining himself up with my entrance. “Jesus, you’re perfect. And mine. All fucking mine,” he roars as he slams into me in one earth-shattering thrust. I swear he just ripped me in half. And I want more. So much more.

      “Yes, yes, yes,” I yell over and over as he sets a relentless pace.

      “Goddamn, I want to be buried deep inside you for the rest of my life,” he grunts as he thrusts in and out of me, stuffing me full of his dick and filling me full to bursting.

      I claw at his back, already starting to lose control. I shake and tense and prepare for the onslaught of sensations to overpower me completely. “More,” I choke out, clinging to him and meeting him thrust for thrust.

      In one swift move, Griz flips us so I’m on top of him. I gasp and then moan as he grips my hips and slowly, so slowly guides my body down his long, thick shaft.

      “That’s it, ride me, my dirty angel. Take what you need from me.”

      I steady myself by placing my hands on his chest, and then I test out what feels good. He gives me the confidence to own my pleasure and sexuality, to do as he says, and take what I need. Griz looks only too happy to give me whatever I want.

      I grind down on him, which makes us both groan. Getting up on my knees, I swivel my hips,  massaging the very tip of his dick with my already throbbing channel. I love the way his pupils dilate and his jaw flexes. I love the power I have over him in this moment.

      Without warning, I drop down on him, allowing his hard cock to pierce me through and through. It’s a sharp, exquisite feeling to have him inside me like this. I whimper when I feel him bump up against my cervix.

      “Monty, holy fuck, baby, you feel so good, so good…”

      Hearing his praise and watching his face tense as he holds on to his control has me spiraling toward the edge. I glide up and down his shaft, riding him nice and hard until I’m a quivering mess, gushing all over him and moaning uncontrollably. I lean forward, placing a hand on either side of his head and grind down on him, rocking back and forth, sliding my clit over the base of his cock again and again.

      Griz bites my nipples and sucks on my breasts, heightening my pleasure with each swipe of his tongue. I feel his large hands grip my hips to hold me in place while he fucks up into me with long, rough strokes.

      My orgasm slams into me, wringing out my bones and stealing my strength. I collapse on top of him, my pussy snapping around him again and again.

      Griz doesn’t even give me a chance to breathe before he rolls me onto my back and throws my legs over his shoulders. I somehow need him all over again, even though I haven’t fully come down from my last release. He must see the uncontainable desire in my eyes as he rubs his hard, swollen dick up and down my slit.

      Again and again he teases me, builds me up, never quite giving me what I need.

      And then he fucks me, hitting me so damn deep, stretching me and filling me and punishing me as he spears his cock in and out of my cunt, fucking me into a frenzy. I scream his name and he shouts mine.

      I arch my back and feel him sliding deeper inside of me. I lose it completely, my mind whirling and spinning in patterns of pleasure and heaven, lost entirely in the physical act of fucking, lost entirely in the bliss that’s closing in around me. I come again, my release wrecking me completely. I’m gasping and straining as it rolls over me like a wave.

      I’m vaguely aware of Griz’s cock pulsing inside me and filling me up with his warm, sticky seed, but my vision blurs and darkens around the edges.

      When I come to, Griz has me draped over his chest. He’s rubbing my back in calming circles, handling me with such tender care. “Breathe, darlin’. Breathe for me,” he whispers.

      I do as he says, the oxygen filling my lungs and sending an unexpected tremor through my limbs. Griz groans and tips my head up, kissing me slow and deep. When we break apart, he tucks my hair behind my ear and cradles my face in his hand, rubbing his thumb over my jaw. He looks at me with such devotion, such awe.

      I smile shyly at him. Somehow his penetrating gaze feels so much more vulnerable than the mind-blowing sex we just had.

      “I won’t ever get enough of you, Monty. Your body, your mind, your fucking soul. I want it all,” he says so softly, so reverently.

      I don’t know how to handle all of his sweetness. I’m not used to being the center of someone’s world, and the way Griz looks at me leaves no doubt that he’s all in. Blinking a few times, I clear the tears threatening to spill down my cheeks, but not quick enough.

      Griz swipes his thumb beneath my right eye, gathering the lone tear that escaped. He doesn’t ask what’s wrong and  doesn’t pressure me to talk about anything. His dark blue gaze holds mine, and I know he understands. He sees me. My big, sweet, protective cowboy somehow knows I’ve never been treated like this and that his goodness is overwhelming.

      “Griz,” I whisper, my words getting caught in my throat. I want to tell him he wins, that I love him, that I want to stay right here in this moment for the rest of my life.

      “I know, darlin’,” he murmurs, pressing his lips to my forehead. “I’ve got you.”

      My confession is on the tip of my tongue, the overwhelming emotions bubbling up and stealing my breath. This is it. I’m about to jump off the edge of a cliff into the unknown, but I know Griz will be right there to catch me.

      “Griz,” I start again, needing to get this out in the open. “I–”

      My phone rings, cutting me off. I growl, making Griz laugh. He reaches over me and grabs my phone from the nightstand, handing it to me. I almost toss it across the room and climb into Griz’s lap instead, but when I see my sister’s name flash across the screen, I decide to answer.

      “Tilly, what’s up?”

      “They’re gone,” she says softly, her tone strange and high-pitched.

      “Who?” I ask, sitting up and gathering the blankets around me. Griz sits up with me, tilting his head to the side as he studies me. God, this man. So attentive and ready to jump in if I need him.

      “Mom and Dad. They…” she pauses, taking a deep breath. “They died last night. Overdose. I just got the call from the hospital.”

      “Oh my god,” I breathe out, unsure how to process this information. “Oh my god,” I say again in disbelief.

      “I hate to ask this of you, but I need you to come back to Montana so we can deal with the details and give them a burial.”

      I don’t say anything for a few moments, too shocked to comprehend her words. Tilly startles me out of my daze, and I start nodding my head, even though I know she can’t see.

      “Yeah,” I choke out. “Of course, I’ll be there.”

      Griz trails his hand up and down my spine, silently offering support. For some reason, that’s my breaking point. His tender touch coupled with the shock of my parents’ deaths has me spiraling out of control.

      I swallow down a sob as tears burn the back of my eyes.

      “We’ll get through this, Monty,” Tilly promises. She proceeds to tell me she already has my plane ticket and she’ll forward me the booking info. It all goes over my head, a buzzing noise replacing my sister’s voice.

      I see Griz reach for my phone out of the corner of my eye, slipping it out of my hand. He wraps his other arm around me, tucking me into his side.

      “Tilly?” he asks. I can hear her confusion on the other end of the line, but she confirms. “I’m Griz, Monty’s…” he trails off, peering down at me before finishing his thought. “I’m Monty’s,” he repeats. “Plain and simple. Now, can you tell me what’s got my girl so upset?”

      I snuggle further into his side while Griz talks to my sister.

      A few minutes later, Griz hangs up and tosses my phone on the other side of the bed before gathering me up in his arms.

      “I’m so sorry, Monty,” he murmurs, kissing my forehead. “What do you need from me?” I open my mouth, then close it, not sure how to respond. “Can I come with you back to Montana?”

      “No,” I blurt out rather forcefully. Griz startles, and I don’t blame him. I didn’t know I had such strong feelings about him seeing my old life in Montana. “No, it’s… you can’t,” I insist, feeling panic and anxiety wind their way around my insides, squeezing the air from my lungs.

      “Okay, it’s okay,” my sweet cowboy soothes me, pulling me back into his arms. Only it’s  not comforting anymore. It’s suffocating.

      I tear myself away from Griz, my heart wrenching itself apart from his in the most painful way. Griz reaches out for me, but I back away, not trusting myself to be that close to him.

      Will he still want me when he figures out the kind of family I came from? What if he leaves? I don’t know that I could survive being abandoned by Griz. What if he regrets being with me? God, if he looked at me with disappointment or disgust, I might cease to exist.

      And that’s a huge red flag.

      I can’t need Griz. I can’t depend on him. I can’t afford to get caught up in the fantasy of staying here on the ranch and building a life with the cowboy of my dreams.

      “Talk to me, Monty. How can I help?”

      “You can’t,” I say evenly, pushing down my emotions. “I have to go. I have to deal with this, and then…”

      “Are you coming back?” he murmurs.

      “I have to go,” I repeat. I can’t think about the future. I just have to push through this crisis one hour at a time.

      “Let me at least help you pack and give you a ride,” he offers, climbing off the bed and gathering a pair of sweats off the floor before slipping them on.

      “No, I just… I have to go.”

      Numbly, I swing my legs over the bed, wiggling my toes before planting my feet on the floor. I need to get out of here and clean up the disaster that is my life. Then maybe, just maybe I can be good enough for Griz.
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      Griz

      

      Forty-eight hours.

      Forty-eight excruciating hours since Monty left in tears. It fuckin’ killed me not to go with her, but she was at her breaking point. My girl doesn’t know how to accept love and support, and it was all overwhelming her at that moment.

      The coffee maker beeps, and I go through the motions of pouring myself a mug. I feel like I’m moving through molasses, each movement taking forever. My body is heavy, the absence of Monty like a physical weight baring down on me twenty-four-seven.

      It’s unbearable, being apart from her, but I’m at a loss for what else to do. I want to respect her wishes and not suffocate her, but I ache to hold her in my arms and tell her she belongs right here with me. I still don’t know much about her parents, but I know my girl has to be feeling an avalanche of emotions right now.

      I didn’t sleep a wink that first night she was gone, and I only managed a handful of restless hours of sleep last night. We’ve texted a few times since she flew out, but it’s not enough. Her answers are vague at best, and when I ask how she’s holding up, she simply responds with, “I’ll be okay.”

      Pacing around my kitchen for the twentieth time since yesterday, I try to sort through my racing thoughts. I have no clue what to do and how to help. I don’t want to crowd her or scare her off. Monty didn’t want me with her in Montana, but I’m trying to figure out why. Does she not really want me? Is this an excuse to leave me?

      But no, even in my sleep-deprived, caffeine-addled brain, I know that’s not true. She’s scared, but I’m starting to understand she’s not scared of me, per se. I think she’s scared of her feelings for me, and not sure how to depend on another person.

      Tipping my morning cup of coffee up to my lips, I take a big gulp, letting the warm liquid soak into my bloodstream. I can’t take much more of this. Monty hasn’t given a timeline for when she’ll be back, or if she’s coming back at all.

      My breath catches in my throat, a tight knot forming in my chest. Fuck, it hurts to think about her leaving me for good. I can’t stand the thought. My body and mind reject it immediately.

      We shared so much more than our bodies these last few days. Monty showed me her fragile heart, the way she craves my sweet words and gentle touches. And even though she didn’t tell me much about her family, I know things are complicated. Her parents filled her head with lies. I wish I knew what she was believing so I could counter it with the truth - that she’s mine, she belongs right here, she’s not weak or broken for having a rough childhood. In fact, that only makes her stronger and more beautiful in my eyes.

      My phone rings, startling me out of my thoughts.

      “Monty?” I answer without looking.

      “Still missing your girl?” my brother, Wyatt, grumbles.

      “Yeah, it’s driving me fuckin’ insane,” I admit, wiping a hand down my face. My brothers all know about Monty’s family emergency. Mostly because I’ve been a miserable fuck, and grumbling about it since the moment she took off.

      “So go after her,” he reasons. “You love her?”

      “Of course.”

      “She know that?”

      “She wasn’t ready to hear it, but I think she knows.” Dammit, I shouldn’t have let her leave without clearing things up between us. She knows she’s mine. And that I’ll be right here waiting for her to come back. Right?

      “Sounds like you need to clarify a few things,” Wyatt grunts.

      “When did you become the relationship expert?” I muse.

      “Just an observation. Sometimes we all need some extra reassurance.”

      I nod, even though I know he can’t see me through the phone. “And how are the riding lessons going with your new client?” I ask, knowing full well Wyatt is smitten with the woman who showed up a few days ago.

      “Don’t change the subject,” he mumbles. “We’ll tackle your girl problems first.” I’m about to tease him for having a girl, but he cuts me off. “Shut it before I hang up.”

      I chuckle, rubbing the heel of my hand over my heart. It still hurts, but talking to my brother helps.

      “She’s skittish,” I tell my brother. “I don’t want to overwhelm her.”

      “To play devil’s advocate here, what if she’s skittish because she’s constantly protecting herself and waiting for the other shoe to drop?”

      “Even so, how would me being there help?”

      “Show her you’ll be there to catch the fuckin’ shoe, man.”

      I consider his words, surprised that Wyatt is giving good advice. It’s not that he’s normally obtuse or anything, but the stoic, single-minded man doesn’t often have time to deal with other people’s problems. I have a feeling his new client, Kennedy, has something to do with that. I make a note to check in on her in a few days, but for now, I have enough to deal with.

      “I think I need to go see her,” I say, testing the waters. Saying it out loud helps bring everything into perspective. Of course, I need to go after her. I can’t do anything from thousands of miles away.

      “Yeah, no shit,” my brother deadpans, startling another laugh out of me. “Surprised it took you this long to figure it out.”

      “Okay, okay, did you call just to shit on me?” I tease.

      “Almost always,” he replies, the hint of a smirk in his tone.

      “Can’t wait to return the favor for you and your girl.”

      Wyatt grumbles something under his breath, then tells me to get my ass on a plane. I already have my ticket purchased by the time we hang up.

      I’m coming for you, darlin’, I promise Monty. And this time, I won’t let you get away.
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      Monty

      

      “So, are you going to tell me about Griz?” Tilly asks as she folds one of Mom’s shirts and places it in the box for stuff to donate.

      My stomach twists at the mention of his name. I left my heart with Griz in California, and I don’t know if I’ll ever get it back.

      He was so sweet, so understanding, and I threw his generosity in his face and left without hardly speaking a word. What must he think of me?

      It’s for the best, that familiar, unhelpful voice in the back of my mind insists. Looking around the decrepit trailer Tilly and I grew up in, I’m reminded that not all love stories end in a happily ever after.

      Piles of dirty laundry are scattered across the small space, and half-empty take-out containers and fast food bags litter every inch of the kitchen. A cockroach crawls out from under an old magazine, making its way to the smorgasbord of rotting food on the fold-out table in the kitchen.

      Every wall in this place displays at least one hole, the perfect size for a fist. I close my eyes against the memories threatening to pull me under, but it’s no use. I remember coming home from school most days, walking in on egg shells. If there was yelling or loud music, Tilly and I would find somewhere else to hang out until the fight was over or the party burnt itself out.

      I always found the silence more terrifying, however. Creeping into the trailer, praying that our parents were passed out in their room, but knowing it would only be a matter of time before they woke up.

      “Hey,” Tilly says softly, bringing me back into the present. “Do you need to take a break? We can be done after packing up the living room. There really isn’t much left to do. The cleaning lady is coming tomorrow, then we can return the keys to the owner.”

      “I’m okay,” I say weakly, hating the crack in my voice. “Sorry. I’m just…” I sigh, leaning against the nearest wall. It shakes, letting me know it’s about to fall apart.

      Same, buddy. Same.

      “Talk to me,” my sister encourages, nudging me with her elbow as she tosses a few more things into the donation box.

      “Did I screw up by leaving Griz?” I blurt out.

      “If he’s anything like my Ledger, then I think you’ll be just fine,” she says with a knowing smile.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just that there’s nothing I could do to send him away. He’s always going to be there for me. The man is possessive and a little crazy, but I love him.” Tilly smiles, the look on her face so sweet and genuine.

      “But maybe my love story isn’t like yours. Maybe it’s more like Mom and Dad.”

      “Oh, Monty, no,” Tilly rushes to say. She takes my hand in hers, squeezing my fingers to get her point across. “I had a hard time believing good things could happen, and an even harder time trusting that they would last.” I nod my head, feeling the exact same way. “But you found yourself a good man.”

      “How do you know? You haven’t even met Griz?”

      “Maybe not, but–”

      She’s cut off by a knock at the screen door. Tilly looks up, a smile spreading across her face. My sister looks back at me with a wink.

      “Monty?”

      My eyes go wide at the sound of his voice.

      Griz.

      I give Tilly a questioning look, but she shrugs, giving me a secretive little smile. I have no doubt she had something to do with the man of my dreams showing up at the door. “Go on,” she stage whispers, tilting her head toward Griz.

      I don’t hesitate.

      Peeling myself off the wall of this dirty trailer, my eyes find his on the other side of the screen door. I’m already a blubbering mess by the time I close the distance between us. The door swings open and I leap into Griz’s arms, burying my face into the side of his neck.

      “I’m sorry,” I cry as I cling to him.

      “Whoa, hey now,” he murmurs, securing me with an arm under my thighs and one wrapped around my back, holding me close. “I’ve got you, darlin’. I’ve got you.”

      Hearing him call me darlin’ has the tears flowing even more.

      I don’t realize we’re moving until Griz sets me down in front of a car parked outside of the trailer. I look over his shoulder at my sister standing in the doorway with a goofy smile on her face. She mouths the words, “He’s a good one,” before waving me off.

      Griz opens the door for me, guiding me to sit, then buckling my seatbelt. I don’t fight him. I love that he’s here, taking care of every little detail.

      I have no idea where we’re going, but when Griz climbs in the car and covers my hand with his, I don’t care. I’d go anywhere with this man.

      Ten minutes later, we’re pulling into a hotel. Griz hops out, unbuckling me and pulling me out of the car. I grin at his eagerness but sober up when I get my first good look at him. The man looks wrecked. Dark circles hang under his eyes like he hasn’t slept in days. Lord knows I haven’t. He looks weary like he has the weight of the world on his shoulders. I know I did that to him, and I feel a wave of guilt rising up in my chest, choking me up.

      “Griz,” I start, unsure how to begin apologizing.

      “Not here, angel. Let’s get you inside.” Before I can protest, he bends down and throws me over his shoulder, much like he did the other night when he carried me off to his room. I can’t help but smile, despite the storm of emotions churning in my gut.

      Once inside the hotel room, Griz turns toward me, backing me against the closed door. He towers over me, one hand resting next to my head while the other cups the side of my face.

      “I want to make something very clear,” he tells me, his voice low and serious. I blink a few times, nibbling on my bottom lip. “I love you, Monty. I love you with my entire being. You’re fused into my goddamn soul, darlin’, and I can’t let you go one more second without knowing how precious you are.”

      “Griz,” I say with a sniffle. “I’m sorry I left.”

      “None of that,” he whispers, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “I just want to know you. I want to know what makes you tick, what makes you happy, and what fears you have so I can chase them away. I want to know your past, angel, but more than that, I want to be your future.”

      I nod my head, brushing my lips against his.

      “Yes, I want that too. I want to trust you. I want everything with you.”

      “Music to my goddamn ears, love,” he murmurs, angling his head to kiss me for real.

      I fall under his spell, welcoming his tongue as he strokes it against mine.

      “Need you,” I pant into his open mouth, my fingers already working on unbuttoning his shirt. “Show me how much you love me. How good we are together.”

      “Fuck,” he groans. “Need you more than my next breath, darlin’.”

      Griz steps back, leaving me a wet, needy, wanton mess. He strips down, revealing his delicious muscles to my greedy eyes. Griz wraps his hand around his massive cock, stroking it a few times before peeling me off the door and undressing me as well.

      He guides me to lay down on the bed, then he kneels in front of me, gripping my ankles and tugging me so my ass is almost hanging off the bed.

      I squeal, and he nips at my thighs, causing me to giggle and then moan when he licks away the sting. He slips one leg over his shoulder and then the other. I’m spread wide before him with just a thin scrap of lacy panties separating my pussy from his face.

      “Jesus, Monty…” Griz presses his nose into my panties and breathes me in. I try to wiggle away. It feels embarrassing and too intimate. “No way, darlin’. No hiding from me. I’ve missed this sweet cunt.”

      I feel his thumb rub me through the thin layer of fabric and all of my apprehension fades into pleasure. “Missed you, Griz,” I moan as he works me over. I’m already on edge and he’s hardly touched me yet.

      “Missed you too, beautiful. I can’t wait any longer, I have to taste you,” he grunts, sounding about as desperate as I feel.

      “Yes, plea – Oh!” He rips my panties off and dips his tongue inside of my hole, dragging my juices up, up, up til he’s circling my clit.

      “Shit. You taste better than I remember.”

      He dives back in, licking, sucking, and devouring every inch of my pussy. I feel his tongue, teeth, and hot breath working in tandem to wind me up tighter and tighter. He shoves two fingers deep inside me and curls them up. My back arches off the bed and I scream his name, riding the sweet edge of torture and pleasure, ready to fall into oblivion at any moment.

      Griz continues to thrust his fingers in and out of me as I writhe and buck my hips.

      “Yes! Yes! Ohmygod, I’m…I’m…”

      “That’s it, love. I want to see this pussy gush for me.”

      He leans in and sucks my clit into his mouth, pushing me over the edge. I grind my pussy into his face as my legs tremble and snap around his head. Every muscle spasms, and I can’t breathe yet as wave after wave of pure ecstasy floods my veins, threatening to suffocate me. I don’t mind. I don’t ever want to come up for air.

      Griz laps up everything I give him, growling into my folds and holding me closer so he doesn’t miss a drop.

      I’m vaguely aware of Griz pulling away and scooting me up the bed, but my mind is still in a fog of pleasure as I come down from that high. My pussy is still swollen and throbbing when Griz thrusts his huge cock inside me.

      We both cry out, and my legs hook around his hips, my heels digging into his ass and pulling him closer.

      “Shit, Monty. So fucking good. Missed being inside you.”

      He slowly pulls out and I feel my pussy protesting, trying to suck him back in. Griz kisses me at the same time he shoves his hard shaft back into my depths. He swallows my cries and sets a steady pace as he devours my mouth.

      Griz breaks the kiss, licking and nibbling his way down to my breasts. He sucks one into his mouth, swirling his tongue around my nipple. The pace quickens as he kisses his way to my other breast, giving it the same treatment. I meet him thrust for thrust until his pace turns frantic.

      “Fuck me, darlin’,” he grits out, sweat beading on his forehead as he hammers into me.

      Griz leans down and rubs my clit. Over and over, he rolls the little bundle of nerves in between his fingers. I close my eyes as my muscles tense and lock up, preparing for another orgasm.

      “Griz! Don’t stop, please, don’t—”

      And then he’s not touching me, he’s not inside of me, he’s not on the bed.

      “Noooo!” I cry out.

      Large hands slide up my thighs, gripping my hips in a punishing hold. Griz flips me over and smacks my ass, chuckling.

      “I’m not ready for this to end yet. Up on your hands and knees, darlin’. Show me that ass.”

      I do as he says. Grizz rubs every inch of my exposed skin, massaging my ass and appreciating all of my curves. Then, he leans over so his front is covering my back and nibbles the shell of my ear. “I’ve got you, sweet girl. I’ll always give you what you need.”

      With that, he slams into me from behind, and I come on the spot. Hard.

      I hear someone scream out in pleasure. Some part of me knows I'm the one who made that sound, but it feels so distant. I feel so far away like I'm on another planet looking down on us as Griz fucks me good and hard.

      “Holy shit, baby, that’s it, squeeze my big dick.”

      My whole body pulses around his cock as it pistons in and out of me. One orgasm rolls right into another, my juices running down my thighs.

      “Griz…so…good!” I say in between thrusts.

      He grabs my hair in his hand and twists my head so he can bend down and kiss me. Our lips melt, our skin slaps, our sweat mingles and drips down our bodies.

      When we come up for air, Griz grabs my hips and ruts into me like an animal. I push back into him and he growls, the vibrations spreading through his cock and straight into my pussy. He massages my ass cheeks and pulls them apart.

      “Jesus, fuck, baby. Love watching us like this, my big dick stretching your pussy lips. Love watching you take all of me like a good girl. Are you a good girl, darlin’?”

      “Ye…Yes!”

      “Are you going to come for me again like a good girl?”

      “Mmhm…”

      Griz slows his pace a little and spanks me. It sends a jolt of white-hot pleasure to my clit.

      “Words, Monty. I need your words. Are you going to come for me?”

      I try to pull in enough air to form words, but I can only manage to nod my head yes. His other hand comes down to spank me on my other cheek.

      I moan as the sting intensifies all of the pleasure I’m already feeling.

      “Mmmore…” I choke out.

      “Shit…” he groans.

      Griz picks up his speed again and smacks my ass once, twice, three times. I explode right as his hand makes contact for the fourth time.

      He grips my hips tight enough to bruise and he stills inside of me. I feel his cock swell up as my pussy massages him over and over. He roars his release as it shoots out of him and paints my insides.

      We’re both breathing heavily as Griz pulls out and crashes down next to me. He rolls me over and throws me across his chest so he can hold me. I rest my head over his heart and listen as it slowly returns to a normal beat.

      I look up at him and he has his eyes closed. He’s rubbing small circles on my naked skin, sending shivers down my spine.

      Finally, he cracks one eye open and looks down at me. His face breaks out in the most adorable grin. God, could this man be any more perfect?

      “Is it always going to be that good?” I ask him.

      Griz pulls me up so he can kiss me thoroughly. Resting his forehead on mine, he tucks some hair behind my ear.

      “Yeah, darlin’. It’ll always be that good because it’s us.”

      “Good. I like the sound of that.”

      “Me too, Monty. Me fuckin’ too.”
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      Griz

      

      Five Years Later…

      

      I dust off my jeans as I climb the front porch steps and head inside. The house smells like lemons and roasted chicken, and my mouth waters at the scent.

      “Daddy!” My little girl yells as she rounds the corner and spots me.

      “Hey, Rue!” I say, crouching to catch her as she barrels toward me.

      “Time to eat,” she tells me in her little baby voice.

      “It smells so good. Let’s go find your mama,” I tell my daughter.

      “I’m right here,” Monty says as she exits the kitchen.

      Her hands are rubbing over her swollen stomach, and I can see how tired she is from the look in her eyes. She’s about eight months along with our second child, a baby boy this time.

      “How was your day?” I ask as I drop a kiss on her lips.

      “Busy, right, Rue?” Monty asks as she smiles at our little girl.

      “We baked a cake!” Rue says excitedly.

      “That sounds delicious. Can we eat it right now?” I ask her.

      “No! We have to eat lunch first.”

      “Oh,” I say as we head into the kitchen.

      I trip over some crayons on the floor and smile. My house used to be so clean and boring. Now it’s filled with life and colors. Toys and drawings are everywhere. Monty has made this place a home in the last five years.

      We got married six months after I won the bet in a little wedding right here on the farm. My brothers came along with Tilly, Ledger, Gwen, and Malia. It was a small affair but filled with so much love.

      We found out that we were expecting three months after that. Monty had been determined to finish her last year, so I did everything in my power to help her graduate before Rue was born.

      She had to take classes over the summer but she did it. She graduated on a Saturday and Rue was born the very next day.

      It kind of worked out perfectly because she was able to take a break before she started job hunting and just enjoy this time with our daughter.

      Monty tried to find a job at a publishing house in Los Angeles but she hated the drive. She ended up quitting and starting her own editing business. She’s been doing that for the last three years and her client list has only grown with time.

      We set up a new routine now too. I go to work in the morning and come home for lunch. We get to eat together as a family and then we switch and Monty heads into her office to get some work done while I play with our daughter.

      It’s the best of both worlds. I get to provide for my family and still spend time watching our daughter grow.

      “This looks so good. Did you help make it?” I ask Rue as I help my wife set the food out on the table.

      “I stirred,” Rue informs me, and I grin at her.

      She’s got her mom’s red hair and the same blue eyes. She’s just as independent as her mom too.

      “Kai and Oakley stopped by a little bit ago,” Monty tells me, and I pull her chair out for her.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah, they made a quilt for the baby.”

      “It’s all kinds of blue!” Rue says excitedly.

      Blue is her favorite color, at least for this week, and I help cut up her chicken before I pass her the plate.

      “Sounds pretty.”

      Rue nods, and I start to pile my own plate with food.

      “Any more kicks today?” I ask Monty, and she shakes her head.

      “No, he’s been still today too.”

      Our little boy has been so active this whole pregnancy but about five days ago he suddenly stopped kick as much. We had rushed to the doctor’s office, worried that something was wrong but they checked and everything was fine with our little guy. The doctor told us that apparently, it’s a sign that he may be ready to join us in the world soon.

      I’ve been trying to stay close to the house in case she goes into labor, and I know that my brothers and their wives have all been finding reasons to drop by and check on her too.

      Ledger and Tilly are planning on making a trip down to see us too. It’s a little more complicated now that they have kids of their own, but I’m sure they’ll be here once our son is born.

      The sisters are still so close. They talk every day and we always do a family vacation with them at least once a year. Luckily, Rue loves her cousins and I like Ledger and the rest of the Fallen Peak family.

      “Oh!” Monty says, wincing as her hand falls to her stomach, and I drop my fork and rush to her side.

      “Is mommy, okay?” Rue asks, looking worried.

      “I’m fine,” Monty promises her, taking a few deep breaths.

      “Is it time?” I ask her, and she nods slightly.

      “Yeah, but I remember last time. I was so hungry the whole time so I’m eating lunch before we go.”

      I laugh as she picks up her fork.

      “I’ll go call everyone and get the bags,” I say as I add my chicken to her plate.

      “Thanks,” she says, and I kiss her lips before I hurry down the hallway.

      I call Kai first and he answers on the second ring.

      “Is it time?” He asks instead of saying hello, and I grin.

      “Yeah. Can you and Oakley come watch Rue?”

      “Of course. We’ll be right there. Do you guys need anything right now?”

      “No, we have the bag packed.”

      “See you soon then. I’ll let Remy, Wyatt, and Mom and Dad know the news so you don’t have to worry about that.”

      “Thanks. See you soon.”

      I hang up and dial Ledger next.

      “Is it time?” He asks, and I laugh.

      “Yep, I’m grabbing the bag right now.”

      “I’ll tell Tilly and book us a flight. We should be there by tonight or maybe tomorrow morning. Do you need anything in the meantime?”

      “No, we’re good. See you guys soon.”

      I hang up and grab the bag and car seat from the nursery. Monty just finished decorating it last week and I smile at the ocean blue walls. Rue insisted on helping, and we have her paintings and drawings hanging up all over the place.

      I don’t know what I did to deserve all of this, but I’m grateful to have it. My life would be so ordinary and boring if I hadn’t met Monty.

      She’s given me a home and a family. She’s given me everything that I could ever want, and I swear that I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to make her even a sliver of how happy she makes me.

      “Uncle Kai and Aunt Oakley are going to come play,” I tell Rue as I help Monty out of her chair.

      “Yay!”

      “We’ll be back tomorrow, okay?” Monty tells her and she nods, wrapping her arms around Monty’s shoulders.

      “Love you,” Rue says.

      “I love you too, baby.”

      I help Monty stand and we carry everything out to the van. Kai is parking next to me and Oakley runs over to hug Monty, her own pregnant stomach making her bend over to wrap her arms around my wife.

      “Thanks, guys,” I tell Kai, and he waves us off.

      “Good luck. Text if you need anything.”

      I wave as I help Monty into the van and then hurry around to the driver’s side.

      “I think this birth is going to be so much easier than Rue’s,” I tell her, trying to take her mind off the contractions.

      “What do you want to bet?” She asks, and I look over to see her grinning at me.

      I grab her hand and smile as we head down the road to the hospital.
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        * * *

      

      Are you curious about Tilly and Ledger? Then check out the Fallen Peak series today! Their book is A Very Mountain Man Christmas!

      

      Did you love this book? Then please check out the rest of the Sequoia books!

      Sequoia: Stud Farm

      Sequoia: Fast Love Racing
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      Jump start: In a standing start, when a vehicle moves from its grid slot before the start of a race is signaled. 

      

      Hendrix Calter only has one speed. Fast.

      

      He sped away from his toxic father as soon as he turned eighteen, and he's been in Sequoia, California, for the last three years, studying at Sequoia University and racing every chance he gets to pay his bills and save for his future.

      

      He's got his dream life in his sights, and nothing is going to derail him from reaching the finish line.

      

      Then one night, he meets Locklyn at the Stud Farm Race Track, and he's hooked. There's just something about her that has him feeling like he's going a hundred miles an hour.

      

      Too bad for him; he's already messed it up with her.

      

      He jump-started, and now he needs to kick it into high gear if he wants to catch up to the girl that's meant to be his.
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      Hendrix

      

      “We’re going to be late,” Kade tells me as he pokes his head around my bedroom door frame.

      “I’m ready to go. We’re waiting on Thorne.”

      “You look real pretty, man! You can stop messing with your hair now, and we can go!” Kade yells to Thorne, making me grin.

      “He’s going to be in a great mood now,” I tell Kade as we head toward the front door.

      “Isn’t he always?”

      I chuckle, ignoring Thorne’s dark look as he stomps into the living room and past us to the front door.

      Thorne has been a grouchy dick for as long as I’ve known him, so Kade and I are used to it. Now we just consider it part of his charm.

      I’ve known Kade and Thorne for years. They’ve been my best friends since middle school, and we’ve been through everything together. We have big plans for the future too. We’re going to open our own mechanic shop as soon as we graduate, and I can’t wait.

      We’ve always loved cars. The speed, the adrenaline rush, the wind curving around you as you slice through the air with your powerful car… everything about being behind the wheel clicks with me.

      I never had much control of my life growing up. The first time I wrapped my hands around a steering wheel and felt the engine roar to life, I felt… free. Like I could outrun my demons if I drove fast enough. In fact, my stepsister, Palmer, used to joke that I only have one speed – fast. She’s definitely right.

      I jog down the stairs after my friends, and we each hop into our cars, taking off down the street after Kade and Thorne. We’re headed to the Stud Farm, more specifically to the race track on the far east side of the property.

      We’ve been racing at the Stud Farm since our freshman year at Sequoia University. It was one of the biggest reasons why we decided to come here. At least, it was for Kade and Thorne. My biggest reason for coming to California for college was that it was as far away from my father as I could possibly get.

      My dad has always been a controlling asshole. He’s all about status, and if you can’t meet his ridiculously high expectations, well… he’ll let you know with his fists. He started getting violent with my brother, Finn, and me when we were teenagers. The bruises healed, and the scars are starting to fade, but the abuse we went through was more than just skin deep.

      I got as far away from him as fast as I could, but Finn stuck around Pittsburgh to be there in case Palmer, our stepsister, needed anything. Our father has never hit Palmer or her mom. Not as far as I know, anyway, and I would hear about it. Finn wouldn’t stand for that, and Palmer’s new husband wouldn’t either. Hell, I bet the whole Eye Candy Ink and Kings Gym family would go after my dad if he ever even thought about laying a finger on Palmer.

      I push thoughts of my fucked up father out of my head as we hit the dirt road, slowing down to turn onto the Stud Farm property. There’s already a steady line of cars headed over to the track, and we join them. Rock music is blaring from the field, and I smile as we round the last hill and see the rows and rows of cars lined up and people milling about.

      Thorne, Kade, and I line up at the end of the second row and climb out. It doesn’t look like any of the races have started yet, so we have time to place our bets and mingle with everyone.

      The track at the Stud Farm is a mile-long dirt track. We’ve been racing – and winning – for the last two years, and I know this year won’t be any different. I’ve been using my winnings from racing here to pay my bills and save up for after we graduate. We all need to be able to put money up for the garage. Thorne won’t have to worry since his parents are loaded, but Kade and I are on our own. That means that I need to save every penny that I can.

      “I’m going to place my bet,” Kade says, and I nod, handing him a stack of bills so that he can do mine too.

      Thorne passes him some money, too, and we watch as Kade heads off into the crowd toward Malachi. I glance at Thorne, rolling my eyes when I see how bored he looks.

      “Want to grab something to drink?” I ask, and he shrugs.

      He’s been a shell of himself since his high school girlfriend dumped him right after graduation. They were all set to go to college together, but she broke up with him and then ghosted him. He changed his plans then and came to Sequoia with us, but he hasn’t been the same since.

      He hasn’t looked at another girl since then either, so I don’t bother asking him if he wants to check out the crowd or the group of track bunnies dancing on the makeshift stage over to our left. He’d only get more annoyed if I suggested it.

      Not that I’m interested in the track bunnies or anything. Far from it. No judgment for the racers who indulge, as long as everything is consensual, but I don’t want a quick lay. I want something meaningful, and I haven’t found it yet.

      “Ladies and gentlemen! Welcome to the racetrack!” Malachi says into his microphone. “The bets for the first race are still open but place your bets soon! First race starts in five minutes. Come watch as Hendrix Calter faces off against Simon Jones!”

      The crowd cheers, and I clap Thorne on the shoulder before I head back to my car to get ready. He follows me, leaning down and resting his elbows on my open window as I climb behind the wheel.

      “Ready?” he asks.

      “Of course,” I say with a nod. “I’m actually a little annoyed that they paired me up against Simon.”

      “I know. It’s not going to be much of a race. I wonder if it’s too late to ask Kade to switch my bet to Simon,” Thorne says, and I flip him off.

      “Hilarious.”

      He grins, the smile there and gone in the blink of an eye. I wish I could do something or say something to make what happened with his ex-girlfriend better, but I wouldn’t even know where to start.

      I’ve never had a girlfriend. I’ve never even been out on a date. I knew I wasn’t sticking around after graduation, so I never even bothered looking when I was in high school. Besides, it’s not like I could have brought anyone home, and I imagine at some point, a girlfriend would ask to meet my parents or to come hang out at my house. Now that I’m on my own, I’ve been focused on school and racing.

      Kade comes ambling back over to us and grins as he shoves his hands in his pockets.

      “Good to go?” he asks, and I nod, turning the key in the ignition and revving the engine.

      He taps the hood of the car, and I smile as I pull out of the line of cars and head over to the starting line. Simon is already parked there, and he looks like he wants to throw up. I smirk as I look back to the track.

      Malachi is finishing the last bet, and some half-dressed girl saunters into the center of the track, a black and white checkered flag dangling from her hands. She grins at me, pointing the flag in my direction, and then does the same thing to Simon.

      I can see Kade and Thorne leaning against the wooden fence, cheering for me, and I take a deep breath. My Mustang purrs as I hit the gas and my heart starts to race as the girl raises the flag into the air. I watch it as it blows slightly in the wind. Then she slams her hand down, and Simon and I take off.

      I hit the gas, spitting dirt and gravel as I take off. I have Simon beat from the very first second, and I grin, shifting into second and then third as I near the first turn of the track. Simon’s Nissan is firmly in my rearview mirror as I grab the parking brake and drift around the turn.

      As soon as I’m past the turn, I shift again, hitting the gas as I race toward the finish line. Three minutes after the start of the race, I’m crossing the finish line, well ahead of Simon and his Nissan.

      I grin, letting out a whoop as the crowd cheers. I pass by Thorne as he gets ready to head to the starting line, and he flashes me a quick smile before he gets prepared for his race. I park back in my spot next to Kade’s car and climb out, letting the crowd congratulate me and clap me on the back as I pass.

      I’m almost to the fence to watch Thorne’s race when I look up and lock eyes with her. I have no idea who she is, but man, do I want to.

      She’s half hidden in the shadows and the crowd, but my eyes are instantly drawn to her. Long, light brown hair hangs halfway down her back in gentle waves. It looks so soft, and I get the urge to run my fingers through it. I want to wrap those locks around my fist as I taste her lips. Jesus, it’s so inappropriate, but I get an image of her sinking down on top of me, her hair falling forward and cocooning us as she rides me hard and fast.

      Her bright green eyes lock with mine, and the noise from the crowd fades away until it’s just us, frozen in time. Everything about this beautiful creature is soft and precious, from her pink lips to her generous curves. My chest grows tight as my dick hardens to the point of pain. I want to fuck her as much as I want to hold her gently and tell her how gorgeous and mine she is.

      That’s my first clue that this girl is meant to be mine. No one has ever made me feel like that. No one has ever made me want to try with them. Not until this girl.

      I can’t be this obsessed with her already. I mean, I haven’t spoken one word to her. I don’t even know her name. And yet, every muscle in my body tenses, my heart thundering in my chest as I take her in.

      She must be a transfer student. She seems a little too old to be a freshman, and I feel like I would have seen her around last year if she had been. There’s no missing those curves, her brilliant green eyes, and the shy, teasing smile she’s giving me. Besides, Sequoia University isn’t very big. Everyone kind of knows everyone.

      And I’m going to know her.

      I take a deep breath before I head her way. It feels like I’m heading toward my future. That thought should freak me out, but instead, it only has my pace picking up. I only have one speed, after all; fast.
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      Locklyn

      

      “What do you think?” Elodie asks me.

      She’s screaming to be heard over the music and cheers of the crowd, and I lean toward her before I answer.

      “It’s a lot busier than I thought it would be!” I call back. She nods.

      “It’s a small town. I think this is the only thing to do around here,” Malia answers.

      She probably has a point. Sequoia University is a small campus located in an even smaller town. There’s really only one main street where everything is located, which makes finding your way around town easy but can also make for some boring times.

      I don’t mind the change of pace. Growing up in New York City, especially with my social-climbing parents, was one endless parade of social obligations and traffic. So far, I love the small-town vibe. I’ll take boring and content over stressed and miserable any day of the week.

      I only just arrived in Sequoia for college a week ago. I lucked out and met Malia and Elodie on a roommate posting. Malia was supposed to be rooming with her old friend, Gwen, but she’s been staying with her boyfriend or boss or something over at the Stud Farm.

      Malia has been here the longest out of the three of us. Elodie and I are transplants, but Malia has already been here for a semester over the summer. She’s also from Los Angeles so she’s more familiar with the area than Elodie and I.

      I look around the crowd as the first race finishes and my eyes feel like they’re going to burst out of my head. I wasn’t exactly sure what to expect when Malia invited us to the race. The three of us stick out like sore thumbs here. Most of the girls are walking around in cutoff shorts that are basically just underwear. One girl walks past in a string bikini, and I frown.

      “Is there a pool or something around here?” I ask Malia. She laughs and shakes her head, her red hair swishing around her shoulders.

      “Nope.”

      I look down at my jean shorts, a pair that ends mid-thigh, and my plain green tank top. I knew that it was going to be hot, which is why I picked this outfit, but I’m still wildly overdressed compared to the others.

      Malia and Elodie are both wearing similar outfits, and I wonder if they feel out of place here surrounded by all of these half naked people. Probably not. Why would they? Both women are effortlessly gorgeous and wear their curves with such grace. Me on the other hand? Not so much.

      The dark gray Mustang crosses the finish line almost a whole car's length in front of the other driver, and I cheer along with everyone else as the engine rumbles back to where the cars are parked.

      I don’t know what it is that makes me look as the driver climbs out from behind the wheel, but when I do, the air drains from my lungs. I can hardly breathe as I take in his tall, muscular frame.

      The man’s smile is the first thing I notice. It spreads across his face in a genuine look of contentment. Something about it just seems so… free. Like he’s fully at peace. I’ve seen a lot of fake smiles in my life, but his isn’t that.

      I can’t make out the color of his eyes from here but they look dark. His skin is tan like he spends a lot of time outside, and I take an involuntary step closer to him. He’s slender but with an athletic build, tall and packed with lean muscle. His dark brown hair glistens in the low lights of the other cars’ headlights, and when a lock falls across his forehead, I have the strongest urge to brush it away for him.

      He glances over at me, and I gasp as his dark eyes meet mine. The man pauses, and I wonder if he’s grossed about me ogling him, or if maybe… maybe he’s half as attracted to me as I am to him.

      When he grins, I know I have my answer.

      Holy hell. Is this really happening? What do I do? How do I flirt? Mayday!

      I can feel the blush staining my cheeks, but I smile back at him, giving him a small wave as he heads my way. My palms start to sweat, and I turn to Malia and Elodie, wondering if they have any advice on what the hell I should do now. They’re both busy talking and looking toward the cars that are lining up for the next race.

      I turn back to where the guy was, but he’s not there anymore. The crowd has moved and I wonder if he found someone else. That makes sense. He’s way out of my league, and likely far more experienced than me. It’s not hard, since I’ve had zero dates, boyfriends, or kisses to speak of. I try not to be too disappointed as I turn back to my friends.

      “Whoa!” I squeak when I turn around and almost run right into someone’s chest.

      I look up… and then up a little more.

      “Hey there,” the guy from the last race says.

      I blink, my scrambled mind trying to refocus.

      “Uh, hi,” I say awkwardly, twisting my fingers in front of me in a nervous gesture.

      “I haven’t seen you around here before. I’m Hendrix.”

      “I’m Locklyn,” I say, taking his outstretched hand and shaking it once.

      He doesn’t seem to want to let me go, and I like the feel of his hand wrapped around mine, so I don’t pull away either. Hendrix looks at our hands, then smiles before turning his attention on me.

      “Is this your first time here?” he asks, and I nod.

      “Yeah, this is my first year at Sequoia University, and my friends dragged me out here.”

      “Well, I’m glad they did.”

      I duck my head, trying to hide my smile. Car engines rev and we both glance over to the starting line.

      “My buddy, Thorne, is up next. Let’s go watch his race.”

      I let him drag me over to the fence and lean on it next to him.

      “Is it always two cars racing?” I ask, and he nods.

      “The turn would be a little tight with any more cars. I think they tried to do four cars at once back in the day but there were a ton of accidents. Since we’re not supposed to really be out here, it was a bad idea. Can’t exactly keep things secret if you have to call for an ambulance or the cops.”

      I nod, looking over to where a girl is walking out with a checkered flag. I didn’t realize this was a secret, underground racing arena, but it makes sense. There’s nothing official about this set up, and they are openly taking bets. That should have me backing away from the king of the racetrack himself, but instead, the thrill of danger spikes my nerves in a strange but pleasurable way.

      “Congrats on your race,” I tell him, hoping to rid myself of these thoughts. Hendrix nods distractedly. He’s too busy watching his friend’s car to want to talk about his win.

      “Thanks, but it wasn’t really a fair race. Simon is a newer racer, and I knew that I could beat him with my eyes closed.”

      I nod, and he grins down at me. His smile is a little cocky, but also charming. He puts me at ease, though he probably shouldn’t.

      “The same is about to happen for Thorne. He’s up against Paul. The guy has been here for four years and never won once. Watch, he’ll jump start and be disqualified before the race even starts.”

      “Jump start?” I ask, and he nods.

      “Yeah. That’s when a car moves from its grid slot before the start of the race is signaled.”

      I smile, and we both turn back to the cars as the flag is held overhead. Right before she’s about to lower her arm, the car on the right jerks forward, and Hendrix chuckles as the crowd groans.

      “Thorne is going to be pissed. He loves racing,” he says as the race is called for his friend.

      “Will he be able to race someone else?”

      “Maybe. It depends on if there’s enough people signed up.”

      We watch as Paul leaves the track and Thorne sits there, talking to the guy who looks like he’s in charge here.

      Sure enough, another car is brought up and I lean further over the fence as the racers get ready. The same girl raises the flag and lets it drop, and I suck in a breath as the cars take off.

      I wasn’t by the fence for the first race so I didn’t get to feel the air and dirt as the racers sped past. It’s different being so close to the action. The ground rattles as the cars speed past. My heart races, threatening to beat out of my chest, and my eyes are glued to the two cars as they fly down the track.

      Thorne wins by an inch, and I cheer, turning to grin at Hendrix. He smiles at me, but there’s something else in his dark brown eyes. Something that makes me feel seen and wanted in a way I’ve never experienced before. Hendrix wraps his arms around me, pulling me into his embrace. It feels so perfect, being surrounded by his earthy, minty scent.

      Maybe that’s why I don’t protest or freak out when he lowers his head and brushes his mouth against mine. It’s the barest hint of a kiss, and it’s over before I can fully appreciate it. How can I get this man to do that again?

      “Want something to drink?” he whispers in my ear. I nod, letting him pull me over to where there’s a few coolers set up. “What would you like?”

      “Just a water, please.”

      He nods and grabs two, passing me one. His hand goes to the small of my back and I let him lead me out of the way as a group of people step up to grab their own drinks.

      “It’s really pretty out here,” I say as we head over to a secluded area where the music isn’t so loud.

      “Yeah, I’ve been out here in the summer and it’s nice. I worked here my freshman year as a ranch hand during summer break. It was hot as hell but the Ford brothers were all cool and it paid well.”

      “I can’t picture you on a horse,” I say, and he grins.

      “It was definitely different than being in a car. I wasn’t used to my mode of transportation having a mind of its own, so that set me back a bit.”

      I giggle, making Hendrix shine his full smile at me. God, he’s handsome. Angled cheekbones, full lips, and a smile that chases away all the loneliness in my soul. I didn’t realize how starved for attention and kindness I was, but it makes sense. My parents were cold on their best day, and cruel every other day. Hendrix is the opposite.

      It feels so natural to be teasing and talking with him.

      We take a seat at the base of the hill that blocks the farm from the race track and I turn to face him a little more. He opens his mouth to say something when someone calls his name nearby and we both glance over to see a short guy headed our way.

      “Sorry, I’ll be right back,” he says, and I nod, taking a drink from my water.

      They disappear a little ways away behind some trees, and I stand, wondering if I can see Malia and Elodie from here. I spot them right away, frowning when I see that it looks like Elodie is facing off with some dark haired guy.

      The guy looks pissed, and I take a step toward them before I remember Hendrix and head that way instead. I need to tell him that I have to go help my friend. Maybe he’ll go with me. That other guy looked intense and it might be better if he was there to help.

      I’m close to the trees where Hendrix and his friend wandered off to when I hear it.

      “Come on, man. Ditch the track bunny and do another race. We both know that one with Simon was a joke. There are plenty of other groupies around for you to get with if this one causes a fuss.”

      Hendrix says something, but I can’t quite make it out.

      “Bro, don’t let her distract you. Girls come and go. You can find someone who isn’t going to be clingy and take you away from your purpose in life. Racing and winning and making us all money!” The guy whoops and cheers, and my stomach drops to my toes.

      My mouth drops open, and suddenly, I feel very cold and small. That’s what this was? I’m just some groupie to him? Some one-night stand? How could I have been so stupid and naïve?

      Furthermore, did I really think we had some soul connection or something? After a handful of words and a charming smile? God, I’m more pathetic than I thought. I must be so desperate for companionship I walked right into this guy’s trap. I’ll have to be smarter and protect my heart.

      I clear my throat, blinking to try to stem the flood of tears threatening to spill over onto my cheeks as both men turn to face me.

      “He’s right. You’ll have to find someone else,” I say coldly. I’m surprised at the force behind my words and thankful my voice didn’t crack. I’m two seconds away from sobbing, but I won’t give these guys the satisfaction.

      “Locklyn, wait,” Hendrix calls as I spin around and hurry away.

      I only make it three steps before he’s on me, and I whirl around to face him.

      “Leave me alone,” I growl. He just shakes his head.

      “Just wait,” he pleads. “It’s not what you think.”

      “Oh, so now you’re telling me what I think?” I know I’m being a brat, but he deserves it. Right? Those brown eyes flash with regret, but I don’t know if it’s genuine or if he’s only sorry he got caught.

      “Locklyn, let me explain.”

      “No, you jump-started. You lost your chance,” I spit at him before I whirl around and disappear into the crowd.

      I run into Malia and Elodie, and they look relieved to see me.

      “Ready to go?” Malia asks, and I nod.

      “So ready.”

      I take Elodie’s hand, frowning when I feel how ice cold it is. I need to ask her what happened with that guy, but for right now, we just need to get out of here before any other bad boys can try to stop us.

      As we climb into Malia’s car, I let out a sigh of relief. Even as we drive back to town though, I can’t shake the things I felt for Hendrix. Being in his arms, the brush of his lips against mine, how he made me laugh easily and feel comfortable without even trying.

      That’s his game though. He probably does this with all of his conquests. I should just be thankful I didn’t give up my V-card to a jerk like Hendrix.

      Besides, he’ll probably forget all about you before classes start. Don’t let him take up anymore of your time, I tell myself.
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      “Fucking Carl,” I grumble for about the millionth time in the last forty-eight hours.

      “You got some kind of thing for Carl?”

      I glare at Kade and he shrugs at me.

      “You keep mumbling his name, man! What’s going on?”

      “He ruined my chances with my dream girl,” I tell him, and he raises his eyebrows.

      “Hey,” Thorne says distractedly as he wanders into the kitchen.

      He’s been acting really strange over the last two days. He won’t tell us what happened, but I’m sure that we’ll get it out of him soon enough.

      “Did you hear that, Thorne? Hendrix has found his dream girl,” Kade tells him, and Thorne’s head snaps up.

      “What?”

      “At the race. Her name is Locklyn,” I tell him, and he blinks.

      “I ran into someone there too,” Thorne mumbles, and Kade and I both almost fall out of our chairs.

      “What?” I ask him.

      “I never thought that you would move on from Elodie,” Kade says, his eyes wide with surprise.

      “It is Elodie,” Thorne grumbles, his usual dark look settling back over his face.

      “The girl who ghosted you?” I ask him, and he nods.

      “Um… how did that go?” Kade asks hesitantly.

      “Not great,” Thorne admits, and I nod just as my alarm goes off.

      “We need to get to campus,” I tell them, and Kade nods, downing the last of his coffee.

      Thorne is moving slower this morning, and I don’t know if it’s because it’s a Monday or if he’s still just lost in thoughts of what happened with him and Elodie at the race. I leave him to his thoughts as I grab my backpack and follow Kade out to his car. We have a similar schedule this semester, so we can ride to classes together most days.

      I grab shotgun, and I’m fully expecting Thorne to start bitching that he has to ride in the back, but he climbs in without complaint. Kade and I share a worried glance before he backs out of the spot and takes off toward campus.

      We only live a few blocks away, so it takes us no time to reach the campus parking lot. As I’m climbing out, I spot Carl, the man from the race a few nights ago, walking down the sidewalk.

      “See you guys at lunch,” I call as I take off after him.

      My eyes are scanning the crowd for Locklyn, but I don’t see her anywhere. She might not have classes on Monday or in the mornings, but I can’t stop looking for her. She has to go to campus at some point, right?

      “Carl!” I call, and the idiot turns and grins at me as I join him on the sidewalk.

      “Hey, Hendrix. Great race, man,” he says, but I frown.

      “That’s not important. Right now, I need you to do something for me,” I tell him, wrapping my arm around his shoulders and steering him toward the center of campus.

      All of the buildings are centered around one big courtyard. If Locklyn is here today, then she has to walk through that courtyard.

      “Name it, man,” Carl says, happy to help me. He seems completely oblivious to the fact that I want to punch him in the face right now.

      “I need you to apologize to my girl.”

      “Your girl?” he asks dumbly.

      “Locklyn. You insulted her the other night at the race by calling her a track bunny,” I growl. “I can’t have anyone upsetting my future wife.”

      “I had no idea. Wait, future wife? Are you getting a little ahead of yourself?”

      “Nope,” I answer confidently. “This is step one to my happily ever after. You and I are going to stand here until we spot her,” I tell Carl, pulling him to a stop next to one of the picnic tables.

      “Uh, isn’t that her?” he asks, pointing behind me. I spin around and see Locklyn headed our way.

      I’m hit once again with her delicate beauty, and my heart twists, thinking about how I inadvertently hurt her. Locklyn’s head is bent as she checks something on her phone, and I grab the back of Carl’s neck, dragging him forward.

      “Make it nice,” I tell him under my breath, and he gulps.

      “Locklyn,” I call once we’re closer, and she glances up.

      Surprise is clearly written across her features and my heart skips a beat as her clear green eyes meet mine. She looks wary, which is fair. I still hate it, though.

      “Hey, baby girl,” I say, and her eyebrows rise as she stares at me. “Carl wanted to say something to you.”

      I shove Carl forward and he stammers as he looks at Locklyn.

      “I’m sorry for what I said. I was way out of line, and I didn’t know that you and Hendrix were like a thing,” Carl rushes to say.

      I elbow him and he swallows hard.

      “I’m really sorry. I know that you’re not a groupie or a track bunny or whatever. You’re Hendrix’s girl.”

      Carl wrings his hands in front of him, obviously worried about upsetting me. I spot Kade and Thorne watching us with interest as they wait for me on the sidewalk.

      “Alright,” Locklyn says but it comes out like a question. “Well, I think you must have me confused with someone else. I’m not anyone’s girl. And, um, I’m running late for class, so I’m going to go.”

      Well, that didn’t exactly go as planned, but I’m not giving up that easily. I’m not giving up ever.

      My girl sidesteps us, and I nod at Carl before I hurry to catch up with her.

      “I’ll walk you.”

      “That’s not necessary,” Locklyn says as she heads into the Armstrong building.

      I’m headed there too, so I follow after her, nodding at Kade and Thorne before I head inside. Locklyn’s pace picks up, and I hurry to keep up when she suddenly turns into a classroom. I check the number and grin when I realize that we have the same class.

      When I slide into the seat next to her, Locklyn turns to glare at me.

      “Are you stalking me now?” she snaps, and I just grin.

      “No, I’m taking this class too. What’s your major?”

      “Marketing.”

      “What do you want to do once you graduate?” I ask, and she bites her lip, looking away from me. I think she might not answer me, but eventually her eyes meet mine.

      “Honestly?”

      “Always.”

      “I don’t know,” she admits, her shoulders curling in. “I like business. I like coming up with slogans and stuff so marketing fits for me, but I have no idea what I’ll do next. Move back to New York I guess and find a job there.”

      She doesn’t seem thrilled with the idea of going back to the east coast, and I’m grateful for that. New York is way too close to Pittsburgh and my father for my liking. Not that I wouldn’t follow her there. I’m just glad that she doesn’t seem to want that either.

      “What’s your major?” she asks.

      “Marketing too. Well, mine is marketing and mechanical engineering.”

      She seems impressed by that but I can’t ask her. The professor walks in and announces that class has started. We’re only going over the syllabus for this semester and I already have the outline, so I tune the professor out and focus on my girl.

      She’s obviously studious with the way that she scribbles down every word that the professor says. She keeps biting her lip when she’s concentrating and I smile. It’s cute as hell.

      Before I know it, class has ended and Locklyn is shoving everything into her backpack. She practically bolts for the door, and I have to book it to keep up with her. I catch up with Locklyn on the steps outside, and she doesn’t exactly look thrilled to see me.

      “Can I walk you to your next class?” I ask as she pulls up the campus map and her schedule on her phone.

      “You don’t have to.”

      “I want to.”

      “Why?” she asks, and I turn to face her.

      I grab her phone and check which class she has next. It’s all the way across the courtyard and I lead her in that direction.

      “I like you. Is that not obvious? Cause I can try harder,” I tell her with what I hope is a disarming grin.

      “I thought you were looking for a groupie,” she grumbles. I grin at her adorableness.

      “Never. Carl is just an idiot. I’ve never been with any of the groupies,” I promise. “If you don’t accept his apology, I’ll make him do it again.”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask, and she nods, rolling her eyes in the process.

      “I’m not a… what did you call it? A track bunny? I’m not a one-night stand kind of girl so I think you should stop wasting your time and find someone else.”

      “I don’t want a one-night stand either. And I don’t want another girl. I want you. Only you, for however long you’ll have me. Locklyn, please give me a second chance.”

      She side eyes me, and I give her my puppy dog eyes. We’re almost to her next class so I need to get an answer soon. Otherwise, I’ll have to wait until after this class to ask her again.

      “Will you give me a chance to be everything you need, Locklyn?” I ask quietly, sincerely, and she seems to soften.

      We reach the Briar building and I pause at the top of the stairs, waiting to see if she’ll answer me. Right when I think she’s just going to ignore me, she pauses.

      “I’ll think about it,” she murmurs. Before I can say anything else, she disappears into the building.

      Well, it’s not a yes, but it’s not a no either. I’ve still got a chance.

      I smile as I turn and jog back to the Armstrong building for my next class.
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      I’m lost in thought when the door opens, and Elodie walks in.

      “Whew! I’m exhausted, and all I did was sit in classes and listen to them go over the syllabus.”

      I smile at her as she sets her heavy backpack down and throws her blonde hair up in a messy bun. She tries returning my smile, but it doesn’t reach her normally bright blue eyes.

      “I’m making dinner. Are you hungry?” I ask, hoping to cheer her up. Elodie has been acting weird lately, and Malia and I have no idea why.

      “Not really. I just want to take a nap,” she says as she slumps into the kitchen chair. I frown when I notice the dark circles under her eyes.

      “Are you feeling okay? You’ve been a bit off since the race the other night. Did you catch a cold or something?”

      “No, I’m just… tired.”

      I’m about to ask more questions, but I don’t want to push her boundaries. We all get along really well, but we’re still just getting to know each other. I hope to call Elodie and Malia friends in the near future.

      “Have some dinner and then go get some rest. Malia has that late class tonight, so she won’t be home for another two hours or so.”

      I finish the macaroni and cheese and slide a small bowl of it over to Elodie, despite her protests. She seems to have lost her appetite over the last few days, and I frown at her as I follow her into the living room. She turns the TV on as I get settled on the couch next to her.

      We eat a few bites in silence, then Elodie sighs and slumps further into the couch. I haven’t known her long, but she’s normally cheery and outgoing. She welcomed me with open arms - literally - the first day I moved in. I hadn’t realized how much I needed a hug until Elodie wrapped her arms around me. I hope I can return the favor sometime.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” I ask, testing the waters. She shrugs.

      “It’s a long story.”

      “We’ve got time.”

      She shrugs again, her fork stabbing a piece of macaroni.

      “What’s going on with you and Hendrix?” Elodie suddenly asks, changing the subject. Fair enough. “I saw you two talking before class this morning.”

      “He was making that guy apologize to me for calling me a groupie.”

      That startles a laugh out of her and she smirks at me, her dark green eyes shining bright. Good. I’ve missed that spark.

      “He was making someone apologize to you?”

      “Yeah,” I say with a roll of my eyes. It was kind of sweet and funny, but also way over the top. “He wants me to give him another chance.”

      “Are you going to?” Elodie sits up a bit, her interest peaking. I wish we weren’t talking about my love life, or lack thereof, but if it gets her out of her depression spiral, I’ll do just about anything.

      “I don’t know,” I admit, thinking back over our day together. “We had the same class this morning, and he was really sweet. He sat next to me and then walked me to my next class.”

      “What’s Hendrix like?” she asks, and I sigh.

      “He’s charming and funny. It’s hard to resist him, but he seems like a bit of a bad boy, and I don’t know if I want that.”

      “You want that,” she says, waggling her eyebrows, and I sigh.

      I rest my head on the back of the couch, and she nudges me with her toe.

      “Why don’t you want to go out with him? He’s hot and he’s totally gone for you.”

      “I’m not so sure about that last part. Hendrix seems kind of like a player. I don’t want to get my heart stomped on the first time I…”

      My cheeks turn bright red, and I cover my face with my hands.

      “The first time you…?” Elodie prods. I shake my head, letting her know I don’t want to finish my thought. “Date? Have sex? Fall in love?”

      I wait a beat, then nod my head, my face still buried in my hands.

      “Hey, it’s nothing to be embarrassed about,” Elodie says soothingly. “I get it. It’s a big deal. But Hendrix isn’t a player. I asked around today, and everyone said the same thing. He’s all about cars. Everyone actually seemed shocked that he was chasing after you.”

      My whole body warms at her words. I know that I’m into Hendrix, but should I trust him? Maybe I should stay focused on classes and not get wrapped up in boys right now.

      “I think you should give him a shot,” Elodie says, and I bite my lip.

      “We could double date. I’m pretty sure he’s friends with that guy you were talking to the other night.”

      “Hayes? I mean, Thorne?” she asks, and I grin at her.

      “Yeah. I saw them together at lunch. They seemed close. Them and that other guy. They all seemed like the Kings of Campus.”

      Elodie looks away from me and starts to flip through channels, but she’s going so fast that I know she’s not really seeing any of the shows flashing across the screen.

      It’s clear that Elodie likes Thorne, and I want to ask her what happened between them because it’s obvious they aren’t over each other.

      I sit back against the couch cushions, finishing my macaroni and cheese as Elodie finally lands on an old episode of Parks and Recreation. We giggle as Andy googles Leslie’s symptoms and tells her that she might have connectivity problems.

      I always thought I would be into guys like Andy or even Ben. The golden retriever types who are harmless and stable. Instead, I’m helplessly drawn to a guy who races cars and manhandles guys to apologize.

      Maybe Elodie is right, though. Maybe I should give him a second chance. I haven’t been able to get him out of my head since the race. If I give him another chance, then maybe he’ll mess up again and I’ll be able to move on.

      Or maybe he’ll ignite something inside you that you don’t know how to handle. Maybe he’ll be the only one to satisfy the growing need deep in your core.

      That thought should scare me, but all I feel is a shiver of excitement weaving its way through my muscles and cells, landing deep in my belly and sending delicious tremors of pleasure ricocheting throughout my body.

      Elodie falls asleep on the couch before Malia even makes it home; I take her bowl from her, doing the dishes as quietly as I can as I think about what to do about Hendrix.

      By the time Malia gets home, I’ve decided Elodie is right. I should see where this thing goes with Hendrix.

      After all, what do I have to lose?
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      I woke up early and hit the campus coffee shop before heading to class. I’ve been excited to see Locklyn again. I tried looking for her when I was on campus yesterday, but I didn’t spot her.

      It’s only been forty-eight hours since we last talked, and it’s ridiculous to miss her already but tell that to my aching heart and the raging hard-on I’ve been fighting ever since we parted ways on Monday.

      The last two nights, I’ve dreamt of my sweet girl. Some dreams were innocent enough - drinking coffee on our porch every morning, dancing at our wedding, waking up next to her rosy cheeks and cute button nose.

      Other dreams were decidedly less innocent. This morning my eyes flew open right as I fucking came in my boxers. Can’t say that’s ever happened to me before, but goddamn. If picturing her round breasts and pink, wet little pussy gave me that kind of release; I can’t imagine what the real thing is going to be like.

      The barista calls for the next customer, pulling me from my thoughts. I order Locklyn a scone, blueberry muffin, and a pumpkin spice latte before I head over to the Armstrong building and slide into the spot next to her. When I place the food on her desk, her eyes widen, and I swear she almost starts drooling.

      God, she’s so adorable, so precious, so fucking mine, it’s hard to keep my hands to myself. Does she have any idea how tempting she is? How ethereal and perfect in every way? One look into her tentative green eyes lets me know she’s completely unaware of the effect she has on me.

      “For me?” she asks in shock. I laugh.

      “Yep. I wasn’t sure what you liked, but I got you a pumpkin spice latte.”

      “I love pumpkin spice,” she moans as she grabs the coffee and takes a sip. “And I missed breakfast this morning, so I’m starving.”

      I push the muffin closer to her, and she digs in. I want to talk to her and find out everything that I can about her. Favorite foods and bands, sure, but more importantly, I need to know if she wants to wait until we graduate before getting married or if she’s okay moving in with me right away. Oh, and I need to know how many kids she wants so I can start hunting for a home with plenty of rooms.

      Slow down; I try reminding myself. She hasn’t even agreed to go on a date yet. I can’t get too far ahead of myself. I don’t want to have another jump start with my perfect woman.

      Before I can attempt to ask her out again, our professor walks in and class starts.

      Just like on Monday, Locklyn takes diligent notes. I smile when she scrunches up her nose at something, then underlines a previous note several times. Does she have any idea how adorable she is?

      I’m so lost in every detail about Locklyn that I don’t even realize the class is over until the professor clears his throat.

      “The first essay will be due next Monday. If you have any questions, you can email me, and as always, my office hours are every Monday and Wednesday from three to five.”

      I make a mental note to stop by during office hours and have her give me a brief rundown of the assignment again. It’s totally worth it since I got to spend forty-five uninterrupted minutes studying Locklyn. Obsessive? Probably. Necessary to my survival? Absolutely.

      Class ends and we pack up together. I grab her trash for her, and Locklyn smiles as she shoves her laptop back into her backpack. She looks up at me again and I grin at her, making her roll her eyes. I can see her trying to hide her smirk, and I consider that a win.

      “Can I walk you to your next class?” I ask her.

      “Could I stop you?”

      I just smile to myself as I follow her out of the classroom and down the steps. We take off across the quad to the Briar building and I easily match my pace to hers. She’s about a foot shorter than me and one of my steps is about three of hers. So while she’s walking normally, I’m doing more of a stroll. I don’t mind.

      “Where are you from originally?” I ask.

      “New York. What about you?”

      “Pittsburgh.”

      “Did you like it there?” I pause, debating how to answer that.

      “I didn’t hate the city or anything,” I hedge.

      “But?” she prompts, picking up on the unspoken tension.

      “But I don’t really get along with my father.”

      “Why not?” Locklyn peers over at me, her eyes sparkling with a gentle understanding. Still, I don’t want to burden her with all of my bullshit when I’m trying to make a good impression.

      “He’s got a temper, and…Well, let’s just say he’s not a good person. I never want to be like him, and I got out from under his roof as fast as I could.”

      I didn’t realize I had stopped walking until Locklyn wraps her hand around mine, squeezing it gently.

      “I’m sorry I pushed for information,” she whispers.

      My girl has such a tender heart, and it has me falling even harder for her.

      Smiling, I lift her hand to my lips, lightly kissing her knuckles. “Never apologize, sweet girl,” I tell her softly before resuming our walk to class. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know, I just don’t have a pretty backstory.”

      “I don’t care about pretty stories, I just want genuine ones.”

      “That’s part of what makes you incredible,” I tell her truthfully. Locklyn gifts me with another sweet smile, but I can tell the moment is getting to be a bit overwhelming. I switch tracks, asking her what she thinks about Sequoia.

      “I actually love it. There’s no traffic and I can walk pretty much everywhere,” she says with a happy smile.

      “What’s your favorite color?” I ask, and she blinks at the random question.

      “Uh, green.”

      “Like your eyes?”

      “Like nature. What’s yours?”

      “Green. Like your eyes.”

      Locklyn scoffs, but I can tell she liked my compliment. I get the sense my girl didn’t get many kind words growing up, and I make a mental note to step up my game.

      “What do you like to do for fun?” she asks as we reach the steps of the Briar building.

      “Race cars. Hang out with my friends. Watch movies. What about you?”

      “Read, binge watch Netflix, and… I’d say hanging out with friends, but I don’t have many here yet. Malia and Elodie are great, and I think we could be friends as well as roommates, but...” Locklyn shrugs, and I can’t take it anymore.

      I circle my arms around her hips and pull her in for a hug. She doesn’t resist, and in fact, buries her face into the side of my neck. Combing my fingers through her hair, I silently cover her with my strength, hoping she knows she’ll always have a safe place right here in my arms.

      “I don’t know what you’ve been through, baby girl, but you’re safe now. You have people who care.”

      Locklyn nods, then takes a step back. She blinks away a few tears, my brave girl not wanting to show me too much of her fragile heart. I’ll protect it with everything I am. I just need to convince her I’m worthy of a second chance.

      “Are you going to come to the races tomorrow night?” I ask. She chews on her bottom lip.

      “Maybe. I’ll have to see if Malia and Elodie want to go.”

      “I’ll look for you. You could come and just hang out with me. I’ll pick you up,” I offer.

      “I’ll come, but I’ll drive myself,” she says. I nod, trying not to whoop and holler out my victory.

      “I’ll see you then.”

      Leaning in, I brush a quick kiss across her cheek before she walks up the steps. She seems caught off guard by the kiss but she doesn’t say anything as she turns and heads inside the building.

      I watch her go, and when I turn back, I spot Kade and Thorne watching me over by one of the picnic tables. I head their way, trying not to skip as I go. Kade is grinning at me and Thorne has his usual bored mask in place.

      “So that’s her? The girl that has you so distracted?” Kade asks, and I nod.

      “Her name’s Locklyn. She’ll be at the race tomorrow. I’ll introduce you to her then.”

      “Can’t wait,” Thorne deadpans, and I shot him a look.

      “She’s cool. You’ll like her.”

      “You just had to fall in love with the girl who is rooming with my ex, didn’t you,” Thorne says, and I pause.

      “What?”

      Kade nods, giving me a warning look to tread lightly.

      “Uh, what?” I try again, and Thorne looks like he’s grinding his teeth.

      “Elodie. I ran into her at the last race. I didn’t even know that she was in California, let alone here at Sequoia.”

      I share another look with Kade. I guess that explains why Thorne has been even more grouchy lately.

      “She left with your girl, and I asked around. They’re rooming together and with another girl. Mel or Mal or something.”

      “So… you’re stalking your ex-girlfriend?” I ask, and Thorne glares at me.

      “Just doing some research.”

      “Uh huh,” I say, not at all convinced.

      “Whatever. I need to get to class. I’ll see you later.”

      Kade and I watch him leave and he lets out a long breath.

      “Think that he’s going to get more or less grumpy now that she’s here?” I ask him, and he groans.

      “More. Definitely more.”

      With that, he claps me on the shoulder and heads to his own class. I sigh as I turn and head back to the Armstrong building.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SIX

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Locklyn

      

      “I can’t believe we’re back here,” Malia sighs, and I grin.

      She wasn’t thrilled to come back to the racetrack with us, but when I told her that I might need backup, she didn’t hesitate to offer to drive. Maybe Hendrix was right. I do have people who care.

      I’m not used to relying on people, let alone having them go out of their way to help me. I wanted a different life than what I left behind in New York, and I’m certainly getting it.

      “Isn’t that your man?” Elodie asks, pointing over toward the starting line.

      I glance over, my heart threatening to explode when I lock eyes with Hendrix. He’s climbing into his car, and I’m guessing we got here just in time for his race. I raise my hand, and he winks as he climbs into his car.

      “Let’s go find some closer spots,” Elodie says, and I take her and Malia’s hands as we make our way toward the fence that lines the track.

      Another race is about to start, and we lean against the fence as the cars rev their engines.

      “Isn’t that Thorne?” Malia asks, and I glance at Elodie out of the corner of my eye.

      “I think so,” she says, her voice void of all emotion.

      Malia and I exchange a look, and she shrugs, sighing as she turns back to the race. The girl standing in the middle of the track waves the flag, and the cars both take off, sending dirt flying as they go.

      My heart feels like it’s about to race right out of my chest as I watch the cars go. I don’t know how Hendrix or his friends do it. I would be scared to death to be in a car going that fast.

      Thorne wins his race, and I cheer for him, but my eyes are already going to where Hendrix is lining up at the starting line.

      “Are you going to go congratulate Thorne?” Malia asks Elodie.

      “No, why would I do that?”

      I ignore them, focusing on Hendrix as the girl with the flag walks back into the center of the track.

      “Last call for bets!” comes the announcer, and I wonder briefly if I should place a bet on Hendrix.

      I don’t want to miss the race though, so I stay put. The car engines roar and the sound almost drowns out the pop music that’s blaring over the speakers. My hands tighten on the wooden fence as the race gets ready to start.

      When the flag is lifted, I hold my breath until it drops. Both cars take off but the other one doesn’t make it very far before a horrible grinding sound starts.

      “Ugh, what is that?” Malia asks as we all cover our ears.

      “The guy can’t shift,” Elodie says as the car sputters and appears to stall out.

      Hendrix drives past slowly, giving me a wave and a smirk as he goes, and I laugh.

      “Are we leaving now that the race is over?” Malia asks as Hendrix drives over the finish line. “I heard that there was a party at a frat house. We could check that out.”

      “Sure,” I say, even though I’d rather stay here and hang out with Hendrix some more. I already have such big, confusing emotions about him that maybe it’s a good idea if I get some space. Was it really only a few days ago that we met? It feels like longer somehow.

      I head toward the entrance with my friends and we stop next to Hendrix’s car.

      “Congratulations,” I tell him as he climbs out grinning. Good lord, it’s not fair how sexy and confident he is. Why is he interested in me? And why have I been pushing him away?

      “Thanks, baby,” he says easily. “I’m glad you came.”

      “We were actually just about to leave,” I say apologetically.

      “What?” Hendrix pouts, actually pouts, poking his bottom lip out and everything. It’s too freaking adorable.

      “Yeah,” I say with a laugh. “The girls wanted to go to some party on campus.”

      “At the Sigma Frat?” he asks. I nod.

      “I think so.”

      “I’ll meet you there. Kade just has to do his race and then we’ll be done here.”

      “Okay,” I say as Malia tugs on my hand. “See you.”

      We head back over to Malia’s car and I resist the urge to peek back over my shoulder as I walk away from him. We all climb into Malia’s car and I listen to my friends talk as we drive back toward campus.

      The row of fraternity and sorority houses is just a few blocks away from our apartment building so it takes us no time at all to reach the party.

      The house is packed when we walk in and I grab onto Elodie’s hand as we make our way through the crowded living room. The kitchen isn’t much better and I step out of the way as some poor girl runs past with tears streaming down her face. The speakers are just past the kitchen and I wince as the volume is turned up even more.

      “Maybe we should head outside. Or at least somewhere that isn’t going to give me heatstroke or make my deaf,” I shout over the music.

      Elodie nods and we start to make our way back through the living room. I’m assuming that we’re going to go out to the backyard but before we can get there, Thorne steps in front of us.

      Elodie’s hand tightens around mine and I scramble to figure out what to do.

      “Uh, hey. How’s it going?” I ask him but he barely spares me a glance.

      “Can I have a word with you?” he asks Elodie, his voice hard but I can see something in his eyes that looks a lot like longing mixed with pain.

      “Sorry, I can barely hear you,” Elodie says and then just like that, she’s gone, darting through the crowd before I can follow her.

      “Um,” I start but I’m saved by Hendrix joining us.

      “There you are. Did you get a drink?”

      “No, but it looks like all they have left is warm beer and I’ll pass on that.”

      “Good choice. Want to dance?” he asks, and I bite back a smile.

      “Sure.” So much for keeping my distance.

      Hendrix’s warm hand slides against mine and I grip his fingers before I remember Elodie.

      “Actually, can you give me a minute?”

      “Whatever you want.”

      I smile, squeezing his hand before I turn and head in the direction that Elodie disappeared in. It takes me a good ten minutes but I eventually find her outside and around on the side of the house.

      “There you are. I was worried about you,” I say.

      She looks up and when I see her tear streaked face, I pause.

      “Elodie. Are you alright?” I ask her quietly.

      “No,” she says, hiccupping slightly as more tears spill onto her cheeks.

      “Oh, El,” I whisper as I wrap my arms around her.

      She cries on my shoulder and I do my best to comfort her. I want to ask her a million questions. I want to help her fix whatever is wrong but she’s crying too hard and I don’t want to upset her more.

      After a few minutes, she pulls away and I pat my pockets, looking for the packet of tissues that I tucked in them before I left the house. I have terrible allergies in the summer and I learned to never leave home without Kleenex a long time ago.

      “Here,” I say as I offer her the package.

      “Thanks.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?” I ask, and she shakes her head.

      “It’s a long story. I just need to avoid Thorne. Just for a little bit longer. I can’t stand his anger right now. Even if it is warranted.”

      “I’ll help you avoid him then. Should we go home?”

      “What about Hendrix?”

      “I’ll see him in class tomorrow. Maybe I should make him chase me a little anyway.”

      She cracks a smile and I start to relax.

      “Alright then. Let’s find Malia.”

      “I’ll text her.”

      I pull out my phone as Elodie dries the last of her tears.

      “I said that we’d meet her at the car. I should tell Hendrix that I’m leaving, though.”

      “I’ll head out this way,” she says, pointing to the side gate in the fence.

      “I’ll meet you at the car. Give me five minutes.”

      She nods and we split up. It takes me about thirty seconds to find Hendrix and it’s obvious that he was looking for me too.

      “There you are.”

      “Sorry, I’ll have to take a raincheck on that dance. We’re headed out.”

      He frowns but nods. “Is everything okay?”

      “It will be. Elodie is going through some stuff and I want to be there for her.”

      Hendrix smiles softly, his brown eyes glowing as he cups the side of my cheek. “You’re a good friend. Just one more thing to love about you.”

      My eyes widen at the L-word, thinking Hendrix made a mistake. He just winks at me, however, like he’s perfectly aware of what he said and doesn’t regret a single word.

      “Can I walk you to your car?”

      “Sure,” I agree, trying to recover from the latest development. “I’d like that.”

      We make our way through the crowd, Hendrix’s strong hand wrapped around mine.

      “When is the next race?” I ask once we make it outside and head toward the car.

      “Usually, it’s Thursday through Saturday nights.”

      “And you go every night?” I ask him.

      “Yeah. We try to, anyway. It’s an easy way to make some money.”

      “Cocky,” I say with a smile. He laughs.

      “I’ve earned the right to be cocky though. I always win. Same with Kade and Thorne.”

      “And what if you raced each other?”

      “Well, don’t tell the others, but it would still be me.”

      I laugh, and he tugs me closer to his side. His dark hair falls over his forehead and I reach up, brushing it back like it’s the most natural thing in the world. His eyes soften as he stares down at me, and I clear my throat.

      “What are you going to do after graduation? Go race cars professionally?”

      “No, we’re planning on opening our own garage and restoration place here in California.”

      We’re almost to the car now and we both slow our pace, wanting to draw out our time together.

      “It’s nice that you have such close friends.”

      “I know. We met a few years ago and just hit it off. We’ve been best friends ever since.”

      Our time is up and I bite my lip as we pause a few feet away from Malia’s car.

      “Can I take you out to dinner?” Hendrix asks once I glance up at him.

      “When?”

      “Tomorrow night? Or well, tonight,” he says when he checks his phone and sees that it’s after midnight.

      “You won’t be racing?” I ask him.

      “No, I can skip a race for something more important. It will give the others a chance to win,” he says with a grin, and I laugh.

      “Alright,” I say quietly.

      “Really?”

      He’s so freaking cute, which isn’t something I’d normally associate with a guy who participates in less-than-legal racing and betting, but it’s true. Hendrix is so excited, and yeah, I see a hint of that golden retriever I’ve always wanted in a guy.

      “Really really,” I reply with a grin.

      “What’s your number?” he asks and I rattle it off.

      I feel my phone buzz in my pocket and I know that he just texted me.

      “Were you worried that I gave you the wrong number?” I ask, and he laughs.

      “No, this way you have mine. We can discuss dinner since I know you need to leave.”

      I glance over to the car to see Malia and Elodie waiting.

      “I better go. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Can’t wait.”

      I wave awkwardly at him before I climb into the backseat and we take off toward home.
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      Hendrix

      

      I always thought it was weird that the guys in movies or TV shows were nervous when they were getting ready to go out on a date. I mean, you already asked the girl out, and she said yes, so, she must be into you, too, right? What’s there to be nervous about?

      Now I finally get it.

      It feels like my whole future with Locklyn is riding on tonight. There’s so much pressure to make this the best date of her life, so she wants to do it again. And then again over and over again until she’s got my ring on her finger.

      “Why are you sweating so much?” Kade asks around a bite of bagel.

      “Shut up,” I grumble, and Thorne peeks around the bathroom door, grinning when he sees that I am indeed sweating.

      “What do you have planned for tonight?” he asks.

      “Dinner and then maybe a bar or something downtown,” I tell them.

      “Hmm,” Thorne says, and my anxiety spikes.

      “What does that mean? Is that a bad hmm?”

      He seems surprised by my concern and blinks.

      “No, I mean, this is Sequoia. There aren’t a lot of options. As long as you aren’t hitting up a drive-through for dinner, you should be good, man.”

      I nod, my shoulders relaxing slightly. I know that he’s right. Sequoia is a small town, and the romantic venues are limited to Bella Italia and The Capital Grille. I chose The Capital Grill since they seemed to have more options.

      “You better get going,” Kade says, and my heart feels like it lodges in my throat as I push past them and head for the front door.

      “Call if you need any tips!” Kade says, and I roll my eyes.

      “You don’t date either. What tips are the two of you going to give me?” I retort.

      “I’ll have you know that Thorne had a steady girlfriend for years. We’re a wealth of knowledge,” Kade says.

      I can see the moment that it hits him, and we both wince as we turn to Thorne. He’s staring off into space, something that he’s been doing a lot of lately, and my stomach sinks.

      He’s been acting so strange ever since he ran into Elodie again. I know he’s tried to talk to her at least twice, but she keeps ducking away. He’s close to snapping, though. He needs to talk to her to find some kind of closure, I guess. I wouldn’t know. He refuses to talk to Kade and me about what happened back then or even what’s happening between them right now.

      Thorne clears his throat, and I grab my keys off the entryway table.

      “Don’t wait up,” I say, trying to lighten the mood, and both guys roll their eyes and head into the living room.

      I jog down the apartment steps and slide behind the wheel of my car. Locklyn offered just to meet me at the restaurant, but I wanted to pick her up. I want to open her doors for her and be the perfect gentleman. I want to spend as much time as I can with her. I want to show her that I can take care of her.

      Her apartment building is only a few streets over, so it only takes me minutes to get there. I park in an empty spot by the door and climb out. I had grabbed her flowers after class, but they got a little wilted in the car so I shove them into the backseat of my Mustang and head for the front door.

      She lives on the third floor, and I take the stairs, needing a little time to give myself a pep talk.

      She likes you. This date is going to be fine and you’ll have plans for a second one before you drop her off at the end of the night. Everything is going to work out.

      I’m not sure that I fully believe that, but it will have to do because I’m in front of her door.

      I knock and try to calm my racing heart as I hear movement inside the apartment. A moment later, the door swings open and my mouth drops.

      “Whoa,” I whisper, and Locklyn grins.

      “Thanks,” she says.

      She’s wearing a pale pink dress that hits her midthigh. The thin material clings to her curves and has my mouthwatering. She’s curled and pinned part of her ashy brown hair up and it’s left her neck bare. All I can think about is trailing kisses up that smooth column of skin. Would she let me suck on the sensitive skin there? Would she like it if I marked her?

      My cock strains against the zipper of my pants and I clear my throat, trying to tame my lust filled thoughts.

      “You look beautiful,” I tell her, and she smiles.

      “Thanks. You don’t look so bad yourself,” she says.

      Her eyes take in my white button down shirt and dark jeans. I don’t have a ton of fancy clothes. There isn’t much need for them here in Sequoia, but I’m hoping that it’s nice enough for The Capital Grille.

      “Thanks. Are you all set to go?” I ask, and she nods, stepping out into the hall and closing the door behind her.

      We head downstairs and over to my car. I open the passenger door for her, and she smiles, her dark green eyes shining up at me. Something about that look puts me at ease and I take a deep breath, relaxing as I slip behind the wheel.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask.

      “Starving.”

      “Good.”

      I smile as I back out of the parking spot and head toward downtown Sequoia. All of the businesses in town are located on the same three block stretch. The Capital Grille is on the other side of town. It’s set a little ways away from the nearest building and surrounded by a forest. It gives the place a more intimate feeling, perfect for a date with the woman of my dreams.

      I park, and Locklyn shifts in her seat to unbuckle. She pauses when she sees the half dead bouquet in the backseat, and I wince.

      “Yeah, those were for you. I didn’t think that they would wilt so much in this weather,” I tell her, and she bites back a smile.

      “I guess you’ll just have to get me more for our next date.”

      I grin, trying not to whoop in victory that she’s already looking forward to another date. I’m not sure what changed her mind about me, but I sure as hell am not going to look a gift horse in the mouth. I climb out of the car and hurry around the hood to open her door for her.

      “Have you been here before?” she asks as we head up to the front door.

      “No, but it’s supposed to be good.”

      We walk in and are seated right away at a little booth in the back. Locklyn is busy looking around the place and I take the opportunity to study her.

      She’s so damn pretty. Her features look even more delicate in the glow of the flickering candle in the middle of the table. It keeps casting light and shadows across her eyes, making the green appear darker and then lighter.

      “What looks good?” Locklyn asks, opening her menu. I have to bite my tongue before I can reply you.

      “Uh, I’m not sure yet,” I say, opening my own menu.

      “I’m thinking steak or maybe a burger. I haven’t had a good one of either in forever,” she says, and I nod.

      “Sounds good.”

      Our waiter comes over to our table and we both order water. He sets down a basket of bread and some butter and Locklyn grabs a roll as he walks away.

      “Are Thorne and Kade still racing tonight?” she asks as she butters it.

      “Yeah, they’re probably just leaving our place now.”

      “Do you regret coming here instead?”

      “Hell no,” I say admittedly. “I’d choose dinner with you over racing any day of the week.”

      “Even if we were eating something really disgusting?” Her eyes twinkle with mischief, and goddamn if I don’t want to kiss that look off her face.

      “Like the meatloaf at the cafeteria at school?”

      She giggles, nodding and I grin.

      “Yeah, even then.”

      The waiter comes back and takes our order, returning in about fifteen minutes with our meals. I watch Locklyn take a huge bite of her burger, a bit of sauce dripping down her chin. I smile at her, loving that she’s not shy about eating in front of me.

      When her tongue darts out to lick up the sauce, I bite back a groan. Christ, she’s somehow a tempting siren and an adorable curvy pixie at the same time. I love both sides of her.

      We talk about classes and plans for the future, and I throw in a few hints at her sticking around Sequoia after graduation to test the waters. Each time, Locklyn smiles and nods her head like she’s really considering it. I hope so.

      “That was delicious,” Locklyn announces when she’s finished her meal. “I’ve been eating the cafeteria food and macaroni and cheese for too long. I didn’t realize what I was missing.”

      I discreetly pay the bill and walk Locklyn outside with a hand at the small of her back.

      “You’ll have to let me take you out again,” I whisper into the shell of her ear. “We could try Bella Italia next time,” I suggest, and she smiles shyly over at me.

      “I’d love to.”

      “How about tomorrow night?”

      “You’re going to miss another race?” she asks, and I shrug. “I wish I could, but I need to work on that project for our marketing class.”

      “Come over to my place. We can work on it together,” I suggest.

      She studies me for a moment as we climb into the car. I’m about to shut her door when she nods.

      “Alright.”

      I grin, leaning down to give her a kiss on the nose. She smiles, her eyelashes fluttering against her slightly flushed cheeks. I shut her door and fist pump the air as I walk around to the other side of the car.

      “I saw that,” she tells me as I climb in, and I just smirk.

      “I bet that you were doing the same thing in here.”

      “Maybe,” she says, smirking back at me.

      “Want to take a stroll through downtown?” I ask.

      I’m not nearly ready for this date to be over; she must feel the same way because she agrees. I pull out of the restaurant parking lot and drive half a block down to where there’s some public parking.

      We climb out, and this time, I take her hand in mine as we start to walk down the street. A lot of the shops are closed up for the night. The only thing still open are the bars and clubs.

      “Do you want to go to the racetrack instead?” Locklyn asks as we reach the end of the block.

      I shake my head. “I want to keep you all to myself tonight. I like feeling like we’re the only two people in the world.”

      Locklyn stops, turning to face me. I cup the side of her face, brushing my thumb across her cheek.

      “That was really sweet,” she whispers before nibbling her bottom lip.

      “I can be sweet,” I murmur, leaning down to rub my nose against hers.

      Locklyn nods, our lips inches apart. “And I can be naughty,” she breathes out right before her lips meet mine.

      I’m instantly addicted to her taste as she opens up for me, letting me slide my tongue inside her mouth. We’ve shared chaste kisses before, but nothing about this is chaste.

      The kiss turns heated, possessive even, as Locklyn fists my shirt and pulls me closer. I groan, sliding my hands around to her back and cupping her ass. She moans, wrapping her arms around my neck as I squeeze her soft flesh.

      We finally break apart, both needing some air, but I don’t let her get very far. Locklyn tips her head back as I trail kisses down her neck, nipping and licking her most sensitive spots along the way.

      “So beautiful,” I murmur, pressing a kiss over her pulse point. “So damn responsive.”

      Locklyn shudders in my arms, nodding her head. “Everything you do drives me crazy,” she admits softly. I smirk wickedly, then scrape my teeth down her neck before sucking on her skin.

      It isn’t long before our mouths find each other, both of us desperate for another hit. I walk us a few steps backward, pressing Locklyn’s back against the wall of the nearest building. She whimpers as I grind my cock against her center, and I nearly lose it when I feel her heat.

      “Gotta stop,” I pant, nuzzling into the side of her neck. “Or else we might get arrested for indecent exposure.”

      Locklyn lets out a breathy laugh, and I give her one last kiss before stepping back and helping her get put back together after our little makeout session.

      “Have you been to any of these shops?” I ask her, taking her hand in mine as we start walking by Bleachers Bar.

      “Only that one,” she says, nodding toward the entrance to the western themed bar.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, we went when I first moved in with Elodie and Malia. I think Malia was meeting her friend Gwen or something, but it was packed and I didn’t really get to meet her. Or I didn’t really get to talk to her much.”

      “Yeah, that place is always packed.”

      “Do you go there a lot?”

      “No, it’s not really my scene. I can get free alcohol at a party on campus. To be honest though, we spend most of our time away from campus at the track, and drinking and racing don’t go well together.”

      We step over a crack in the sidewalk and I tug her closer to my side. My phone buzzes in my pocket but I ignore it.

      “I should probably head home. I need to get caught up on homework tomorrow,” she says, her hand smothering a yawn.

      “Sure. What time did you want to have our study date tomorrow?” I ask as we cross the road and head back to my car.

      “Maybe like four? I need to run some errands in the morning and help the girls clean the apartment before I leave.”

      “Four is perfect.”

      We climb into the car and I head back toward campus and her apartment.

      “California, well, Sequoia must be a real culture shock for you,” I say as we drive down the mostly deserted streets.

      “A little, but I was getting tired of the crowds and traffic in New York so this was a welcome change.”

      “Do you plan on going home for the holidays?” I ask as I turn onto her street.

      “Maybe? I haven’t really thought that far ahead yet. It might be cool to just hang out here instead.”

      I nod, hoping that she chooses to stay. I pull into her apartment complex parking lot, and she sighs as she unbuckles.

      “Thanks for dinner,” she says as I park and I nod.

      “Anytime. Any requests for dinner tomorrow?”

      “Hmm, maybe tacos?”

      “You got it.”

      She smiles at me, her teeth shiny in the harsh light coming from a nearby streetlight. I lean across the console, unable to stay away any longer. Locklyn’s eyes flash with lust, and she meets me halfway, our tongues tangling the instant we make connection.

      She’s so passionate, so eager, and goddamn if I’m not right there with her. I want to experience everything with this girl, but I need to do things the right way.

      Reluctantly, I pull back, giving her a kiss on the forehead. “Tomorrow night,” I rasp, reminding myself as much as her that we’ll see each other soon.

      “Tomorrow night,” she repeats, giving me an adorable grin. “Can’t wait.”

      I watch her walk up to her apartment, sighing with contentment. I convinced my girl to go on another date with me, and this time, we won’t be out in public. Maybe I’ll get to taste the sweetness between her thighs if she’ll let me…
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      Locklyn

      

      I’ve barely been able to concentrate all day, knowing I’d be seeing Hendrix again. I’m surprised I made it through my classes, but since it’s Friday, I had a lighter load at least.

      Good thing, too, because I was distracted with thoughts of my man since the moment he dropped me off last night. Our date was perfect. He held doors open for me, he made me feel special and wanted, and we shared an easy conversation. And then there was that kiss.

      Okay, it was more like a thousand kisses, each one more drugging than the last. I have no idea what came over me at that moment, but I needed his lips on mine, needed to feel and taste and consume everything about him.

      I try brushing those thoughts aside as I head up the stairs to Hendrix’s apartment. I’m about to knock on the door when it swings open, Hendrix pulling me inside and pressing me against the wall before his lips crash down on mine.

      I get lost in our kiss, surrendering to each powerful stroke of his tongue, melting against him and letting him take control. Hendrix groans as his hands tangle in my hair, angling me just right so he can kiss me deeper.

      Tipping my head back, I break our kiss to gulp down air. Hendrix pants as he rests his forehead on mine, an adorably sexy grin stretching across his face.

      “Hi,” he murmurs, his brown eyes gleaming with golden sparkles.

      “Hi,” I say back, smiling under his attention.

      “I couldn’t stop thinking about you all day.”

      “Same,” I agree, nodding my head.

      We’re both drawn back into a kiss like neither of us can stay away from the other for too long. Hendrix breathes me in, grinding his hard body against mine and letting me know just how much he wants me.

      “Fuck,” he grunts, pulling back slightly so he can cup my face in both hands. “You’re irresistible, baby girl. But I promised we’d work on homework.” Hendrix pouts, making me laugh.

      “Good boys get rewarded, you know,” I tease. Hendrix smirks at me, dropping his hands so he can nibble on my earlobe.

      “I can’t wait,” he rasps, kissing my pulse point before stepping away.

      I take a few moments to catch my breath, still needing the support of the wall to keep my legs from giving out completely. Hendrix takes my hand, leading me to the living room where he has a few snacks and drinks on the coffee table for us. I smile at his thoughtfulness.

      “Let’s get to work so we can play later,” he says, his voice deep and seductive.

      I nod my head, then grab my backpack from where I dropped it in the doorway. Digging through the bag, I roll my eyes when I realize I didn’t pack my marketing textbook. In fact, I didn’t even grab the right binder with all my notes.

      “Everything okay?” Hendrix asks, taking a few steps in my direction.

      “I forgot pretty much everything I need for this project,” I sigh. The man grins, making my heart do somersaults in my chest.

      “Were you distracted?” he murmurs, stepping into my personal space. He tucks a few strands of hair behind my ear, barely brushing his nose and lips across my neck and collarbone.

      “Maybe a little,” I admit, tipping my head back to give him more access.

      “Were you thinking about me when you were getting ready to come over here? Thinking about our kiss? What we might do now that we’re alone?”

      “Yes,” I say softly, my voice desperate even to my own ears.

      Hendrix groans against my neck, his hands trailing up and down my sides, setting every nerve ending on fire. “Maybe you forgot your books on purpose,” he muses, nipping at my sensitive skin before licking the sting away. “Or subconsciously you wanted tonight to be more than a study date.”

      I nod, a tingle running down my spine at his whispered words. “It wasn’t on purpose, but I’m not mad about how things are turning out,” I say in what I hope is a seductive voice.

      Hendrix growls, pulling my bottom lip through his teeth.

      “Can I distract you even more, then? Can I show you how perfect you are? How much I want you?”

      “Yes, please,” I breathe out, so ready for whatever this man has to offer.

      Hendrix growls again, and the next thing I know, he's sweeping me up into his arms and carrying me toward his bedroom, bridal style. I giggle at his eagerness and then gasp when he tosses me down on his bed, falling on top of me and kissing me breathless once again.

      “You’re so perfect for me, Locklyn,” he murmurs. It’s a tender moment amidst our lust-filled kisses, and it makes me fall even harder for him.

      Hendrix gives me a devious smile, kissing the tip of my nose before ripping my shirt open. I gasp, then moan as he pulls down the cups of my bra and sucks my nipples. Hendrix grunts around a mouthful of my breast, the vibrations rocking me to my core.

      “Need you naked, sweetheart. Need to see all of you. Every single inch.” He sounds like he’s in pain. Hendrix is not the kind of man who would beg for anything, but I can hear the desperate plea in his voice. Knowing he wants me that much makes me feel unbelievably sexy and powerful.

      I push him off me, giving him what I hope is a sexy, teasing smile. It must work because his brown eyes turn dark and stormy the moment he realizes this is really going to happen, that I want him as much as he wants me.

      I reach behind my back to unhook my bra, but Hendrix stops me. I give him a questioning look, but he just kisses the tip of my nose and unhooks my bra himself. He continues to undress me slowly, pulling down my jeans and panties, scattering sweet kisses along my skin as he goes.

      When I’m fully naked before him, Hendrix stands back and looks me over from head to toe. I should feel embarrassed or vulnerable, being naked in front of someone for the first time. But there’s no doubt that Hendrix likes what he sees. His jaw tenses, his nostrils flare, and his hands clench into fists at his sides. The already impressive bulge in his pants swells even bigger, making me lick my lips.

      “Jesus Christ, you’re even better than I imagined, baby. Spread your legs. Let me see your pretty pussy.”

      I don’t hesitate to follow his command. Once I’m spread out for him on the bed, he stands in front of me and stares right between my legs. Again, I should be shy or embarrassed, but the way he’s looking at me banishes every single thought except that one word. More.

      He wipes a hand down his face and shakes his head as if pulling himself out of a trance. Slowly, Hendrix peels his shirt off, revealing his hard, delicious muscles. I can't wait to feel them pressed up against my chest while he's sliding deep inside me.

      My dirty thoughts have more wetness dripping down my thighs. Hendrix practically snarls, his eyes locked onto my core. He makes quick work of the rest of his clothes and strokes his massive cock.

      “I don’t even know where to begin,” he says more to himself than to me.

      His confession makes me bold. I slide my hand down my torso and dip my fingers into my pussy, rubbing my clit and then spreading myself open for him. “How about right here?”

      “Fuck,” he groans, falling to his knees and dragging my ass to the edge of the bed. He bats my hand away and buries his face between my thighs, sucking on my folds and making me cry out at the unexpected pleasure.

      I try to wiggle away from the onslaught of sensations, but Hendrix keeps me in place with a hand over my stomach, increasing the pressure while lapping at my swollen clit.

      “Oh, god,” I breathe out, my thighs jerking closed as I buck my hips.

      He pries my legs apart, flattening them on the mattress as he continues to eat me out with a single-minded intensity. Sharp bliss cuts through me, and I come with a silent scream, my pussy contracting almost painfully with each wave of bliss.

      Hendrix grunts and laps up my release. “Again,” he says into my throbbing cunt, licking me up and down, over and over, keeping me right on the edge and then throwing me over into another orgasm.

      He places sloppy, opened-mouthed kisses up my stomach and between my breasts while I float back down to earth. When he kisses me, I taste myself on him and moan, deepening our kiss until Hendrix pulls back and gasps for air.

      “Ready, love?” he asks, rubbing his hard cock up and down my slit.

      “Yes,” I breathe out, nodding my head. “Please take my virginity, Hendrix.”

      He stops breathing for a second and then rests his forehead on mine. "God, sweet girl… You’re my first, too. My everything.” He takes a second to compose himself, then looks at me with such reverence I almost feel like crying. I’m surprised that he hasn’t been with anyone, but beyond excited that we’re sharing this important moment together. “Do you trust me?"

      “With all my heart,” I don’t hesitate to answer.

      “Good, that’s good, sweetheart. It’s going to hurt, but I promise I’ll make it so good you’ll forget all about the pain in a second.” He presses his dick inside of me, just a little bit, stretching me wide open. “Relax, Locklyn. Let me in,” he murmurs, kissing me deeply as he thrusts all the way inside.

      There’s a moment of pressure. A slight pinch. A split second of pain. And then he’s inside me, stretching me and filling me so perfectly. I cling to him as he holds himself still. “I’ve got you, love. I’m right here.”

      “Hendrix, please,” I whimper.

      He grunts, shaking with the effort of not moving. “It’ll pass soon, baby.”

      “No, that's not…” I wiggle my hips, causing him to go even deeper. “Yes!” I gasp. “Please, I need you to move.”

      Instead of answering, Hendrix hisses out a breath and angles his hips before backing off and slowly entering me again. I feel his thick cock slide against the walls of my pussy in shallow, controlled thrusts. But that’s not what I want.

      “More, I need more.”

      Hendrix pulls almost all the way out and stares between us where the evidence of my virginity is smeared on his cock. We both groan at the sight. I had no idea how hot it would be.

      I cry out when he slams home in one hard thrust, rocking me to my very core. One hand glides down my body, cupping my breast, then kneading the soft flesh of my hip. I’ve always been self-conscious of my curves, but they fit perfectly in Hendrix’s hands as he caresses and worships every inch of me.

      Hendrix continues his exploration of my body, sliding his hand up and down my outer thigh. He grips me behind my knee, opening me up more for him and pressing my leg up against my chest.

      “Oh my God, yes, yes, yes!” I moan. At this angle, he’s hitting that spot again, the one that sparks every single nerve ending I have and makes me shake uncontrollably.

      “There it is. So. Fucking. Hot,” he groans in between rough strokes.

      My pussy gushes for him, our bodies making wet, sticky sounds as we grind against each other and chase after our pleasure. Hendrix buries his face into the side of my neck and grunts each time he hits home.

      I feel my muscles tense and pull tight against my skin as he pounds into me over and over, splitting me open and demanding my orgasm. My entire body throbs, not understanding what’s about to happen, but wanting it anyway.

      “I feel you, baby. You’re so close.”

      I nod my head, whimpering and panting into his mouth before sealing my lips over his. My nails bite into his shoulders, my back bows off the bed, and my thighs tighten around his hips as I come. Hard. It feels like my chest is being ripped open as I scream for him to keep going, again, harder, deeper, more, more, more.

      I’m expecting him to come with me, but he just keeps hammering into me until I’m completely spent. I don’t have any time to recover before he pulls out, grips my hips, and flips me over onto my stomach, positioning me on all fours and thrusting back inside.

      “Jesus, fuck, so tight,” he grits out.

      I can't even breathe, he's so deep inside me, stroking his thick cock in and out and taking what he needs from me. I'm sore and swollen, and still, I want more. I begin rocking back into him, making him growl and tighten his grip on my hips.

      “Yes, Hendrix, I love it like this,” I moan, not sure where this confident, bold side of me is coming from.

      “Goddamn, baby, I'll give this to you every single day if it makes you happy.”

      I can’t speak so I nod my head and whimper out some sort of response. Hendrix must like it, because he picks up his speed, using his strong arms to bounce me off his cock. My fingers curl into the sheets as I throw my head back and let out a broken cry.

      A storm swirls deep in my core, the pressure gathering and threatening to consume me, body and soul. Hendrix reaches around me and rubs furious circles over my clit, grinding his dick against me and filling me up completely. My orgasm flashes through me like lightning piercing through the sky. The storm clouds break open, raining down pleasure and washing me out to sea. I’m drowning in ecstasy when I hear Hendrix's thunderous roar. He empties himself deep inside my pussy, his cock twitching and filling me up with so much cum it spills out of me.

      He collapses on top of me, pressing my body into the mattress. I love feeling his weight on top of me like he’s anchoring me right here, keeping me in the moment.

      Eventually, Hendrix rolls over onto his back, getting settled before he drags me over his chest and tucks me into his side.

      “Yeah, that was better than doing homework,” I say, curling further into Hendrix.

      He barks out a laugh, then squeezes me tighter, placing a sweet kiss on the top of my head. “Goddamn right it was. Can’t wait to do it again.”

      I nod, propping myself up on his chest. Hendrix chuckles, tracing a line from the center of my forehead down my nose and over my lips. I smile, then playfully bite the tip of his finger.

      “But first, you need rest. And sustenance.” I pout, but Hendrix just presses a kiss to my forehead before settling back down. “Rest first, then I’ll make us dinner later.” I nod, my eyelids already feeling heavy.

      I briefly wonder when his roommates will be home as Hendrix pulls the blankets over us, then wraps himself around me, holding me close as we drift in and out of sleep.
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      Hendrix

      

      I lie awake, listening to Locklyn’s soft little snores and counting her breaths. I feel each intake of air as her lungs expand and then contract. It’s calming in a way I didn’t know I needed. She’s here, she’s really here in my arms, right where she belongs.

      The sun set quite a while ago, but my Locklyn hasn’t moved and neither have I. She pretty much passed out the moment I tucked her into my side, but I don’t mind. The girl deserves to rest after what we did.

      God, being with her was incredible. More than incredible. It was life altering. Soul shattering. Coming deep inside her was absolutely indescribable and yet, without a doubt, the most profound moment of my life.

      My dick grows hard just thinking about how it felt being inside her snug little pussy. She trusted me with her body, her virginity, her pleasure. She begged me, and God, I’ll never forget our first time together. I can’t wait to be inside her again, but I know my girl has to be sore. Each thrust tore at my sanity until I lost my mind completely and fucked her so damn hard.

      Locklyn moans softly in her sleep, then wiggles her hips, trying to get closer to me. I can’t stop the deep, hungry growl rising up from my chest when she adjusts her leg and grazes my hard as fuck dick. She’s still asleep, but her leg hooks around mine, her knee rubbing up against my nearly painful erection.

      I reach down and wrap my hand around the back of her knee. I meant to push her leg away so I don’t come all over myself like a teenager, but instead, I find myself grinding against her. I sink my teeth into my bottom lip as unbelievable pleasure rolls through me. How can I be so close to the edge from just this simple touch?

      But I already know the answer. It’s her. Everything about her. I’ll never get enough. I know I need to stop, but she feels so damn good. Precum leaks out of me, my raging hard-on needing some kind of relief. When Locklyn rubs her soaking wet core up against my thigh, I groan loudly, unable to contain the sound.

      Locklyn returns my groan with one of her own, awareness slowly creeping into her movements as she wakes up. Her nails bite into my bare chest, snapping the last thread of my control. Wrapping her long brown hair around my fist, I tilt her head back, growling when I see her eyes ablaze. My lips are on hers in the next second.

      I swallow down her cries of pleasure as I devour her. Her curvy little body writhes against mine, creating delicious, torturous friction. I need more. Need to feel her from the inside out. Need to consume her, taste her sweat, bite her soft skin, and drink down everything she’s offering.

      “Hendrix,” she whimpers into my mouth before capturing my lips once more. I pull her on top of me so she’s straddling my lap. Locklyn breaks our kiss, gasping for air. “Hendrix,” she says again as she rolls her hips.

      Locklyn’s pussy lips wrap around my cock, fluttering around my length and driving me insane. I’ve never had this overwhelmingly primal need to claim, to possess, to own someone completely. Locklyn rests her forehead on mine as a shudder ripples through her. I know she’s as desperate as I am when a pained whimper escapes her mouth.

      She sits up, steadying herself with both hands on my chest. I grip her hips and lift her up, positioning her dripping wet hole over the head of my cock. I hiss out a breath and squeeze my eyes shut, trying with everything in me not to come like this. Her cunt pulses, massaging my sensitive dick and making me buck my hips involuntarily and slide a few inches inside of her.

      “Are you sure, baby?” I grit out.

      Instead of answering, Locklyn bites her bottom lip and nods, her eyes flashing more teal than brown at the moment, telling me everything I need to know. Slowly, so slowly, Locklyn sinks down on my length, her pussy stretching obscenely wide around my cock.

      I drag my eyes up her body, taking in her pale skin and chestnut brown hair. She’s practically glowing in the moonlight streaming through the window. I watch in awe as the silver light kisses the side of her face, her breasts, her thighs. My fingers skim over everywhere the light touches, needing to feel this goddess as she brings me unimaginable pleasure.

      Locklyn tilts her head back and claws down my chest, gasping for air once she’s fully seated. I grip her hips, anchoring her to me, keeping her right here. Her core ripples around my cock, making the fucker jerk and leak more precum inside of her.

      “You feel so good,” I whisper, unable to find my voice as I get lost in the way our bodies are connected on every level.

      I help her find her rhythm, rolling her hips and grinding her down on my swollen dick. Each movement sends sharp pangs of ecstasy shooting through my veins. I know she feels it, too, with each breathy moan that falls from her lips.

      Locklyn’s eyes snap open, locking onto mine. I see the moment she recognizes her power. Her strength. Those brown eyes turn fierce, almost feral as she lifts up on her knees and drops down on me, her little hole swallowing my dick completely.

      I cup the back of her neck and pull her down for a kiss, tasting her sweetness as she brings both of us closer, closer, closer…

      "Hendrix," she whispers. "Hendrix...Hendrix...fuck…" Her whimpers turn into moans, louder, louder until she's crying out my name, her voice broken as she comes all around my cock. Goddamn, she comes with her whole body, every muscle tensing and releasing as her orgasm works its way through her.

      I keep her right here with me, her forehead resting on mine as she shakes and releases more of her juices. I feel her cum drip down my dick and coat my balls… and holy hell, is she coming again? Locklyn buries her face into the side of my neck, muffling her scream as an intense orgasm rips through her curvy little body.

      Something breaks loose inside me, leaving me unhinged and wild with need. I flip Locklyn onto her back and rut into her throbbing  pussy, grunting with each thrust. She bows her back and wraps her legs around my hips, digging her heels into my ass.

      I lean down and suck on her breast, teasing one nipple and then the other, back and forth until I feel her fingernails bite into the back of my head. She pulls my hair and tilts my head up before slamming her mouth down on mine.

      My greedy girl rocks into me, meeting me frantic thrust for frantic thrust. I break our kiss and inhale sharply, feeling my orgasm barrel through me. With a roar, I let go of every fucking thing and come so damn hard I feel my bones rattle.

      Locklyn’s cries carve through the night air as her channel squeezes and snaps around me, milking me and prolonging our pleasure. We’re both shaking and panting as we cling to each other, riding out the last of our climax.

      I collapse, rolling to the side and wrapping myself around Locklyn with her back to my front. We stay tangled up like that for long moments, Locklyn taking deep breaths while I whisper how much she means to me and that she’s safe right here in my arms.

      Eventually, she turns to face me, her green eyes filled with a million emotions. I give her a soft smile, hoping she trusts me enough to tell me what’s on her mind.

      “I noticed you have some scars on your back and torso,” she says softly like she’s afraid to ask what she really wants to. “I remember you telling me your dad had a temper. Did he…?”

      My sweet girl looks like she’s about to cry. She has such a big heart, but she doesn’t need to be sad for me. I’m the happiest I’ve ever been.

      “He did,” I confirm. “My father was an abusive asshole, at least to me and my brother.”

      “Hendrix,” she murmurs, her fingers tracing over one of the marks on my shoulder.

      I gather up her hand in mine, kissing each of her fingertips. “Any pain I endured in the past is nothing compared to the joy and satisfaction of having you here with me now,” I tell her truthfully. “I’m so damn glad you gave me a second chance, baby. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      She nods, tucking her head into my shoulder. I comb my fingers through her hair, captivated by the soft strands against my rough skin.

      “I’m sorry I freaked out that day,” she says, her eyebrows furrowing. “I guess I just…” Locklyn sighs heavily as I continue to hold her and caress her curvy body in calming strokes. “My parents weren’t exactly the warm and fuzzy type, you know?”

      I nod my head, encouraging her to continue.

      “They had kids so they could be the perfect all-American family and rise through the social ranks of New York City’s elite. That whole socialite culture is so toxic, and everyone is constantly backstabbing each other to get ahead or to get juicy gossip or to just be petty for no reason. I’m so sorry, Hendrix. I shouldn’t have judged you or assumed you were just like the people I grew up with.”

      “You don’t have to apologize for anything, Locklyn. I’m sorry you grew up like that,” I whisper. Locklyn shrugs.

      “It’s nothing compared to what you went through.”

      “Hey,” I say softly, tipping her chin up so we’re eye to eye. “Your pain and trauma is valid, baby girl. But just because we have different scars, doesn’t mean we can’t heal together, yeah?”

      My precious girl nods her head, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Thank you,” she whispers. “You’re incredible.”

      I shake my head no, brushing my nose against hers. “You are, sweetheart. I can’t believe you’re mine.” Locklyn smiles, a blush staining her features.

      I get us settled back down underneath the covers, thanking every god I can think of that we somehow found each other.
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      Locklyn

      

      Hendrix and I have been together for a blissful two weeks, though it feels like we’ve already known each other forever.

      We’ve been pretty much inseparable since our amazing night together, where we shared not only our bodies but our very souls. Elodie and Malia have been teasing me that I’m going to move out just as quickly as their last roommate. I don’t tell them that I secretly hope that’s the case.

      It’s crazy, I realize, but I’m so in love with Hendrix it’s ridiculous. Despite our rocky start, he’s never made me feel bad or held it over me. He sincerely seems thankful every minute of every day that I’m with him. It’s intoxicating, being the sole focus of his attention. I love it.

      “I’m going to grab a snack before the next race starts,” Malia tells Elodie and me before heading to one of the concession booths.

      We’re back at the Stud Farm for more Friday night races. I never thought I’d be into the whole race car thing, but watching Hendrix in action is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. He looks so powerful and in control when he’s behind the wheel. I love the way his muscles tense and flex when he grips the throttle or switches gears.

      My favorite part though is when he wins. Hendrix jumps out of his car, immediately searching the crowd for me. I’m always right there, already running toward him. I love the possessive look he gets when he sees me across the track. It makes me shamefully wet, which is something Hendrix loves to help clean up.

      “Thinking about your man again?” Elodie asks.

      She’s smiling, but there’s something off about it. She’s still not over her weird slump with Thorne and refuses to talk to either Malia or me about it. Still, I try one more time.

      “Always,” I say with a grin. “What about you, though? Anyone catch your eye?”

      Her eyes immediately dart toward where Thorne is standing next to his car. I don’t think she’s even aware of it, which makes this whole thing even more intriguing.

      “Nope. I’m not dating anyone right now. Or possibly ever,” she adds, mumbling the last part.

      I want to question her further, but I already know I’m not going to get anywhere. Besides, Hendrix’s race is about to start.

      Just like every time I watch him race, my heart stutters as the engines roar to life, adrenaline spiking my veins when the flag is dropped. Hendrix pulls out in front, drifting effortlessly around the first turn before gunning it on the straightaway.

      There’s no doubt he’s extremely talented, and I know he would crush it if he ever went pro. I’m selfishly glad he doesn’t want that lifestyle, though. I don’t know what I would do if he got into one of those horrible pile-ups you sometimes see in the news. I shiver just thinking about it.

      No, I very much like the idea of settling down with a safer profession so he can be there for our family. There I go again, getting way ahead of myself. I accused Hendrix of a jump start after we first met, so I don’t want to go and do the same thing by bringing up kids.

      My heart speeds up as Hendrix rounds the next corner, flying by the fence where I’m standing and cheering. He’s a blur, and yet I somehow know he saw me. He’s always seen me.

      The crowd goes wild when my man crosses the finish line, and I wait until the second car pulls to a stop before hopping the fence.

      Hendrix gets out of his car, but before he can look for me, a couple of guys rush forward, crowding his space.

      “Great race, Hendrix!” one of them slurs, patting him on the shoulder. The closer I get, the more I see how drunk the people next to Hendrix are.

      “Hey, where’s that chick that’s always hanging on you after the races?” another guy says, his voice a little too loud.

      “Oh yeah, she’s got a nice set of tits,” the first guy nearly shouts, pantomiming squeezing breasts.

      “The fuck did you say?” Hendrix growls, shoving one of the guys away. He stumbles back into his friend, who barely manages to catch him.

      “Whoa, hey man, I was just saying you got a nice little piece of ass after each race. Must be nice.”

      “Yeah, does she have a sister?”

      I’m almost to them when Hendrix clenches his fists at his side. Every muscle is tense, and I somehow know he’s about to attack these two stupid, drunk assholes. I can’t have my man going to jail for assault his senior year of college, especially over these idiots.

      “Hendrix,” I call out two seconds before launching myself into his arms.

      He looks shocked to see me, and maybe a little apprehensive, like he thought I’d be mad. I get it, considering the last time something like this happened. The difference is, I know Hendrix is a good man. I know he loves me. I love him, too, and it’s about time I told him.

      I don’t let him say anything before kissing the breath from his lungs. I curl my arms around his neck, and Hendrix lifts me up, encouraging me to wrap my legs around him too. I do, loving the way our bodies fit together.

      When we break apart for air, I look at the two drunks over my shoulder, glaring at them. “Fuck off,” I spit out before turning back to Hendrix.

      He grins, then dives back in, kissing me with more intensity this time as he presses my back against the side of his car.

      “God, I love you, Locklyn,” he rasps into the shell of my ear.

      “Hey,” I pant. “I was going to tell you that first.”

      Hendrix freezes, then leans back just enough so we’re eye to eye. “Say it,” he commands.

      “I love you, Hendrix.”

      He closes his eyes and breathes in deeply before focusing his attention on me. “Again.”

      “I love you, I love you, I love you,” I say over and over, pressing kisses all over his face.

      Before I know what’s happening, Hendrix is buckling me into the passenger seat of his car. He hops in the driver’s seat and takes off, speeding toward his apartment.

      “Need you,” he grunts, spreading his hand out over my thigh. I nod, leaning into his touch.

      I have no idea how many laws Hendrix broke to get us back to his place in under five minutes, but I’m not complaining. We can’t keep our hands off each other as we shuffle out of the car and up the stairs, pausing every few seconds to kiss and touch and feel each other. It’s obscene, but also incredibly hot.

      By the time we get inside, we’re both buzzing with lust and an insatiable thirst.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he whispers, tucking some hair behind my ear. “I need you, baby girl.”

      I nod, needing him too. I always need him. He kisses down my neck, knowing just where I’m weakest for him. I feel his hands roam down my body, resting on my ass and pulling me into his body.

      I slide my hands under his t-shirt, running my fingers over the hard, defined muscles there. My fingers roam over his torso, his ribs, his back, and then they slip underneath the waistband of his jeans.

      “Locklyn… Fuck, I can’t wait,” he groans into my neck.

      I'm not sure what he means, but then he picks me up, wrapping my legs around his hips while he walks us backward five steps, setting me down on the kitchen counter.

      “You roommates,” I gasp out.

      “They won’t be home for hours. I’ll clean up before they’re home,” he says and that’s good enough for me.

      Hendrix licks and nips his way down my neck, in between my breasts, covered by the dress I'm wearing. He drags his lips over my stomach, and then kneels in front of me, flipping the skirt of my dress up.

      “Lay back, baby, let me taste what’s mine,” he grunts. Hendrix lays one large hand over my tummy and urges me to lay down on the counter.

      “Wait, I want to watch.” I don’t know where I get the sudden confidence to tell him every thought and want in my head, but he seems to like it just fine. Those brown eyes darken and his nostrils flare.

      “So fucking sexy. Prop yourself up on your elbows, baby, and enjoy the show.”

      With that, he grabs my hips and jerks me so my ass is on the edge of the counter. Hendrix digs his nose between my legs, parting my folds over my panties. He inhales and growls before sucking the wet spot on the scrap of fabric.

      Next thing I know, Hendrix rips off my panties and slings my legs over his shoulders before shoving his face in my pussy.

      “Oh! Hendrix, god, I…”

      My senses are flooded, overwhelmed in the best way possible. His tongue darts in and out of my entrance, his nose circles my clit, and his beard tickles the insides of my thighs. When he growls into my pussy, I gush for him, making him growl again.

      Hendrix lifts his head and I stare down at him from in between my legs. He’s covered in my juices and it makes me moan just looking at him. He loves it. I love it.

      His hands hold me steady when my hips jerk involuntarily, shaking with the pressure, the pleasure.

      I feel him suck on my folds, first one side, and then the other, he turns his head and nips at my inner thigh and then kisses the sting away. He gives the same attention to my other thigh and then licks up my slit. He's avoiding my clit, licking me everywhere except where I need him most.

      “Fucking love this pussy. Delicious,” he groans, staring right at my core. Damn. I don't know what it is about that that turns me on so much, but I feel my walls pulse under his scrutiny.

      “Jesus, you’re throbbing for me.”

      “Please,” I try finding my voice, but I know it’s barely a whisper.

      Hendrix grins and then dips his head, working me up again. I feel him everywhere, my clit, my slit, my hole. He never stays in one place for too long, surprising me each time his tongue lands on any part of my skin.

      My juices trickle down to my back entrance, tickling me and causing me to cry out. Hendrix’s tongue follows the trail, licking my ass and causing me to jump. He chuckles and resumes his attack on every single part of my cunt.

      My head falls down to the counter as I grab his hair, riding his face, needing to find release for the orgasm he’s been teasing me with for what feels like hours. He sucks my clit into his mouth, rolling it between his teeth, and I break.

      “Yes! Oh, yes, ohmygod,” I scream. He licks me through my orgasm, sending me up and over, again and again. “God, I can’t… I can’t stop,” I cry out, gripping his hair.

      I tremble as I come, pleasure rolling through my body and blocking out all thoughts. All sights. All sounds. The world disappears and there’s nothing left but my body gushing for him as he demands my orgasm.

      Every bit of strength has been wrung out of my bones, and now drips down Hendrix’s chin. He stands up and leans over me, kissing me long and deep. He tries to pull away, but my mouth follows his. I bite his soft lips and lick my juices off the tip of his nose.

      “Fuck,” Hendrix growls, gathering me up in his arms and kissing me wildly. “You like that? Like when I kiss both of your lips?”

      “Yeah,” I gasp before he bites my shoulder.

      “Jesus Christ, I want to devour every inch of you.”

      “Yes, please. Do that to me.”

      Hendrix makes some sort of strangled sound in the back of his throat and then throws me over his shoulder.

      “Hendrix!” I shriek, surprised by his caveman move.

      He grunts, completing the whole caveman routine as he carries me down the hallway and into his room. I giggle and then shriek again when he tosses me down on the bed.

      Hendrix strips in record time and then pulls me up, getting me naked as fast as possible. I feel his hands everywhere, skimming over my shoulders, squeezing my breasts, trickling down my ribs, gripping my hips, and finally massaging my ass, pulling me closer to him so I can feel every solid inch of his need.

      “I can’t go slow, baby. I need you.”

      I nod and grab his hair, pulling him down into a wild kiss. I get lost as our tongues tangle, and when I open my eyes again, I’m flat on my back on the bed with Hendrix leaning over me.

      “Spread those legs for me, beautiful. Need to be inside you, right the fuck now.”

      I open for him, offering my body up so he can use me however he wants. He slams his dick into me with a roar, splitting me in two.

      I love it. Love feeling his raw power, love knowing he needs me like this, love being able to provide this release for him.

      Hendrix continues to piston in and out of me, grunting with each thrust. I wrap my legs around him and press my heels into the backs of his thighs, encouraging him to go deeper.

      “I don’t want to hurt you, baby,” he grunts, clearly struggling to hold himself back.

      “I’m not going to break,” I tell him.

      “I’m not worried about you breaking. You’re the strongest person I know.”

      “Then prove it,” I challenge him.

      Hendrix’s eyes grow dark, his nostrils flare, and his jaw tenses as he picks up speed.

      “Fuck, fuck, Locklyn,” he mumbles before dipping his head down to suck on my breasts.

      I cry out and arch my back, pressing my chest closer to him. Hendrix bites and sucks on my nipples, his stubble scraping the sensitive skin. He’s rough, unleashed, and perfect. Each time he hits the end of me I think I'm going to blackout from pleasure. I didn't know my body could take all of this, but I want to see how far it will go.

      Hendrix pops off my breast and kisses up my neck, sinking his teeth into my shoulder again, marking me. I scratch his back, leaving my mark on him as well. He growls and takes my lip between his teeth, tugging on it before diving into my mouth with a possessive kiss.

      I hang on for dear life as he fucks me harder, tilting his hips and hitting that spot that drives me crazy. Hendrix rests his forehead on mine, the sweet gesture in such contrast to the way he’s ripping me apart with the rest of his body.

      “Look at me,” he demands.

      I open my eyes and see him staring at me, looking into the very depths of my being. It’s so intense, so everything. Our skin slaps together as we both moan, sweating, breathing as one.

      “Fucking let go for me, Locklyn. Need to feel that cunt squeeze me nice and hard. Come for me, do it now,” he growls.

      His words are my breaking point. My orgasm slams into me so hard I can’t breathe. I throw my head back in a silent scream as he fucks the air right out of my lungs. It’s almost too much.

      “Breathe for me, sweet girl,” he whispers into the shell of my ear.

      I whimper and gasp for air, the oxygen flooding my veins, bringing awareness to every part of my body as Hendrix continues to thrust in and out of me. One orgasm rolls into another. I cry out using words I don’t even understand. His name in a thousand tongues. I come so fucking hard. There’s no strength left inside of me, but he moves my legs onto his shoulders and grabs my hips, fucking into me deeper than ever before.

      “Jesus, fuck, Locklyn, so perfect for me.”

      I lift my arms above my head and grab onto the headboard, steadying myself as he pounds into me, over and over.

      “Shit, love seeing those tits bounce for me. Give me one more, baby, one more, I know you can do it.”

      I shake my head, convinced that one more orgasm might just kill me.

      “Please, baby girl, need one more. Need to see you come like this.”

      He reaches down and rubs my clit with his thumb, making my back bow off the bed. My body shakes with the effort of keeping my bones inside my skin as I tense and stretch, reaching for the end. One more thrust and I scream my release as my body jerks violently.

      “That’s it Locklyn, fuck!”

      Hendrix stills inside me as I continue to writhe and pulse, massaging his huge cock, my pussy demanding to be filled.

      He roars and swells deep inside me, shooting his cum and hitting me deep. His release causes a mini orgasm, my body tremors and twitches as he fills me up. Our combined orgasms leak out of me, dripping onto the sheets.

      Finally, finally, Hendrix slips out of me and gathers me up in his arms so we’re on our sides facing each other. He kisses my forehead and then nuzzles into the top of my head, stroking my back in tender circles.

      “Love every inch of you, sweet girl. Love your curvy body, love your tender heart, love your shy smile, and the way you lose control right before you fall apart for me.”

      “I love you so much, Hendrix. It should scare me that everything is moving so fast, but it feels right.”

      “It feels perfect,” he corrects, kissing the top of my head.

      We stay tangled up, basking in the bliss we’ve somehow found together. I never thought I’d end up with someone like Hendrix, but now I can’t picture life any other way.
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      Locklyn

      

      Five Years Later…

      

      “I can’t wait to see Hendrix’s face,” Malia says with a laugh as she folds up the little onesie and places it back in the gift bag.

      “Me either,” I admit with a soft smile.

      Elodie nudges me, and I glance over to where she’s looking just in time to see Hendrix’s car pull up out front. I hurry to fix the tissue paper in the bag, and we set it on the counter before we all race over to the kitchen table.

      Hendrix and I just moved into this place a few months ago. We’ve been renting an apartment downtown since graduating, but the guy’s garage has finally started to take off. We were able to buy this house then, and it’s a good thing because the two of us are about to become the three of us.

      Hendrix, Thorne, and Kade all graduated three years ago, and they immediately opened their shop here in Sequoia and started building it up. They’ve had quite a few customers since then. Kids who knew them from their racing days or had at least heard about their reputation.

      It wasn’t until they landed this big restoration job that things really took off, though. The guy was some bigshot from Los Angeles. His car had broken down when he was in town and he had taken it to them. He was impressed with their work and started sending them classic cars that needed to be brought back to life.

      I graduated with Malia and Elodie a year after the guys. We all wanted to stay in Sequoia, so we decided to pool our resources and knowledge and opened up our own boutique here in town. I get to work with my best friends every day and I love that we’re still so close to each other.

      Business has really taken off in the last year for us. We’re a big hit with the college crowd and since the nearby towns are all about as small as Sequoia, we get a lot of people who come from there to shop. It’s cheaper and easier than driving to Los Angeles.

      “Hey,” Hendrix greets us as he comes in. “We got invited to the race track. Some punk is saying that he could beat us.”

      “Fool.”

      Hendrix laughs, the sound happy and full of love.

      “I know, right?”

      “Are you going to go?” Elodie asks.

      “If Locklyn wants to.”

      He turns to look at me and I clear my throat.

      “Maybe. I actually have a surprise for you tonight,” I tell him, and he blinks.

      “Then we’re not leaving this house,” he tells me, his voice low and husky.

      It has my nipples pebbling in my bra and I squirm in my chair. The movement only has Hendrix’s eyes darkening even more.

      Malia clears her throat and I blink, blushing as I turn back to my friends.

      “Hey, is Mal here?” Kade calls as he and Thorne both walk in the front door.

      “In here!” She calls and soon we’re all clustered around the kitchen table.

      I had debated telling Hendrix in private but he’s closer than brothers with these guys. He would want them to be here too. They’re our family after all.

      “You need to leave,” Hendrix tells them, and I choke back a laugh.

      “What?” Thorne asks, obviously outraged.

      It’s obvious that Hendrix is still thinking that my surprise is something sexual, and I mean, I could be convinced of that. My husband is looking damn good in his grease streaked white shirt and tight jeans.

      We got married right after he graduated. He said that he couldn’t wait anymore to make it official. We got married at the Stud Farm, on this hill overlooking the racetrack. It was filled with wildflowers and was the perfect backdrop.

      My brother, Vincent, and his wife flew in for the ceremony along with Hendrix’s brother, Finn, his wife, Sylvie, his stepsister, Palmer, and her husband, Banks. It was nice to finally meet them in person. We had talked over the phone and on FaceTime and I liked them all instantly.

      “They can stay,” I say when Hendrix tries to usher his friends out.

      “What?” He asks, turning to look at me like I just took away his favorite toy.

      “They can stay,” I repeat and then I head over to the kitchen counter and pick up the gift bag.

      My heart starts to race as I hand it to him and I don’t even know why. Hendrix is going to be thrilled that we’re having a baby. He’s been making love to me every chance he can get, taking me bare like it was his sole mission in life to get me pregnant.

      He shakes the bag, a boyish smile taking over his face and I fall in love with him a little bit more.

      I always thought that falling in love wasn’t in the cards for me. Real love, true love, seemed so rare and I didn’t think I would be one of the lucky ones to have it. Maybe I wouldn’t have if Elodie and Malia hadn’t dragged me to the racetrack all those years ago.

      Hendrix finally starts to pull out the tissue paper and I hold my breath, my eyes locked on his face as he pulls out the baby onesie. He doesn’t even read the front of it, just looks up at me. There’s a hopeful look in his eyes and I nod wordlessly.

      A second later, I’m in his arms.

      “Really?” He asks, and I feel the tears that I was holding back slip free.

      “Really. We’re going to be parents.”

      Hendrix squeezes me so tight that I have to wiggle in his hold to be able to breathe and he instantly releases me.

      “Sorry. I love you,” he says, and I laugh.

      “I love you too.”

      “I bet it’s a boy,” Kade says, and I wrap my arms around my husband as I turn to face our friends.

      “I hope so. Can you imagine how scary it would be to have a girl?” Thorne asks, looking terrified, and I laugh.

      Hendrix tugs me tighter against him and I smile as he kisses the top of my head.

      “I just hope they look like their mama,” he whispers to me and I grin.

      I keep my wish that they look like their father to myself. Our friends start suggesting names, and Hendrix interlocks our fingers as we join them at the kitchen table.

      I never thought that this would be my life. I figured I was destined to go back to New York and live a busy, fast paced life there.

      I’m so glad that I didn’t. I wouldn’t trade what I have for anything, and as I look over at Hendrix, I know that he feels the exact same way.
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        * * *

      

      Are you curious about Sequoia? Check out the other series set there!

      Sequoia: Stud Farm

      Sequoia: Fast Love Racing

      Billionaire Bossholes

      Coming Down Her Chimney
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      It happened by chance...

      

      Pia:

      

      A lot of things in my life seem to happen that way. 

      

      My parents’ death, me joining the circus, and finally, meeting him. 

      

      Gavin Thompson is everything that I want, but I could never have him. He’s a billionaire who rules his world and I'm just a performer who doesn’t have control over anything. 

      

      We could never be a couple, but that doesn't stop me from wanting him. 

      

      Gavin:

      

      She’s magnificent.

      

      I’ve never seen anyone so graceful or beautiful in my life, and suddenly, I’m glad that I got dragged down to the circus with my sister and nephew. I may have never met her otherwise, and that would have been a tragedy because she’s meant to be mine. 

      

      Now I just need to show her that and I need to work fast if I want my little trick rider to stick around.
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      Gavin

      

      I try not to grimace as the attendant in the ticket booth wraps a wristband around my wrist. The highlighter yellow clashes with the dark jeans and black shirt I’m wearing, and even though I know I shouldn’t care, it annoys me.

      I shouldn’t be spending my evening at the circus. Not when I have to vet a new client for my investment firm, organize resumes for my next hire, and get through the quarterly reports for my current clients.

      Time is money, and money is—

      “Stop thinking about work,” my sister, Georgia, orders.

      “I’m not—”

      My sister narrows her eyes at me, pursing her lips as she gives me her signature bullshit look.

      “It’s Friday night. You’re with your coolest sister and favorite nephew, and the billions in your bank account can wait until morning. I’d say they can wait until Monday, but I know I won’t get you to stop working on the weekends. Just take a breath and be here with us tonight.”

      “I’m here,” I tell her, giving her my best smile.

      She’s right. I know she’s right. I left my hectic life back in LA for a few weeks to hang out with my sister and nephew, so work will have to wait.

      Georgia raises an eyebrow at me, and I hold my hands up in mock surrender. “I can feel you overthinking everything. Please, just try to relax. You need a break and this will be fun. I promise,” she says as she bumps her arm against mine.

      “Right,” I say under my breath. “Fun.”

      My nephew, Steven, runs ahead, mesmerized by the bright lights and sounds. Georgia runs after him, trying to corral her energetic son.

      Steven is a big part of why I’m here. His dad is deployed overseas right now, and I came to spend some time with my sister and him and check that they were doing okay. They live on Hanscom Air Force Base, a little over half an hour away from Salem, where the circus is being held.

      I’ve been here a week, and I love my family, but it’s been a struggle to trust others with my company while I’m away. It’s the first real break I’ve had since graduating from college and starting my own firm. It’s grown over the last few years to be one of the biggest in the country and now, at twenty-six, I’m one of the youngest self-made billionaires ever. I wouldn't say I’m controlling. I just… I know what I like and how I like it done. My multi-billion dollar investment firm speaks for itself, so clearly, I know what I’m doing.

      And yet, here I am, weaving my way through screaming children, peanut shells crunching underfoot as we make our way to the games. I can’t remember the last time I went to a circus or carnival, and I try to push thoughts of work and my latest investments from my mind as I watch my nephew have fun.

      His first stop is a classic—get the ball in the milk jug. It’s rigged as hell, but Steven doesn’t care. I smile as he scrunches up his nose in concentration, closing one eye as if he’s focusing on his mark. My nephew winds up his arm dramatically, then tosses the ball, only to have it bounce off the rim.

      He tries three more times, to no avail, but Steven doesn’t let that get him down. He’s already focused on the next game, which just so happens to be the sledgehammer bell. Georgia laughs as he chatters away, telling us how much stronger he’s getting and how he can definitely lift the hammer.

      I stand behind Steven while he wraps his hands around the handle, pulling up with all his might. The sledgehammer doesn’t budge. Leaning over, I grip the handle right above Steven’s clasped hands, helping him lift it. My nephew peers up at me, giving me a toothy grin.

      “Thanks, Uncle Gavin,” he says.

      I give him a wink, then count to three before we drop the hammer down on the platform. The bell dings, signaling we won.

      Steven cheers and takes the stuffed monkey the attendant hands him, a satisfied grin plastered on his face. Georgia takes his hand, and the two practically skip over to the next booth.

      I can’t remember the last time I was that happy, that carefree, though not for lack of trying on my sister’s part.

      She’s always trying to get me to take a vacation. She doesn’t understand that my work is fulfilling. I find doing other things to be exponentially boring. Georgia thinks I’m crazy. She’s constantly urging me to date or find someone to spend my life with. I love my sister, but I only agreed to come visit if she promised not to try to set me up with anyone while I was here.

      I know she just wants me to be happy, which is why I tolerate her matchmaking schemes. She’s my older sister, and ever since our mom passed, she’s been trying to look after me more.

      Georgia seems to think I’m too busy or not interested, but that’s not entirely true. Sure, I’m a workaholic who can definitely lose track of time when I’m in the middle of a project. But I would make room in my life for the right person. I just haven’t found her yet.

      No one I’ve met or interacted with has ever seemed worth it. That makes me sound awful, but I’m a realist. I don’t want to half-ass a relationship and risk my company if the woman in question doesn’t have staying potential. Harsh, but that’s the way it is. I’ve yet to find that spark, that irresistible something that seems to make men stupid around the women they love.

      I want the real thing, and I won’t settle for anything less.

      “Want to go see the show?” Georgia asks Steven.

      He nods enthusiastically and grabs my hand. I smile as I let him drag me over to the big tent. It looks like the show has already started as we duck inside the tent, and I try to get into it as we listen to the crowd cheering.

      “Up next, we have the amazing Pia and her horse, Penny!” the announcer cheers over the loudspeaker. I glance up at the sound of thundering hooves just in time to see a copper-colored horse gallop past.

      A tiny blonde woman runs along the side of the horse, and I watch, completely mesmerized as she reaches up and swings herself onto the back of the animal.

      She waves to the crowd, a wide smile on her beautiful face before she leaps nimbly to her feet on the back of the galloping horse. My chest grows tight, my heart lurching in my chest the longer I stare at her. Sweat beads my upper lip and forehead, and my hands are shaking.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      Long blonde hair floats behind the ethereal trick rider, her graceful movements hypnotizing me. I can’t look away. Everything about this woman has me on edge, all sorts of unfamiliar, ludicrous thoughts and feelings bubbling up from somewhere deep inside.

      Perfect. Gorgeous. Goddess. Wife. Mother of my children. Mine, mine, mine.

      She’s incredible, her lithe little body moving like a dancer as she balances and moves on top of her horse. My woman is young, no more than twenty or so, and that makes me all the more protective of her.

      Swallowing thickly, I try to get myself under control. I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and open them again. Of course, they land right on my girl, tracking her every movement.

      My gaze slides down her body, pausing to appreciate the lean muscles in her arms and legs, her delicate little feet, and the swell of her breasts. She’s so much more than beautiful, she’s… precious. Can’t say I’ve ever thought that about another human being, but there it is.

      I want to taste her ruby-red lips, swallow down her cries of pleasure as I drag my tongue down her body, and make her mine in every goddamn way. I also want to wrap my little trick rider up in a blanket and massage her aching muscles while she sips hot chocolate. I have the insane urge to draw her a bath and wash every inch of her before tucking her into bed and crawling in next to her.

      My new obsession goes around the circle once more, and our eyes meet for one perfect second. Brilliant blue eyes hit me square in the chest, ripping me apart and replacing my soul with hers. It’s mine now, and I plan to treasure it, as well as my trick rider, forever.

      The beauty blinks a few times, her cheeks glowing bright pink. It’s probably from the routine she just finished, but I secretly hope she’s blushing for me. She’s blushing because she knows this is the beginning of everything.

      Wasn’t I just saying that no one ever sparked my interest? No one seemed worth risking my career and company for?

      Yeah, well, fuck that.

      I’ve found my new purpose for breathing, and it has nothing to do with investments or building a financial empire.

      I can feel the intensity of this moment deep in my gut, and I suck in a sharp breath.

      “Are you okay?” Georgia asks.

      I can’t tear my gaze away from my girl as she canters around the arena.

      “I’m… perfect,” I tell her.

      How could I be anything else when I just found the woman of my dreams?

      Most people would think that it was crazy to fall in love with someone that I’ve never even talked to, someone that I’ve looked in the eye once, but I always trust my gut and my gut is telling me that Pia is meant to be mine.

      Now I just need to convince her of that.
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      Pia

      

      “Let’s give Pia and Penny a big hand!”

      I scan the crowd for the tenth time since my routine ended, hoping to catch another glimpse of him. I have no idea who he is, only that when his dark blue eyes met mine, I felt seen, truly seen, for the first time since my parents passed away. Not only that, but something about the fierce yet tender way he held my gaze made me feel… safe. Protected. Cared for.

      Crazy, I know. It was just a look from some random guy in the crowd. It shouldn’t mean anything.

      And yet, my heart is still rattling around in my chest, my cheeks still flushed from the memory alone. A dull, throbbing ache starts somewhere deep in my core, radiating outward and making my thighs squeeze together.

      I push those strange feelings and sensations to the back of my mind, focusing back on the crowd. I smile wider, waving as I nudge Penny with my heels to trot out of the arena and out of the rear door of the big tent.

      “Good job, girl,” I whisper, rubbing her neck.

      She nods her head, and I grin.

      “Yeah, you know you were incredible out there,” I praise her.

      She nods her head again as we come to a stop outside of the big tent.

      “So humble,” I tease her.

      One of the other workers gives me a weird look for talking to my horse, but I try my best to ignore them. I know it’s weird to be so attached to Penny, but she’s truly my best friend, as lame as that sounds. She’s the only thing I have left of my old life and the only thing keeping me going in this new one.

      I dismount Penny, giving her one last pet as I grab the halter and lead rope and slip it over her head. I need to take her over to the stables and brush her out and feed her before I can turn in for the night.

      We do two shows a day, and this was the last one. I’m looking forward to heading back to my bunk and grabbing something to eat for myself as well. Every muscle aches, from the soles of my feet to the crick in my neck. I thought I’d eventually get used to the extensive training schedule, as well as the numerous rehearsals we all have to do whenever we add or take away an act. That’s not even including the two shows Penny and I perform most nights.

      However, after a year of working here, my body still feels broken at the end of the day. I’m sure the hot, heavy costumes and flashy jewelry don’t help.

      A group of little kids runs by, giggling as their parents chase after them. I smile, watching the crowd for a minute. The sun slips farther and farther into the horizon, the circus lights slowly replacing the natural sunlight. Young couples walk by, hand in hand, smiling at each other with adoration. One little girl bounces up to her mother, a huge stick of pink cotton candy in hand. The woman laughs, telling her it’s nearly as big as her head.

      It’s a sweet moment, and try as I might to ignore it, jealousy eats away at me.

      I’m never going to have that. My family is gone, and I can’t imagine finding a partner while working long, draining days at the circus.

      Loneliness threatens to swallow me whole, and I close my eyes, trying to get my emotions under control. Breathing in through my nose, I focus on the present, trying to pull my thoughts away from the dark path they’re straying down.

      It’s no use.

      My happy family was ripped away from me, and I don’t know that I’ll ever recover. An image of my parents and I at my graduation hits me, and I swallow hard, forcing the tears back before they fall.

      That was the last memory that I have with them. I went out with friends after we had dinner together, and they headed home. Only, they never made it. A drunk driver blew through a red light and hit them. How many times have I replayed that evening in my head? Each time, I invite them out for drinks with my friends or offer to go home with them. Anything that keeps them off the road for a little longer.

      Of course, those thoughts only serve to torture me.

      The doctors told me their death was instant, and they didn’t suffer. At least I have that to hang on to, but I’d rather have my parents here with me.

      It’s hard to believe all of that was a year ago. I lost my family and my future all in one night. I had to sell my childhood home to pay for their funerals and for stable fees for Penny. She’s the only family I have left. She’s also the only thing that’s been getting me through life now.

      I was supposed to go to college, but that went out the window when I started to have trouble paying bills. I tried to find a job, something that would allow me to afford Penny and stable fees while also putting a roof over my head and food on the table.

      Turns out that was impossible. No one was hiring. No one except the circus.

      I thought that the circus was a blessing at first. It was a job that provided free lodging and would cover Penny’s costs. Now that I’ve been doing my act for a year though, I’m starting to grow tired of it.

      The other people in the circus are friendly, but I’m not particularly close to any of them. They’ve all known each other for a while and since I’m the newest member, I feel like the odd man out.

      Part of that is on me. I’m not exactly outgoing, despite my chosen profession of trick riding. When it’s just Penny and me out there in the ring, nothing else matters. Once I dismount, however, it’s back to reality. And in reality, I’m awkward and shy and terrified of rejection.

      Alone. Always so alone.

      I swallow, blinking the tears from my eyes as I turn to head to the stables with Penny.

      I don’t make it very far.

      “Oof!” I grunt as I run into a brick wall.

      “Sorry about that,” says a deep voice.

      I look up into a pair of deep blue eyes, a shiver running down my spine as they lock on to mine.

      It’s him.

      The stranger with the haunting gaze from the crowd.

      Dark blue eyes capture mine and don’t let go, holding me hostage in this moment, surrounded by his minty, earthy cologne and solid strength. Once again, I find it hard to breathe the longer he stares at me. It’s like he’s picking me apart, piece by piece, examining each one as if I’m some treasure to be marveled over.

      How is this man so much more potent up close? I thought seeing him in a sea of other people was devastating enough, but when he’s here, only a few inches from me… my mind short circuits as heat dances along my nerves.

      He’s tall, at least a foot taller than me, and I have to crane my neck back to stare up at him. He’s handsome, god-like, really, and my breath stalls in my lungs the longer I look at him.

      My eyes catch on his mouth for a moment, getting lost in the perfect shape of it, before my gaze follows the stubble on his chin, up to his high cheekbones and a perfectly straight nose. His dark hair hangs over his forehead a bit, and I squint, trying to make out if it’s black or dark brown. It’s too hard to tell in the dim lights.

      He looks like a Roman gladiator, and my mouth dries as I take in his toned body. His expansive chest pulls at the fabric of his dark shirt, letting me see the contours of his muscles. Thick biceps lead to strong forearms, both covered in swirls of black ink that pop against his skin.

      I wonder if he’s tattooed everywhere…

      It’s then that I realize that I’ve been openly ogling him for a solid minute, and I clear my throat.

      “Um,” I stutter out. “It’s my fault. I wasn’t looking where I was going,” I say, the fake jewels on my costume clanking together as I take a step away from the man. I can’t explain the painful twinge in my chest when I’m no longer pressed up against him, but hopefully it goes away soon. Maybe some dinner will help.

      His eyes track my movements, and for one brief second, I feel like prey being stalked. That should bother me, right? I don’t know a single thing about this man other than he’s hella tall and tatted up. The thought of him chasing me should be terrifying.

      Instead of fear, all I feel is a flutter of excitement.
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      Gavin

      

      I’ve never been this nervous before in my life. Not even when I was starting Thompson Investing. But standing in front of this little pixie? My heart is racing out of control, my palms are growing sweaty the longer I look at her.

      Queen. Goddess. Angel. All inadequate names for her, but I have nothing else to compare her to. She’s magical. Ethereal. Somehow more entrancing up close.

      Golden hair floats around her shoulders, a little tangled from her and Penny’s routine, but I love it like this. It makes her look wild, despite the wariness rolling off her in waves.

      Bright blue eyes flit around my face, and I take her in as she looks me over.

      That’s right, princess. Everything you see belongs to you now.

      I need to chill the hell out before I scare my woman away with my intensity. I can’t seem to stop these intrusive thoughts of whisking her away, putting a ring on her finger, and a baby in her belly, and giving us both the happily ever after we’ve been searching for.

      I don’t know how I know that about her, but it’s true. This woman is searching for something, and she finally found it. Me. I’ll give her anything and everything.

      “I’m Gavin,” I finally manage to say, holding my hand out to her.

      “Pia,” she says as her hand slides into mine.

      I never want to let her go. Desire slices through me at that one simple touch, the feeling of her smooth skin rubbing against my palm almost too much to take. I wonder what her hands would feel like sliding up my bare chest, or perhaps clawing down my back.

      Fuck, I need to get myself under control. I’m nothing if not disciplined in every area of my life, but apparently this little pixie princess is undoing everything about me.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I finally say after clearing my throat. “You were great in there,” I say, pointing back toward the tent behind us.

      “Oh, thanks.” She smiles sweetly at me before she turns and strokes her horse’s mane. Her cheeks flush that pretty pink once more, and I get the sense my girl doesn’t know how to handle compliments very well. “Penny does most of the work.”

      “You two make a good team,” I counter, meeting her halfway.

      My sweet girl rewards me with another precious smile. I want to take a picture and set it as my phone background. That’s how obsessed I already am with this woman.

      “Thanks,” she murmurs.

      “How long have you been trick riding?” I ask her.

      I’m desperate to know everything about her, but I don’t want to come on too strong and scare her away. I wonder if she gets hit on a lot after her show, and my hands curl into fists at the thought. She’s too young, too innocent to be fighting off unwanted attention from sleazy assholes.

      “About a year,” she replies, her voice soft and sweet like the rest of her.

      Her words are pleasant, but the look in her big blue eyes tells me there’s more to her story. So much more. I want every secret pain, every hidden tear. I want to collect her smiles and figure out what makes her happy. But for now, I’ll settle on a date.

      “I should get to the stables,” Pia says after a few moments of silence.

      Damn, I suck at making small talk.

      “I need to put Penny back in her stall.”

      “I’ll walk with you. If you don’t mind,” I hurry to add.

      “Um, sure. You aren’t allowed into the tent for liability reasons.”

      She gives me a stern look, resting a hand on her hip. Goddamn, she’s adorable and feisty and so fucking mine. It pains me not to have my hands on her right this second.

      I nod, and Pia starts to lead Penny over toward a tent nearby. This side of the circus is so different from the front side. There are no flashy lights or loud sounds. It’s mostly deserted, with just a few tents for animals and the other acts.

      It seems a little lonely, especially when it’s deserted and the rest of the carnival is going on in the background. I can’t picture someone so young and bright living here.

      “Do you like working here?” I ask her.

      Pia looks away from me, her eyes wandering over to Penny. It’s obvious that she loves her horse and would do anything for her.

      I will not be jealous of a horse, I tell myself sternly. It’s not working.

      “It’s a job,” my girl finally says. Her small voice speaks volumes. She’s far too young to feel trapped in her own life.

      “There are other jobs,” I tell her softly. I watch her face closely, taking in her wide, doll-like eyes, delicate cheekbones, and tiny nose, turned up slightly at the end. Pia’s brow furrows, but then she forces a smile to her lips. It’s hollow.

      “Not ones that cover a stable and all of the other costs that come with owning a horse. I only have a high school diploma, and I can’t find anywhere else that pays well enough to let me keep Penny and also feed myself.” Round eyes blink up at me, a hint of panic swimming in their crystal depths. “I don’t know why I told you all of that,” she murmurs, looking like she wants to hide behind the nearest beanbag toss game.

      “Because I asked,” I say gently, giving her a smile. My girl is skittish, but she needs to know she can trust me. I want all of her words. Every last one. She’ll soon find out I’m greedy like that.

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell her that she never has to worry about money or working again, that I’ll take care of her and Penny. I know that it would only freak her out. We just met, and she has no reason to believe or trust me. Not yet anyway.

      “And you bring up a good point,” I continue, not wanting Pia to feel awkward or embarrassed. “I didn’t think about the costs of horse maintenance.”

      Pia hums in the back of her throat, nodding along. “It’s not so bad. I don’t have to worry about bills or food. The circus takes care of all of that.”

      “Are your parents here too? Do they have an act?”

      Pia’s face drains of color, her shoulders sagging as she breaks eye contact. I never want to see her like this. I have no idea what I said.

      “Uh, no,” she whispers. “They, um…” Pia takes a deep breath before blowing it all out in a rush. “They died in a car accident last year.”

      My chest caves in at her confession. “Pia, I’m so sorry.”

      She nods, but I can see the tears in her eyes. Jesus, it hurts seeing her in so much turmoil. I react without thinking and pull her into my arms. She tenses for a second but then wraps her arms around me too, sniffling into my chest.

      “I’m so sorry, baby,” I murmur as I rub her back.

      She clings to me, her little body trembling against mine. I want to lift her up and carry her back to my hotel room so I can kiss away each and every one of her tears.

      Pia whimpers and nods, falling apart in my arms. “It still hurts,” she squeaks out.

      “I know,” I whisper.

      My girl tips her head back, searing me with her baby-blue eyes. “Do you?” she asks.

      I hum in confirmation. “My dad died when I was young. He was in the military and overseas. My mom passed away a few years ago from cancer.”

      “Oh, Gavin, I’m so sorry,” she whispers, the sincerity in her eyes making her look that much more innocent and vulnerable.

      I tuck a few strands of her silky blonde hair behind her ear, letting my fingers slide across her cheek before I drop my hand to my side. I want to touch her every-fucking-where, both to give her pleasure as well as comfort her.

      “Thanks,” I murmur.

      “Is it just you now then?” she asks and I shake my head.

      “No, I have an older sister. I’m actually here with her and my nephew tonight.”

      Pia gives me a small smile and steps away from me. I hate to let her go but I suppose that I don’t have much of a choice.

      “You should get back to them. I need to take care of Penny,” she says as we reach the stable tent.

      I glance at it, and I know that now is my chance.

      “Have dinner with me,” I say. Pia blinks, clearly startled.

      But I can see it. The longing on her face. She wants to say yes. She wants me just like I want her, and I wonder if she can feel this invisible connection between us too.

      Maybe I should have told her that I fell in love with her the second that I saw her. Maybe she wouldn’t have been freaked out at all.

      Visions of our life together start to float inside my head. Us at our wedding, our wedding night, decorating a nursery. I want all of it, and it’s so close that I can taste it.

      Georgia would be so happy. She’s been pestering me to settle down for years now, and it’s finally going to happen. I’ve finally met the woman that I was meant to spend my life with.

      “I can’t,” Pia says.

      It feels like a metal door slamming shut on my hopes and dreams. I blink, all of those plans for our future disappearing before my eyes.

      “What?” I mutter, in shock.

      Doesn’t she feel this between us? I saw that she was interested in me. She has to want me too.

      “I’m sorry,” she murmurs, looking down at her feet and then over at Penny. Anywhere but meeting my gaze. “I just… I can’t.”

      Pia wrings her hands in front of her nervously, then turns on her heel in a jerky movement, pushing the canvas door aside and disappearing inside the tent with Penny.

      I’m left staring after her, wondering where I went wrong.
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      I peek through the tent flap one last time, taking in Gavin. He’s still standing there, staring at the opening in the flap, but I’m off to the side and hidden behind Penny so he can’t see me.

      He looks surprised that I said no and disappeared, maybe even a little disappointed, though I’m sure he could find someone else to take out on a date in a heartbeat. I hate the thought of Gavin with another woman, which is ridiculous, seeing as I just turned him down.

      My whole being is urging me to go back out there and say yes, but I push that craziness back down, trying to tamper my lust. I’m lightheaded from crying and confused by the large, too-sweet, far too-sexy stranger with the captivating blue eyes.

      What’s his endgame? Maybe he felt obligated to ask me out after I cried in his arms. That must be it. There’s no way someone like him would look twice at someone like me.

      Not only is he a twenty on a scale of one to ten, but he’s several years older and clearly wealthy if his designer shoes, tight jeans, and sparkling watch say anything about him. We’d never work in the long run, and I’m in no position to be starting anything with anyone anyway.

      I take one last look at Gavin in his jeans and black T-shirt before I turn Penny and head farther into the stable tent.

      My mind is at war with my heart, the loneliness I’ve carried around for months battling with the rational part of me that’s trying to protect myself from more pain. I try convincing myself things would never work out between us. He oozes power and control, and I’m not in charge of anything in my life. We couldn’t be more opposite if we tried.

      Besides, I’ve seen enough wealthy people visit us here at the circus to know what they think of us—good enough for entertainment, but us circus folks will never be their equals. Gavin doesn’t seem like that at all, but I can’t think about that. I need this to be simple. I need to be able to forget him.

      We never would have been anything more than a one-night stand, and that’s not my style.

      I’ve seen other people in the circus hooking up with the visitors. There are a few who have a new guy or girl every night. I never wanted to be like that. I don’t want a one-night stand or a fling. I want something real. Something that will last. I want a love like my parents had.

      Stupid tears prick my eyes once more, but I wipe them away. I’ve already cried enough for one night. I’m just a hormonal mess after encountering someone like Gavin. That must be it. He’s riling me up and making me feel things I don’t know what to do with.

      Which is why it’s a good thing I turned him down. Right? Right.

      I lead Penny into her stall area and hook her to one of the poles. She sniffs at the empty hay bag and I laugh, focusing back on my sassy horse.

      “Let me brush you out first. Then I’ll get you something to eat.”

      She neighs, and I smile softly as I grab a curry brush and start to work it over Penny’s body.

      People think it’s weird how much I talk to Penny, but I’ve always done it. She’s my best friend, the only friend that I have left. Besides, I could swear that she understands me most of the time.

      “He was handsome. Don’t you think?” I ask quietly.

      She snorts.

      I smile, moving down her body more with the brush.

      “He seemed nice too.”

      That earns me another snort and a head nod, making me sigh.

      “I know, I know. I said I was going to forget about him,” I mutter.

      A few moments of silence pass between us. A very judgy silence, might I add. Penny definitely doesn’t approve of me turning Gavin down.

      “Do you think I made a mistake by saying no?” I ask. “I mean, we just agreed that he was nice and handsome, and it’s been so long since I’ve talked with someone. Besides you,” I add.

      She shifts on her feet as I move to her other side.

      “It’s been so long since I’ve had fun. You know that I love hanging out with you every day, but sometimes I just need a different kind of fun. He looked like he might be.”

      Penny is silent to that, and I sigh again as I grab the next brush.

      I need a freaking break. I’ve been performing twice a day for the last year with barely a day off. I’m tired, so tired, but what’s worse is that I’ve lost hope for the future. I can’t see a way out of this, and I’ve just been closing myself off more and more. I’m nineteen, not ninety.

      Maybe it’s time for me to try letting someone in for a change. I’ll never meet anyone if I don’t try.

      Could I find Gavin in the crowd?

      I doubt it. The place was packed tonight, and I’m too short to see over anyone.

      “How’s this?” I ask Penny.

      She cocks her ears back as I grab the comb and start to work through her mane.

      “If I can find him in that big crowd, I’ll take it as a sign and go out to dinner with him. If he still wants to.”

      She flicks her tail, and I smile, taking that as a yes.

      I hurry through the rest of her grooming and then fill her bucket with fresh water before I grab a flake of hay and some oats for her.

      “I’ll see you in a little bit,” I whisper to her, but she’s too busy munching on her snacks to pay me much mind.

      I hurry out of the tent, intending to change into my regular clothes and then going to see if I can find Gavin. I jog out of the tent and straight into something hard. I know before I look up that it’s Gavin, and a blush stains my cheeks as I breathe in his now familiar scent.

      How is it possible that I missed him in the short time we’ve been apart? I don’t even know him, yet my confused heart thinks we already belong to each other.

      “We have to stop meeting like this,” he jokes, resting his hands on my shoulders to steady me.

      I wince. “I really need to start looking where I’m going. Sorry about that.”

      “It’s not a bother,” he says with a warm smile.

      I can’t help but return it, his blue eyes sparkling the longer he looks at me.

      “I was hoping to catch you actually. I thought maybe you would want to join me for something to eat at the concession stand?”

      My stomach growls, and I blush harder as Gavin grins down at me. He knows he has me right where he wants me. Good thing it’s right where I want to be, too.

      “Alright. Just let me change really quick?”

      “Sure thing.”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      He nods, giving my shoulders one last squeeze before dropping his hands. I ignore the coldness sweeping through me and turn, weaving between trunks and other tents until I reach mine. I rush inside and grab a shirt and a pair of jeans, quickly changing into them. It isn’t until I’m headed back to meet Gavin that I realize maybe I should have dressed up a little bit more.

      You don’t have anything fancier, I remind myself, and I round the corner. Shame tries to bring down my good mood, but I don’t let it. Not today. Not when I have a sexy, kind stranger wanting to make a good impression for some reason.

      Gavin’s eyes light up when he sees me, and my body relaxes. He likes me just fine in my old jeans and shirt.

      I take a deep breath as I get closer to him, reminding myself one last time that this isn’t forever. It can’t be. He’s just a handsome, tempting distraction from my miserable life for a few hours. That’s all.

      You’re just going to have some fun tonight. Nothing more, nothing less.

      I smile as I reach Gavin’s side, and he holds out his hand.

      “Ready?” he asks.

      I give him my brightest smile, wishing with all my heart for the best night of my life. It won’t last forever, but I can hold on to the memory when I have to go back to the real world.

      “Ready.”

      I place my hand in Gavin’s, and he surprises me by lifting it to his lips, pressing a kiss to each one of my knuckles. Oh, lord, this man. He’s ruining me already, and we’ve barely spent five minutes together.

      What did I get myself into?
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      Pia and I make our way to one of the concession stands, and I smile as I watch her bite her lip and peruse the menu.

      Everything about her draws me in, from her long lashes brushing against her freckle-dusted cheeks to the graceful curve of her hips. She has no idea how beautiful she is, how intoxicating her mere presence is to me.

      Pia looks so small, her body silhouetted by the flashing lights of the circus in the background. Chaos surrounds her, yet she manages to carry a quiet, steady peace with her wherever she goes. My newfound protective urge rises once again, winding itself around my spine and weaving in and out of my cells.

      I need to protect her peace. I need to protect everything about this girl.

      I manage to tear my eyes away from her, looking over the menu as well.

      “You don’t know what you want? I figured that you ate here every day,” I tease. She shakes her head, her golden locks swaying back and forth. I resist the urge to comb my fingers through them to feel their softness. Barely.

      “No way. This stuff is way too unhealthy and expensive to eat every single day,” she says, twisting her lips in the most adorable way.

      I smile softly. “A special treat then.”

      Her eyes flash to mine, a playful smile spreading across her lips. “Exactly.”

      We turn back to the menu, and I decide to order a bit of everything. I want to spoil her, to show her that I can take care of her, that I want to take care of her in every single way.

      Pia shifts her weight from one foot to the other, nibbling on her bottom lip again. I’m not sure if she’s nervous or excited. Perhaps a bit of both. When my girl rocks back on her heels and clasps her hands in front of her, I get the insane urge once again to scoop her up in my arms and cradle her against my chest.

      She seems unsure of herself, a little lost, but still eager for what’s next. I know my sweet girl has been through a lot in her short life, but there’s a glimmer of pure hope buried in her heart. How Pia manages to be both innocent and seductive is beyond me, but I can’t wait to show her how special she is. How good I can be for her, my precious little girl.

      Something deep in my gut shifts as my heart thrashes around in my chest. Little girl.

      I want her to be my little girl, whatever the fuck that means. Does that make me her…

      No, I can’t think the word. It’s too taboo. Too forbidden. I’ve never had these urges before, never wanted this kind of relationship with anyone.

      “Tell me about yourself,” I rasp as we move up in line. Clearing my throat, I turn to Pia, trying to focus on her instead of my wayward thoughts.

      She wraps her hoodie sleeves around her fingers so that they form mittens as she looks around at the people. It’s adorable, but I don’t like that she seems anxious. I want to plop her on my knee and demand she tell me every detail about her day because I’m just that obsessed with her, but again, that would be far too aggressive for my girl. I’ll settle for getting her to open up a little more.

      “There’s not much to tell. I’ve lived a pretty boring life,” she finally says.

      I frown. “I very much doubt that. You have one of the most unique jobs I’ve ever heard of,” I counter.

      She shrugs.

      “Well, aside from that, there’s not a whole lot else going on. I’ve been riding horses since I was like five or so. I fell in love with that Saddle Club show and watched every episode.” Her eyes shine with pure joy, and I make a note to purchase every episode of her favorite show on whichever streaming service it’s on. “I begged my parents for a pony, and they signed me up for lessons. When I was fourteen and wasn’t showing any signs of getting bored with horses or riding, they bought me Penny.”

      “How old was she when you got her?” I ask.

      Pia smiles, relaxing more into our conversation.

      “Young. Only two, and she was so calm, even back then.”

      We move up another spot in line, and I turn back to Pia, giving her all my attention.

      “I did a few horse shows with her. We were pretty good, but I always loved vaulting and trick riding. I felt more connected to her then. She had to trust me, and I had to trust her. We had to be in perfect sync to get the moves right.”

      “She’s your best friend,” I finish.

      Pia tilts her head to the side, then looks down at her feet. “Yeah. I know it’s kind of lame, but—”

      “Nothing about you is lame,” I tell her sternly.

      Blue eyes latch on to mine, and I soften my gaze, letting her know I’m not mad. I just hate the way she’s talking about herself right now.

      “It makes sense that you have a strong connection with Penny. I’ve always heard horses are very smart and intuitive, as well as good judges of character. I think you picked a very good best friend.”

      Pia nods, giving me a shy smile. More protective, possessive thoughts flood my brain before I can stop them. I want her to always be proud of who she is. My little girl needs someone to bring out her confidence. She needs a daddy who sees her for who she is and encourages her to go after what she wants in life.

      Fuck. There it is. I want to be her daddy.

      “Thanks,” Pia whispers.

      I can tell she wants to look away from me, but my brave girl holds eye contact, letting me see how much my validation meant to her. My heart breaks even more for this woman, but I vow to support her in every single way from now on.

      We’re next in line, and I wait for Pia to order before I place my own order. She only gets a slice of pizza, and I smile when I see her eyes widen as I list off my order.

      “That’s too much food,” she whispers to me.

      I laugh. “Whatever we don’t eat, I can give to my sister and nephew.”

      She relaxes at my words, and I pass the cashier my card. We move to the other window to wait for our food, and Pia moves closer to my side as if she doesn’t really like being in crowds. I tuck her into my side, loving the way we fit together.

      “What about you?” she asks.

      I tip my head down, peering into those clear blue eyes. “What do you want to know?”

      “Where do you live now?”

      “Los Angeles. I own an investment firm there. We have another office in New York and Boston.”

      “But you’re based mostly in Los Angeles?”

      Is that disappointment in her voice? Does she think for a second I’d go back there without her?

      “That’s just where I live when I’m not traveling to check on the other offices. Have you ever been to Los Angeles?” I ask her as our bottles of water are passed to us.

      “Yeah, the circus stops just outside of the city.”

      “Did you like it?”

      She winces, her cute little nose scrunching up before she schools over her face. I instantly start making plans to move somewhere else. Perhaps a remote cabin in the woods? Away from crowds and the oppressive heat? Something with an incredible view, of course. I can picture the two of us sipping coffee on the back porch every morning.

      “No, not really,” Pia sighs, pulling me back into the moment. “It was just so busy, and we were stuck in traffic forever. I couldn’t stand to have to sit in that every day anytime that I wanted to go to the grocery store or something. Plus, there’s not really any room for Penny.”

      She nods, and the rest of our food appears at the window. We each take as many of the plates as we can and head over to the nearest picnic table to sit down.

      She looks so young as she looks around at all of the treats, and that same instinctual feeling as earlier takes hold. My girl needs someone to watch over her, to guide her, to encourage her to live her best life. I want to be that someone more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life.

      “What should we try first?” I ask.

      Her eyes light up as she reaches for the funnel cake. She tears off a small piece, getting powdered sugar all over her fingers, and I watch as she brings the cake to her mouth. When she smiles at me and licks the remaining powdered sugar from her fingers, I can’t help but moan.

      Is she teasing me? Does she really not realize just how beautiful and tempting she is?

      “There you are!” Georgia says as Steven scrambles onto the picnic bench next to me.

      “You disappeared before the tigers,” Steven tells me, making me smile.

      “Were they cool?”

      He nods, and I pass him a corn dog, which he happily takes.

      “Pia, this is my sister Georgia and my nephew Steven. Guys, this is Pia,” I introduce them as Georgia climbs onto the picnic bench next to Pia.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Georgia says and then she blinks. “Oh, you’re the trick rider!”

      “Yep,” Pia says, ducking her head slightly.

      “You were awesome,” Georgia says.

      Steven nods, agreeing.

      “Thank you,” she murmurs, clearly thrilled with the compliment but unsure how to handle all the attention.

      My nephew has an excited sparkle in his eyes, and I know before he opens his mouth that he’s about to ask her a million questions. I also know that there’s no stopping him, so I just smile and study my girl as he starts to rattle off questions.

      “Where did you learn to do all of that? Have you ever fallen off? How old is your horse? What kind is she?” Steven asks, his eyes wide in wonder.

      “I did vaulting as a kid, and I learned the moves there. My horse, Penny, is eight, and she is a palomino.”

      “That’s so cool,” he says. Pia just grins at him.

      “Thanks. As for injuries…”

      I cover her hand with mine, giving it a squeeze. “I don’t think my heart can take any stories about you getting hurt.”

      Georgia nearly chokes on her drink but catches herself before spitting it out all over me. I know she has a million thoughts about my obsessive statement, but I don’t have time to answer any questions.

      Pia giggles, her laughter rolling through me and filling me up with joy. “Fine, then. I guess I’ll save those for later.” She winks at Steven, who gives her a mischievous grin.

      “Can you show us around the circus?” Steven asks.

      “Of course,” Pia says with a smile.

      We finish eating and throw away the trash before Pia starts to lead us around. She’s busy talking with Steven when Georgia sidles up next to me. I glance down at her, knowing what she’s going to say before she opens her mouth.

      “So?” my sister pries.

      I smile. “She’s the one,” I say quietly.

      Georgia grins at me. I can see her internally squealing, and I roll my eyes but grin.

      “She seems really sweet,” Georgia whispers, and I nod.

      “She is.”

      “We’ll leave and give you two some time alone,” she says, and I give her a grateful smile.

      “Thanks.”

      She nods, nudging my arm with hers, and then she’s calling for Steven and saying goodbye to Pia.

      “It was nice to meet you. I’m sure we’ll talk to you soon,” Georgia says.

      “It was nice to meet you too.”

      Georgia gives Pia a quick hug, and Steven does the same. Then they’re waving and disappearing into the crowd.

      “What now?” Pia asks when we’re finally alone.

      A slow smile spreads across my lips. “Let me take you back to my hotel room. It’s not too far from here. We can get to know each other a little bit better without all of this noise.”

      She pauses for the briefest second, and I worry that I was too forward. I can’t help the fact that I want everything with her right this goddamn second, but I can pull back if I need to. I think.

      Thankfully, my girl smiles at me, a blush staining her pale cheeks.

      “Alright.”

      With that one word, I’m in motion. I grab her hand in mine, marveling at how perfect it fits. Pia giggles behind me as I drag her toward the exit. I can’t wait to get this precious woman all to myself, so I can show her how much she already means to me.
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      Gavin places his hand on the small of my back as he leads me into his hotel room. I try not to gape at the ten-foot high ceiling, the incredible view from the huge windows, or the fireplace in the center of the living area. There’s a door off to the side, which I assume is a separate suite for the bed.

      A pit forms in my stomach at the sight of so much wealth on display, and this is only the hotel he’s renting for a few weeks. I can’t imagine what his mansion in LA looks like.

      “Hey, where did you just go?” Gavin asks, pulling me over to the couch.

      “I’m right here,” I say with a cheeky smile.

      Gavin plops down on the couch, then tugs me down on his lap. I laugh at his eagerness, steadying myself with my hands on his shoulders as I straddle him.

      He slides his hands up my hips, caressing me so gently, like he can’t believe I’m here. I have no idea what I did to earn this man’s affection, but I want to soak it all up before this dream is over. Because it has to end at some point, right? This can’t be my life.

      Gavin grips my chin between his thumb and forefinger, gently tipping my head so we’re eye to eye. Deep blue irises swirl with so much energy, so many emotions, I’m shocked at the intensity of it all.

      “The truth this time, little girl,” he says, his voice deeper and darker than I’ve heard before now.

      Sharp desire cuts through my core at his words, leaving behind a throbbing ache between my thighs. Little girl. God, I don’t know why that title makes me so… wet.

      Gavin growls, the low tone vibrating through me and making me tighten my thighs around his hips.

      “I was just thinking that this is all too good to be true,” I murmur, darting my eyes away from his all-consuming stare.

      Gavin cups my cheek, smoothing the pad of his thumb over my lips.

      “Look at me, my precious girl.”

      I have no choice but to obey his whispered command. Dark blue eyes bore into mine, begging me to trust him.

      “I know this is all happening so fast, but I feel you deep in my bones, baby girl. Knew you belonged to me with just one look. I can’t believe my good fortune that the woman of my dreams fell into my lap.”

      “If I remember correctly, you pulled me into your lap,” I say with a saucy smirk.

      The muscular, tatted-up giant gives me a sexy grin, tugging me even closer so our chests are pressed together. His lips brush over mine in the barest hint of a touch.

      “And with any luck, I can keep you here forever.”

      I hardly have time to register his words before his lips are on mine, more firmly this time. I melt into his kiss, following his lead as he pries my lips open and slips his tongue inside my mouth. Gavin breathes me in as he consumes me, his desire evident as I grind down on his lap.

      “That’s it,” he groans, sliding his hands down my body until he palms my ass. Squeezing my soft flesh, Gavin helps me find my rhythm, angling his hips just right.

      I gasp when his hard length bumps up against my most sensitive little button, my entire body tensing as a flood of pleasure breaks over my body.

      “Fuck,” he groans, sounding almost in pain. Gavin presses kisses along my jaw and down my neck, nipping at my pulse point before licking away the sting. “Need me to prove my devotion to you, little girl?”

      I moan as my new favorite title falls from his lips, my thighs trembling with the need for more, more, more.

      “Want my tongue between your thighs? My fingers slipping in and out of your tight little pussy?”

      I nod my head, my entire body flushed from head to toe with pent-up desire. I just had my first kiss, and I’m already starving for more of Gavin. He can have all my firsts if he wants them.

      “Need your words, baby.”

      “Yes,” I whimper, clawing at his chest. I’m desperate, I know. I’d be embarrassed about that, but Gavin looks even more crazed than I feel.

      “Yes, what?” he rasps into the shell of my ear before licking a stripe up my throat. Holy hell, that feels good. Like he’s marking me. Like he can’t wait to taste every inch.

      “I w-want…” My voice falters for a second, and I swallow past the doubts clogging my throat. “I want you to be my first,” I whisper, nibbling on my bottom lip as my confession hangs in the air.

      Gavin’s blue eyes turn nearly black, his nostrils flaring as he clenches his jaw.

      “First?” he growls.

      For a moment, I think he’s angry. But then I see him flex every muscle like he’s holding himself back. From me? Does he really want me that much?

      “Fuck yes, I want you that much,” Gavin grits out.

      I didn’t mean to say that out loud, but I don’t regret it. Seeing his need, his almost painful restraint, has me ready to throw caution to the wind. This man wants me in a way I’ve never been wanted before. It’s intoxicating.

      “Prove it,” I whisper, giving him what I hope is a seductive smile.

      I grip his shoulders as he abruptly stands with me in his arms, then kneels on the plush carpet in front of the fireplace. He lays my body down, then leans back on his knees, taking in every inch of me.

      The fire casts a flickering orange glow over half of his face, highlighting his strong jaw, angled cheekbones, and full lips. The light catches in his deep blue eyes, making them glow brighter than the fire in front of us.

      Gavin crawls over me, devouring me with one look. I think he’s going to kiss me, but instead, he rubs his nose against mine before trailing his lips and nose down my neck, over my collarbone, between my breasts, and lower, lower, lower…

      Pausing, the sexy beast looks up from between my thighs, a ravenous look covering his face. Raising an eyebrow, he silently asks permission to keep going. How can I turn down the single hottest, sweetest man I’ve ever met?

      I bite my bottom lip, loving the way he stares at the motion, then nod my head. Gavin lets out a low, satisfied growl that I feel in every cell in my body before he slips his fingers into my jeans and panties. Slowly, he peels the fabric off my body, revealing everything to his greedy eyes.

      I’ve never been this exposed before, but I don’t have time to doubt myself before the man dives in. Gavin nips at the soft flesh of my belly, sending a jolt of electricity to my throbbing clit, followed by a warm rush of wetness dripping out of my core. He takes a deep breath, sliding the rest of the way down my body so he can focus on my pussy.

      “I fucking smell how much you want me, little girl,” he growls, spreading my thighs apart and running his nose up and down my slit.

      I close my eyes, drowning in need and desire. Some animalistic sound rumbles out of Gavin. I can feel his need as it vibrates through me, making my nipples and clit ache. I feel my channel clench as more of my arousal leaks out. 

      Gavin slides his tongue up and down my pussy, parting my folds. I force my eyes open and look down at his muscular body, rippling and flexing as he devours me. His tongue is everywhere at once—in my entrance, traveling through my folds, swirling around my clit. It’s everywhere, and it’s consuming me completely. It’s all I can focus on. The intense feeling. The wet, smacking sounds. The pressure and heat. 

      It makes me even hotter knowing he’s loving this. The greedy way he’s grabbing my ass, the hungry, desperate moans, the eagerness for more. It’s all showing me how much pleasure he gets from this. His rough palms slide to the back of my knees and he shoves my legs open wider, pinning them to the floor so he can sit back and stare at me. Gavin growls and dives back in, licking me with fury, pushing deeper, harder, faster.

      I reach down and tangle my fingers in his hair, pulling and pushing him away in equal measure. I can’t decide if it’s too much or not enough. Not that Gavin gives me a choice in the matter. I gave up control, and now I have to trust him to take care of me.

      Gavin lifts his head briefly, locking his gaze on mine. God, he looks possessed. Feral, even. He dips his head back down, this time sinking his teeth into my inner thigh, first one and then the other, before licking away the sting.

      “Oh shit…” I breathe out, spreading my legs wider for him.

      “You like that? Like when I mark you, little girl? Like knowing you belong to daddy and no one else?”

      Fuck. daddy. That’s what I want. That’s the feeling I couldn’t quite place. I’m his little girl, and he’s my daddy.

      I whimper and nod my head, unable to form words at the moment. I want to be his little girl. I want his patient, kind smiles as well as his heated touch and growly demands. I want him as my own, my one and only.

      Without warning, Gavin throws one of my legs over his shoulder, and then the other, before flattening his tongue and licking every part of me. My back bows off the ground as I shove more of my dripping, needy cunt into his face. I can’t help it. The way his warm, soft tongue laps at my wetness and then circles my clit has me practically fucking his face.

      “Gavin, please…” I gasp, clawing at the carpet and snapping my thighs around his head.

      He grunts and focuses his attention on my clit, rubbing tight circles around my swollen button with his tongue. I can’t stop the breathy moans falling from my lips repeatedly, each one louder than the last as my muscles lock up and my pussy quivers around his tongue.

      I teeter on the sharp edge of ecstasy, wanting to savor the aching pressure as it builds. When Gavin scrapes his teeth against my clit, pleasure slices through me, unleashing my pent-up need in one vicious explosion. 

      I cry out and lift up off the floor, unable to contain the painful bliss rippling through every cell in my body. Wave after wave crashes into me in such rapid succession I don’t have time to catch my breath before I’m drawn under once again.

      Finally, fucking finally, I start to come back down. I’m a shaking, sweating puddle of satisfaction. The sex god of a man leans over me, caging me in with an arm on either side of my head. His lips are on mine, giving me a taste of my own release.

      We finally break apart for air, and a shiver works its way down my spine. Gavin doesn’t waste a single second in scooping me up and carrying me through his suite, presumably to his bedroom. I don’t fight him at all. I just curl up in his arms, resting my head on his shoulder.

      Carefully, he sets me down in front of his king-size bed, then Gavin begins stripping me out of my remaining clothes. He takes his time pressing kisses all over my skin as he peels off my shirt, followed by my bra.

      “So beautiful,” he murmurs, his voice full of awe. It’s hard not to believe him when he’s looking at me like this. Somehow, this perfect specimen of a man finds me irresistible.

      “You’re pretty okay, too,” I say with a cheeky grin. Gavin darts his eyes up to meet mine, then he freaking winks, which is far more charming than it should be, and gives me a peck on the lips.

      I watch as my daddy tugs off his shirt, revealing his defined chest and rock-hard abs to me for the first time. I’m so focused on the taut muscles swirling with black ink that I almost don’t notice him dropping his pants.

      Holy. Freaking. Hell.

      This might be my first time, but even I know he’s huge. Without thinking, I reach out and trail my fingers over his thick muscles, gasping when he tenses and flexes beneath my touch.

      “You feel so good, little girl,” he groans, tipping his head back. He lets me stroke him a few more times before he gathers up my hands, kissing my palms before gently laying me out on the bed.

      His massive frame falls down on top of me, but he catches himself with a hand on either side of my head. I wrap my legs around his hips, moaning when I feel his thick, heavy cock lay across my slit.

      “I need you, Gavin,” I murmur, leaning up for a kiss.

      “Need you with every cell in my goddamn body.”

      I whimper and nod my head, spreading my legs wider. I’m bracing myself for his monster cock, but Gavin surprises me by flipping our positions. He grips my hips in his large hands, steadying me and getting me into position.

      I look down at his dark blue eyes, so deep and full of emotions that are new to both of us. I can’t believe he wants me. The look of awe on his face lets me know he thinks the same about me.

      “I know, Pia. I feel it. I feel you.”

      He lifts me up, guiding me over his hard length. I sink down just a little bit, gasping when the head of his cock spreads me wide open. My pussy spasms at just that small contact, a wave of wetness coating his dick, which helps me slide down a little more. Gavin hisses and groans in pleasure, giving me the confidence to take all of him. I gasp as he fills me up, stretches me out, and finally hits the very end of me.

      “God, princess,” he half whispers, half groans. “You feel so damn good. Take it slow.”

      Gavin cups the back of my neck and draws me down for a kiss. It starts out sweetly, almost reverently. I rock against him, making him growl into my mouth and pull my bottom lip through his teeth. His hands slide up my bare back, his fingertips leaving a burning trail as they roam back down. Gavin grips my ass, spreading me wider and helping me circle my hips.

      “Yes,” I moan when the base of his shaft rubs against my clit. I feel my pussy contract as pleasure rockets through my body.

      Sitting up, I steady myself with two hands on his chest, clawing down his chiseled muscles as I lift up on my knees. I circle my hips again and rub the head of his dick through my folds, using it to massage my clit.

      “Pia…” Gavin grunts, tipping his head back as he slides his hands up my torso, cupping my breasts and pinching my nipples.

      I drop back down, needing more of him, more of this connection. Gavin continues kneading one breast with his hand while his other hand trails down my torso. He slips one finger into my folds, rubbing my clit as I continue to grind against him.

      “Oh god,” I gasp, throwing my head back.

      “That’s it, little girl. Jesus, that’s so fucking it. Such a good girl for daddy.”

      His words pull a moan from my lips as I lift my hands from his chest to tangle in my hair. Gavin grunts in approval, rubbing furious circles around my clit while I ride him, taking him as deep as possible. Each time he hits the end of me, the breath is stolen from my lungs.

      My thighs tremble and my muscles lock, bracing myself for what’s to come. My entire body is strung tight, teetering on the sharp edge of ecstasy. Gavin anchors me in place and fucks up into me in powerful strokes, taking control.

      I inhale sharply and hold my breath, the intense pressure in my core throbbing and consuming me, nearly choking me as my orgasm slams into me all at once.

      I freeze and then spasm violently, collapsing on top of Gavin as my climax tears through me. He growls and cups my ass, holding me in place while he fucks up into me, shoving his cock so damn deep, forcing me to feel every ounce of pleasure he’s offering.

      I’m a sweaty, shaky mess by the time I come back down, but Gavin gives me no reprieve. He flips me onto my back and hammers into me, hooking his hand under my left knee and spreading me wide open.

      It’s impossible, but I feel an orgasm fighting its way to the surface, threatening to swallow me whole. I cry out, twisting the sheets in my fists and bowing my back.

      “I-I can’t... can’t come again...” I moan breathlessly.

      “You can, princess. Take what daddy gives you, understand?”

      “Yes…” I breathe out, loving the way he takes control.

      “Yes, who? Say it, Pia.”

      “Daddy,” I moan, my entire body trembling as the word echoes around the room.

      Gavin takes my lips in a searing kiss, licking into my mouth and taking control. I’m completely at his mercy as he fucks me with his tongue and huge cock. I love being taken by him, filled by him, ruined by him.

      He growls into my mouth, the sound almost painful. “Fucking hell, I’m gonna come. I’m gonna come so damn hard—”

      I cut him off with a scream as I splinter apart. I wrap my legs around his torso, locking my ankles behind his back. I cling to him as every nerve ending vibrates with deliciously sharp pleasure.

      I feel him swell up inside of me, stretching me impossibly wider. He roars his release, his bulging muscles tensing and releasing as he fills me up with his cum. Our combined orgasm stretches on for long moments as we hold each other close.

      Eventually, Gavin rolls over, draping me across his chest. “What are you thinking?” he whispers, kissing the top of my head. “Are you okay?”

      The panicked edge to his voice has me popping my head up from his chest. I kiss his chin and give him a dazed smile.

      “I’m amazing,” I tell him, the words coming out slightly slurred.

      Gavin chuckles, his deep, rich timbre settling in my bones and relaxing every muscle in my body. “Yes, you truly are,” he murmurs, stroking a hand up and down my back.

      After a few blissful moments, Gavin pulls the blankets over us before tucking me back into his side. He whispers sweet words to me as we drift in and out of sleep.

      I’m not sure how long we’ve been wrapped up in each other’s arms, but Gavin’s steady breaths let me know he’s sound asleep. I want to stay curled up with this sexy, cuddly teddy bear for the rest of my life, but I need to face reality sooner rather than later.

      Gavin lives in LA. I’m a nomad. He’s clearly wealthy, whereas I perform shows twice a day just so I can have a place to sleep and food in my stomach. Expendable income? What’s that?

      Then there’s the fact that he’s freaking perfect. Seriously, he’s kind, understanding, hot as hell, and incredible in bed. I’m… me. How long will it take for him to realize he’s way out of my league and could do so much better?

      I turn onto my side, facing away from Gavin. My heart thuds heavily in my chest as tears threaten to break free. This was just supposed to be one night of fun. I didn’t plan on losing my v-card, but I don’t regret it. Gavin was perfect, gentle when I needed it, and ravenous when I needed that, too.

      But that’s all this can be. He told me he wanted to keep me last night, but how much of that was just said in the heat of the moment? And then there’s the whole daddy thing…

      A shiver runs down my spine at our taboo play, though it wasn’t really a game for me. I long for his protective hold, the way he takes control and yet empowers me to speak my truth. I don’t just want to call him daddy. I want everything that comes with that title, even if I don’t know what that means yet.

      But it’d be crazy to think he wants that too. It was probably just fun for him, and I’d be making a fool out of myself for trying to drag this out any longer.

      I know what I need to do, but my body protests every step of the way. Carefully sliding out of bed, I locate my shirt and bra, gathering them up before looking at Gavin over my shoulder. He rolls over, reaching to my side of the bed. I panic, shoving the pillow I was using into his arms.

      Gavin holds it against his chest and my heart twinges with pain. He’s so freaking sweet, wanting to cuddle in the middle of the night. Too bad I’ll be long gone before he realizes he’s clinging to a pillow. It has to be this way, however.

      It has to, I tell myself more sternly.

      Before I can second-guess myself and crawl back into bed, I turn toward the door and tiptoe out. With a heavy heart, I find my pants and panties, stopping in the bathroom to do a quick clean-up and throw my clothes on.

      I see a pad of paper and a pen on the side table and consider leaving a note. What would I say to the man who changed my life forever? What words could possibly sum up everything I feel for him?

      Shoving my feet into my shoes, I silently open the door and step out into the hallway, slumping against the wall once the door is closed. I take a few deep breaths, then push off the wall, heading to the lobby of the hotel where I wait for the Uber I just ordered.

      Climbing into the back of the car, I give the hotel one last look before turning away. I already miss Gavin with every cell in my body.
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      Gavin

      

      I wake up surrounded by Pia’s scent, and I smile before I even open my eyes to check on her. God, last night was everything. Tasting her sweetness, lapping up her release, then sinking inside her tight little pussy… Jesus, if I wasn’t already obsessed with her, that would have done it.

      Images of her smooth skin and supple body flash across my mind, and I focus on the curve of her waist, her hips as she rocks up and down, writhing on top of me like the goddess she is. Fuck, I’m hard as a goddamn fence post just thinking about it.

      I’m already looking forward to waking up like this every day for the rest of my life as I roll onto my side and blink my eyes open.

      My stomach lurches as I see that Pia’s side of the bed is empty. There’s a pillow wedged into my side right where my little girl should be. I reach my hand out to touch the sheets, like that might suddenly make her reappear. The sheets are cold, and I know that Pia has been gone for a long time.

      Cursing under my breath, I throw the covers off and climb out of the bed. I can’t believe she left without waking me. I can’t believe I slept through her sneaking out. What was she thinking? Why would she leave?

      Thoughts fly around my head like stray bullets, each one more painful than the last. I sit up, swinging my legs over the side of the bed and resting my elbows on my knees. Holding my head in my hands, I try to get myself under control enough to come up with a plan.

      My girl is skittish, I know that much. She’s gone through a lot of loss in her life recently, and it shouldn’t surprise me that she freaked out after our intense encounter. Should I have told her I love her? It’s true, but I didn’t know if Pia was ready to hear it. Damned if I do, damned if I don’t, apparently.

      I thought I made it clear we were forever, but I guess I’ll have to prove it to her over and over until she believes me. Or, I can just keep her weak with pleasure so she doesn’t have the strength to walk out on me ever again. We’ll have to discuss her disappearing act soon, but right now, I need to find my little trick rider.

      Good thing I know exactly where she went. Pia doesn’t have a home or a family, so there’s only one place that she could have gone to.

      That means that I’m headed back to the circus.

      I tug on my clothes and grab my car keys. It’s a short ride across town to the grounds that the circus is being held on, and I park in the empty parking lot. It’s only a little after nine, and the circus won’t be open for another hour and a half.

      Taking a deep breath, I try to get my heavy breathing under control. I can’t scare off my girl with my intensity, but fuck, I hated waking up to an empty bed.

      I make it up to the ticket booth, but there’s no one there and the gates are closed. I could try to scale it, but I doubt that I could find Pia before security was called.

      I pace outside the gates, letting my mind go wild as I stalk back and forth like a caged tiger.

      Why would she just leave like that? Why didn’t she say goodbye? Did I hurt her last night? Did she not feel this connection between us?

      I don’t have answers to any of my questions and I won’t until I talk to her. I lean against the fence until a pretty girl enters the ticket booth. She seems shocked to see someone waiting to come inside already, but she sells me a ticket and lets me in the gates.

      I make a beeline for the stable tent. I know that that’s where Pia will be. Penny is the only family she has left, and she obviously spends a lot of time with her. I have a feeling she’s talking things out with her best friend.

      Ducking under the tent flap, I make sure no one is looking before I enter the tent and head down the aisle toward the horses.

      “Ready for another show?” Pia whispers to Penny.

      I smile as I hear her melodic voice. A memory of the way she screamed my name last night hits me, and my balls tighten at the memory of everything I did to her body.

      “Me too,” Pia continues. “It’ll be a good distraction from…”

      She trails off, and Penny huffs before stomping a hoof on the ground.

      Pia sighs. “Yes, from Gavin,” she murmurs.

      My ears perk up, and I feel slightly guilty for eavesdropping, but I need all the help I can get at this point.

      “It’s just that he was… amazing. Like… too good to be true, you know?”

      Penny nods as if she really understands.

      “And he’s well established, with a booming business in LA and New York and some other fancy city. I wouldn’t fit into his life.”

      My heart sinks at her words. Does she really think that? I’d give up all the “fancy cities” in the world and move to a remote ranch if that’s what she wanted. In fact, that sounds pretty great. No distractions, and I can have my little girl all to myself.

      “I’ll always have the memory of our night though,” Pia says wistfully.

      Yeah, fuck that. One night will never be enough, and she knows it.

      I clear my throat, announcing my presence so as not to startle her.

      Pia turns, her eyes widening in shock when she sees me standing just outside the stall.

      “Gavin,” she gasps.

      I give her a tight smile. “Baby girl,” I say quietly. I see her shiver at my words, which gives me hope.

      “What are you doing here?” she asks, genuine confusion painted on her face.

      I give her a disapproving look.

      “You snuck out,” I say flatly, crossing my arms over my chest. “You should have told me you wanted to leave. It’s not safe for you to be walking around, especially not at night.”

      “I didn’t want to wake you,” she says.

      Bullshit. Plus, that’s not the point.

      “Are you lying to me, little girl?” I ask in warning. She looks away from me, unable to meet my gaze.

      “I had to get back here.”

      “Pia,” I say more harshly. She stares at her feet for a second before her eyes meet mine.

      “It was just a one-night stand.”

      “Says who?” I snap angrily. I know I need to calm down, but hearing her say those words has me losing my shit.

      “We don’t belong together,” she says, her eyes pleading with me to accept that we’re over and stop torturing her. I can’t give her what she wants.

      “Yes, we do. I’ve never been more positive about anything in my life, baby girl. You’re meant to be mine and you’ve owned me since the moment I saw you.”

      I can see that she wants to believe me, but she’s been hurt too much. Life hasn’t been kind to Pia in the last year, and she’s not sure who to trust.

      “Pia,” I say more softly. “I’ve never shared myself like that with anyone. What we did last night? That was so much more than sex.”

      Her cheeks turn rosy at the mention of us together, and I know she’s remembering the way her body responded to mine.

      “It was everything. You’re my heart. My whole damn world.”

      My girl sniffles, dropping her gaze as she wraps her arms around her torso. She looks so small, so vulnerable and defeated. My hands twitch with the need to hold her, to soothe the wrinkle in her brow.

      “Where do you really see this going?” she whispers. “How can we be anything more than a one-night stand? We just met. We don’t live anywhere close to each other, and we’re both so busy. We’ll never see each other.”

      She blinks away tears, and the sight breaks my heart. I know she’s not going to believe me if I say that I love her, that I’ve been absolutely obsessed since I laid eyes on her, and that I’m never going to get over her. She’s trying to push me away right now, but I’m not going to let her. Not without a fight.

      “What can I do?” I murmur, taking a step closer to her. “What can I do to prove to you that I want you?” Taking a chance, I reach out, playing with a few strands of her golden hair before tucking them behind her ear. Pia gives me a heartbreaking look, full of such sorrow and loneliness.

      “I don’t know,” she admits quietly. “I just—”

      “Hey, Pia!” someone calls from further down the tent. I glare in that direction as my girl turns away from me.

      “I have to go,” she tells me, spinning out of reach. I try to grab her hand, but it’s too late, and she slips away once again.

      If Pia thinks this is the last she’ll see of me, she’s up for a rude awakening. I’m not giving up on my dream girl, on us, and our perfect future that easily. Anything in life worth having is worth fighting for. And Pia? Fuck, I’d bring the whole damn world to its knees for another chance to show her we belong together.

      I head out of the tent before anyone can yell at me to leave and make my way toward the big tent. I’m going to talk to Pia again. I’m going to convince her that we’re forever.

      I can’t live without her.
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      Pia

      

      This is our last full day in Salem, Massachusetts, and I’m not sure if I’m relieved to be leaving tomorrow or dreading it. My tender heart is still confused about everything that happened this morning, from sneaking out to running into Gavin again.

      He seemed genuinely upset, maybe even a little hurt that he woke up without me. But that’s what people do after one-night stands. Or so I’ve heard.

      Gavin wasn’t so convinced that it was a one-and-done situation, and while everything in me wanted to jump in his arms when he said that, the lingering doubt in the back of my mind kept me from believing him.

      I’ve had my life uprooted in the blink of an eye before, and I barely recovered. What would I do if I quit the circus and followed Gavin back to LA? I wouldn’t have a job, and no way of paying for Penny’s expenses, so I’d be completely at his mercy. And when he inevitably gets tired of me, because why wouldn’t he, I’ll be homeless, jobless, and broke.

      Penny neighs, the sound almost disapproving, like she doesn’t want to be my excuse for bailing on Gavin. I give her a look, then take out her brush and begin the calming, familiar routine of getting her ready for the first show of the day.

      I talk to Penny about my jumbled thoughts as I continue brushing her shiny coat. She stands patiently, nodding every once in a while as I chatter on.

      “I want to believe him, Penny, but how can I? We barely know each other.”

      Penny snorts, then shifts on her hooves, letting me pick up her right front one to clean.

      “Fine, we do know each other,” I concede.

      Truthfully, I feel like I know him better than anyone in my life. It’s crazy though, right? The memory of meeting his eyes in the crowd that very first night rises to the surface, reminding me how Gavin has made me feel safe and seen from the moment he saw me. He pretty much told me as much before I ran away earlier today.

      “He seemed sincere in his declaration,” I say, testing the waters with Penny.

      I don’t get an answer to that, and I sigh as I move on to the next hoof.

      “Do you think I made a mistake by pushing him away?”

      She nods her head, making me roll my eyes.

      “Seriously, Penny. Can I trust him?”

      Another nod, this one accompanied by a tail swat and snort.

      “Gavin did say horses are good judges of character,” I muse, chewing on the inside of my cheek.

      Penny nuzzles against my outstretched hand, comforting me with the sweet gesture. I pause, wondering if I should really take her advice. Am I that far gone that I not only talk to my horse but go to her for life’s big questions? Apparently so.

      “Are you ready, Pia?” my boss, H.T. Knight, asks.

      I turn to nod at him. “We’re ready,” I tell him.

      He grunts in approval before ducking out of the tent.

      He’s already in his ringmaster outfit, and I hurry to finish my makeup. I’m already wearing my leotard for my routine, and I try not to wince as I stretch a bit. My body is sore in places I didn’t even know existed after everything Gavin did to me last night.

      My body flushes, warming with the memories, and I bite my bottom lip as I try to get my body under control. His firm, owning grip as he sank into me over and over, his soft lips on every inch of my body, his ragged breath in my ear as he succumbed to his pleasure…

      You’re about to go perform in front of people! You can’t be getting turned on before that!

      I look down at my hardened nipples and wonder if people will just assume that it’s from the slight chill in the air today.

      My name is called, and I grab Penny, leading her into the big tent. I paste a smile onto my face as I lead Penny into the center of the ring. I signal to her and she starts to trot around the edge of the circle.

      I raise my hands in the air, posing on the little stand in the center of the ring as the crowd cheers. I scan the faces blankly, not paying too much attention to the crowd until I land on his face.

      My eyes widen slightly as I see Gavin in the stands. His eyes are locked on me, and my heart falters in my chest at the hungry look that I see in his eyes.

      Why is he still here?

      I blink a few times, trying to focus, but I can’t seem to look away. Gavin’s gaze turns from ravenous to something more tender. Something close to love, as insane as that sounds. Blue eyes tear me apart, begging me to listen to him, to believe that he wants me for good.

      The music changes, signaling the start of my act. Gavin gives me a small nod, releasing his hold on me so I can get through the next twenty minutes. The stern, determined look is still etched on his face, and I know we’ll be talking after the show.

      Some part of me is swooning that he’s not giving up. He’s here, silently watching over me and protecting me, even when I’m giving him every reason to walk away.

      I signal Penny to start cantering as I run down the circle and swing up onto her back. The crowd claps and I start my routine. I’ve done this twice a day for the last year, so I could do it in my sleep. My mind races as I picture Gavin watching me from the crowd.

      Did I make a mistake leaving last night and turning him down this morning? It’s obvious he’s not going to give up on me that easily. Could we really make it work? Is he craving me the way I’m craving him?

      I vault off of Penny, tucking my head in and doing a little flip before landing on my feet. Penny circles around me, and I can’t help but search for those deep blue eyes.

      It takes less than a second to find my Gavin. He looks awestruck, his eyes roaming up and down my body as I do a few dance moves to the beat of the song. We never break eye contact, even when Penny comes up behind me, dipping low so I can do a cartwheel and then haul myself onto her back.

      Should I trust him? Can I?

      Yes, my mind screams at me. A rush of adrenaline courses through my body as I stand up on Penny’s back, opening my arms wide as we go around the circle. My eyes are drawn to Gavin’s, my heart stuttering in my chest when I see the mix of worry, lust, and adoration in his eyes. This man genuinely cares for me, maybe even loves me. Why am I fighting this so hard?

      I know that we weren’t together long. I know there’s still so much I need to learn about him, but he’s right. There’s something here. Call it chemistry, fate, serendipity, or some other invisible connection, but I get it now. I didn’t allow myself to feel it before, but now it’s all I can see.

      I didn’t think it was possible to fall in love at first sight, but I guess I was wrong.

      Now how do I tell Gavin that?
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      Gavin

      

      I know Pia saw me at the midday performance. I was hoping she would come see me after she was done, but she didn’t. That’s okay though. If she needs time to think or to realize I’m not going anywhere, then that’s fine. I can wait for her. I’ve been waiting my whole life to find a woman who makes me feel like Pia does. Now that I’ve found her, I’m not letting her get away.

      The night performance is starting now, and I settle in my seat in the stands. I’m front and center. I want Pia to see me, to know that I’ll wait forever for her.

      “Ladies and gentlemen! Please welcome Pia and Penny to the big tent!” the announcer says over the loudspeaker.

      My heart takes off like a shot.

      The crowd cheers as Pia and Penny come into the center of the ring, and I smile when Pia’s eyes come right to mine. She seems surprised to still find me here, and I give her a small nod, trying to tell her silently that I’m always going to be here for her.

      She gives me the smallest smile, filling my chest up with hope. Maybe I won’t have to wait forever. Maybe, just maybe, she’s finally on board.

      My girl tears her eyes away from me and smiles at the rest of the crowd as she goes into her routine. Penny starts to gallop around the outside of the ring, but I keep my gaze locked on Pia. Her focus shifts as she gets into the music. Even though she’s nailing every move, I can tell her heart isn’t in it. She’s just going through the motions.

      Most of the other performers love to be in front of the crowd. You can see it, feel it in their energy. They thrive off of the crowd’s energy and cheers. They want the attention, but not Pia. She’s happiest when she’s alone with her horse. She doesn’t want the spotlight. She just wants a simple life, one filled with family and love, and I aim to give that to her.

      Pia jumps off of Penny, landing with her arms overhead and a wide smile on her face. I stand, cheering for her along with the rest of the crowd. Her eyes find mine again and something has changed.

      She’s ready to talk. I can see it in her eyes, and relief fills me.

      Penny and my girl turn to leave the tent, and I slip past the rest of the crowd and head outside too. The fairgrounds are packed tonight, and I make my way through the crowd and over to the animal tent. Pia is with Penny right outside of the flaps, and I make a beeline right for her.

      “Hey,” I say once I’m closer.

      Her eyes meet mine, her cheeks flushing my favorite color of pink. “Hey.”

      “Can I take you out to dinner?” I blurt out.

      She frowns, and I want to kick myself for coming on too strong.

      “Why?”

      I run my hand through my hair, rubbing the back of my neck as I think of a way to recover. “I thought you might be hungry after your performance.”

      She stares at me for a few moments, tilting her head to the side. “Why are you doing this?” she finally whispers.

      “Doing what?” I ask in confusion.

      “Why are you still here? I mean… you stayed for both shows,” she says softly. “And you want to take me out to dinner?”

      I nod.

      “Even after I sent you away?”

      “I told you, baby girl. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “But… you have a life to get back to,” she reminds me, scrambling for an excuse.

      I give her a rueful smile, not having any of that shit. “You are my life, Pia.”

      She shakes her head, looking over to Penny. I can’t stay away any longer, and I reach out to touch her arm. Pia shivers, leaning closer. I take that as a good sign.

      “I’m the boss. I can do whatever I want,” I tell her easily. “For example, I can rework my entire schedule for the next year so that I don’t have to go into the office.”

      “Why would you do that?” she gasps, her eyes guarded. Still, I can see a spark of hope in their depths. I can work with that.

      “Well, I’ll be a little far away,” I answer. “See, I bought tickets for every single circus show for the rest of the year.”

      Her mouth drops open and tears start to shimmer in her eyes as she stares at me.

      “What?” she whispers.

      I take a step closer, tugging on her arm until she’s pressed against me.

      “I’m yours, little girl, and you’re mine.” I cradle her precious face in my hands, needing her to hear me, to really listen to my words. “I’ll follow you around for as long as it takes for you to understand my devotion to you. I’d follow you to the ends of the earth, princess. If you need more time, then that’s fine. I’ll wait for you, but I’m going to prove to you that this is real. That we’re meant to be.”

      “I don’t need more time,” she says through her sniffles. I wipe her tears away with my thumbs, pressing my lips to her forehead.

      “What are you telling me?” I whisper.

      “I know it, too.”

      “What do you know? Say it,” I demand, my heart roaring in my ears. “Tell me, sweet girl.”

      “I’m meant to be yours, and you’re meant to be mine,” she chokes out.

      I wrap her up in my arms, engulfing my precious girl in my embrace. She cries into my chest, and I bundle her up even tighter against me.

      “I never thought I would have anyone,” she says into my shirt.

      “I know, baby girl, but you do.”

      She nods, and I hold her tighter as she struggles to get her tears to stop. When she finally looks up at me, I smile.

      “I love you, Pia,” I tell her.

      “I know. I love you too, Gavin.”

      I tilt her face up, and my lips are almost on hers when Penny neighs, nudging Pia with her head. We both laugh, and I reach up, stroking Penny’s neck.

      “I know. You want your treat,” Pia says to her.

      I grin. “I’ll let you take care of Penny. I’ll be right here when you’re ready.”

      She nods, and then a devilish smile takes over her face.

      “Why don’t you come inside with us?”

      “I thought that was against the rules,” I say.

      She gives me a heated look, a sexy smirk curling up the corners of her lips. “Let’s be bad… daddy.”

      Hearing that name coming from her lips has my cock hardening behind the zipper of my jeans, and I grin as I duck under the tent flap behind her.

      It takes all my willpower to stand off to the side while she feeds Penny and puts her back in her stall.

      When she’s done, Pia washes her hands at a little makeshift station on a bench on the other side of the tent. I can’t wait another goddamn second to show her who she belongs to.

      I eat up the distance between us in four long strides, needing her scent, her heat, her entire being wrapped around me.

      Stepping up behind her, I smooth my hands over her round, juicy ass and grip her hips, pulling her back into me so she can feel how hard I am for her. Pia gasps, leaning into me. I groan and kiss up and down her neck while she grinds against me, teasing me, driving me fucking crazy with her body.

      My hands slide underneath the hem of her shirt, spreading out over her flat stomach and then down to the waistband of her jeans. Quickly undoing the button, I slip my hand inside, cupping her hot little pussy. She moans and lifts one arm behind her head, her hand fisting my hair and drawing me closer to her while her other hand rests on top of mine, guiding me down past the waistline of her panties.

      “This what you need, little girl?” I murmur before nipping at her pulse point and licking away the sting. 

      “God, yes,” she moans.

      “How do good girls ask?” I murmur again into the shell of her ear.

      “Please, daddy,” she chokes out, grinding against me, trying to get me to touch her where she needs.

      I stroke her soaking wet slit, dragging our hands through her folds. Together, we rub her clit and then thrust our fingers into her tight little opening. A warm wave of her cream pools in my hand, making me growl.

      “Fuck, you’re my dirty fucking princess, aren’t you?”

      “Yes…” she whimpers, rocking her hips into our joined hands, fucking herself with our fingers.

      “Jesus,” I grunt. I withdraw our hands and peel her pants and panties halfway down her thighs before unzipping my pants and pulling myself out. “Hands in front of you, little girl. Hold on to the bench while I fuck this pussy and show you who you belong to.”

      She does as I say, bracing herself for my thickness. I grip her hips and slowly slide into her, feeling every inch of her silky heat squeeze around my cock. I pause when I’m fully seated inside of her, taking a moment to be with her like this, buried in her dripping cunt, connected to her in the most intimate of ways. I nuzzle into her shoulder, pressing light kisses there and breathing her in.

      Then I pull out and slam back into her, fucking the air out of her lungs with deep, steady strokes. I slide my hands underneath her shirt, gripping her tits and using them as leverage to thrust into her deeper, pull her closer, and grind against her harder.

      Moans fall from her lips as I fill her up over and over. She pushes back against me, giving as good as she’s getting.

      I continue kneading her breast with one hand while sliding my other hand up her back, wrapping her long hair around my fist and yanking her head to the side. I crash my lips down on hers, prying her lips open for me so I can taste her while I fuck her.

      She kisses me back with a wild frenzy that almost outmatches my own. I open my mouth wider, needing more, needing to somehow get deeper, taste more of her, consume her completely. I swear to fucking god I could drown in her.

      Pia breaks our kiss, a jagged moan ripped from her core as she struggles to fill her lungs with oxygen. Her pussy tightens and flutters around me, letting me know she’s close. I back off, thrusting into her slowly, keeping her on the edge without pushing her over.

      She whines and wiggles her ass, but I just laugh darkly and suck on her neck, leaving another mark on my woman. 

      “Gavin, please…”

      “Please what, princess? Tell me what you want.”

      “I want you.”

      “You have me. All of me.”

      “Prove it.”

      “Is that a challenge, little girl?” I grunt.

      “If I say yes, will you punish me?”

      God fucking damn. I love this woman.

      I slap her ass, hard, and ram my fat cock into her, slicing into her juicy little cunt. I scrape my shaft against her front wall until she cries out, letting me know I found her most sensitive spot. I pound into it, again and again, gripping her ass cheeks and spreading her apart so I can watch her pussy swallow all of me. I growl at the sight of us. A perfect fucking fit.

      Pia gasps for air and starts shaking in my arms. Her pussy throbs around me, coating my cock with more of her cream. Her entire body freezes as she sucks in a huge breath of air and screams as her pussy snaps around me. 

      “Oh god, oh god, oh god,” she repeats over and over. “I-I can’t, ohmygod, I can’t… take… it…”

      I smack her ass and pull her hair, tugging her head back as I lean forward, biting down on her shoulder. “You can, and you will. Take it. Fucking take what your daddy gives you.”

      I slap her ass again, making her squirt all over me.

      “Daddy! It hurts, it hurts so good, don’t stop, don’t ever stop.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I grit out, riding her ass hard with everything I am.

      Sloppy, wet, smacking sounds fill the empty space, adding to the soundtrack of Pia’s breathy moans and my feral grunts.

      I wrap my arms around her hips right as her knees give out. Holding her up, I rut into her like a man possessed, driving both of us higher and higher, my muscles burning as I tense and flex and fuck her savagely.

      The bench she’s holding on to shakes with each thrust, but I can’t stop. Sweat drips down my forehead, my balls draw up tight, and the sharp sting of ecstasy shoots through my body just as Pia fucking comes again. Her orgasm ignites my own, the white-hot flames traveling down my spine and shooting out of me right into Pia’s ripe pussy. I come so hard my balls ache and my cock feels raw.

      We stay connected for long moments, feeling the love between us. Eventually, I pull away from her, grabbing a few clean towels from the hand washing station to clean both of us up.

      Pia sighs dreamily as I pull her pants up and get her all put back together. I love that she trusts me like this, trusts me to take care of the little details. Speaking of…

      “Where are we going next?” I ask her as I scoop her up in my arms. Pia giggles, kicking her legs out as she curls up into my chest.

      “Um… your hotel room?” she asks with the cutest smile on her face. “We both could use a shower…”

      I grin, kissing the tip of her nose. “Perfect.”

      We have lots more to discuss about her job, Penny, where she wants to live, what her dream house is, and how many children she wants, but all of that will fall into place. I’m sure of it. The only thing that matters is having Pia in my life.
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      Pia

      

      Five Years Later…

      

      “Can I help, Mommy?” Ciara asks as she peeks around the stall door.

      “Sure, honey. Just watch your step,” I warn.

      My daughter smiles happily as she grabs a brush and comes to stand by my side. I watch as she clumsily runs the brush against Penny’s lower side. She’s not very tall, so she can really only reach Penny’s legs and belly, but she’s happy to be helping and around the horses.

      “I thought that I might find you two out here,” Gavin says, and I glance over my shoulder to see him leaning against the stall door.

      He grins at me and bends down to scoop up Ciara as she runs toward him.

      “Daddy!” Ciara yells excitedly.

      He grins at our little girl, and I smile. Ciara looks just like Gavin, and she’s definitely a daddy’s girl. The two of them are inseparable.

      The little one in my belly kicks, and I rest a hand against my large bump, rubbing circles there to try to soothe the kicks.

      “Are you alright?” Gavin asks, moving to my side, and I smile.

      Gavin is still just as attentive and caring as he was the day I met him. He’s always anticipating my needs and bringing me home little surprises whenever he has to leave.

      “I’m fine,” I promise him. “He’s just active today.”

      Gavin’s hand joins mine on my stomach, and he smiles as our son kicks again.

      “Are you all done here?” Gavin asks me, and I nod.

      “Yeah, I just finished up.”

      “Good.”

      He takes my hand and leads me out of the stall, he holds Ciara on his hip as we start to head back toward the house.

      Gavin and I moved here right after we left the circus. He had bought a horse trailer and a truck, and we spent five days driving across the country and back to California. I don’t know how he did it, but he managed to list his penthouse apartment in the city and buy this beautiful ranch just outside of Los Angeles.

      The house itself is huge but gorgeous. It’s all gleaming hardwood floors and windows so that you can look out over the sprawling ranch.

      Gavin has an office on the first floor, but he’s cut down on his hours a lot since we had Ciara. He rarely goes into the office now and spends just a few hours a week in his home office.

      He’s been helping me more down at the stables. We have a few horses now and even a few chickens. Ciara asked for chickens for her last birthday, and I knew before I saw the chicken coop that she was going to get them. Gavin would do anything to make us happy.

      I know that my parents would have loved Gavin, and I wish that they could have met him. If they were still alive though, then I might have never met Gavin.

      Meeting Gavin was the best thing to ever happen to me. He’s given me so much. Thanks to him, I have an amazing family, an amazing house and stable, and I’m surrounded by so much love. None of that would be possible without Gavin.

      “Can we play dolls, Daddy?” Ciara asks as we head into the house.

      “Later tonight, we can. Right now, you need to get ready for your playdate with Megan,” he tells her, and she takes off to go get some toys.

      “I’ll drive her over there,” Gavin tells me as he tugs me into his arms.

      I smile up at him, and he grins down at me, bringing his lips closer to my ear so that he can whisper to me.

      “Once Ciara is at her playdate, it’s time for ours.”

      I grin, leaning up on my tiptoes to press a kiss to his lips.

      “I’ll be ready, daddy,” I whisper.
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      She had the best intentions.

      

      Avery Sinclair lives to spread Christmas cheer. Growing up in an orphanage, Christmas was the only time that she got presents, but her love of the holiday is more than that. It’s the only time when people treated her with kindness.

      

      That’s why she’s on her neighbor’s roof, trying to untangle the string of Christmas lights that she’s putting up for him.

      

      All is going according to plan until she slips on that patch of ice.

      

      He had his perfect routine.

      

      Paxton Humphrey has made his millions. Now he just wants to be left alone.

      

      He likes his quiet life in his quiet house on his quiet street. Then Avery comes falling down his chimney and turns his quiet life into something more.

      

      Will this Christmas elf be able to turn her Grinch’s heart three sizes bigger this holiday season?
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      Avery

      

      I hum “Dashing Through the Snow” under my breath as I grab the last of the boxes of Christmas decorations from my storage closet. I’m going to spend the day helping my neighbors put up some lights and I can’t wait. Christmas is my favorite holiday, and I decorated my house the day after Thanksgiving.

      I love seeing the lights twinkling and all of the pretty wreaths, but it’s more than that. There’s just this feeling in the air this time of year. It’s one of the only times that I feel like the world cares about me.

      Pathetic? Maybe. But I made a choice a long time ago to see the good in every situation. Wallowing in bitterness and painful what-ifs didn’t free me from the group home I grew up in. Smiling and looking for the silver lining, however, definitely improved my quality of life.

      Sometimes the only way to move on is to accept that life didn’t turn out the way you thought it would. And then wipe your tears, pull up your big girl panties, and make the best life you can.

      I shake those thoughts from my head and grab the ladder, heading outside. I just moved into this neighborhood a few weeks ago. I couldn’t afford much in California but this tiny little rental house is luckily in my budget. It’s cramped, even for just me, but it has a bigger yard, one that will be perfect for a dog. I’ve wanted one my whole life, but the group home didn’t allow them. Then again, after seeing the way some of those people treated us kids, I don’t think I’d trust them with a dog.

      That ends this year. I have my eye on the most special doggo in the whole wide world. Saint. He’s at the animal shelter I volunteer at several times a week. Once I have enough money saved up to make sure he can have all of his shots and a good setup here, I’m adopting him.

      Every time I take the little guy out for a walk and then put him back in his cage, it breaks off another piece of my heart. I know what it’s like to be trapped, wishing someone would adopt you, find you valuable and worthy of love.

      I sniffle, but quickly wipe away the lone tear threatening to spill over my cheek. This is Christmas. No time for tears.

      My curly red hair tickles my cheeks as the wind blows it around my shoulders. There are a few snowflakes but it’s not really sticking to the ground or anything. I wave at Mr. Miller as I trudge past his house and head over to Mrs. Tilton’s place.

      “Good afternoon, Avery,” she greets me at the door, and I grin. She’s a sweet older woman who loves gossiping with her cats (and wayward neighbors) over tea and cookies.

      “Afternoon,” I greet her with a big smile. “Is now a good time for me to put up your lights?” I ask her and she nods. I grab the package of toys I picked up for her three fur babies. There’s a good mix of catnip, crinkle toys, and sparkle pom-pom balls. The cats at the shelter go crazy over the pom-poms, so I made sure to load up on them.

      “Oh, bless you, honey!” Mrs. Tilton says as she takes the toys from me.

      I grab the box of lights by the door and tell her I’ll stop back in when I’m done. There’s only a handful of houses on our street and I look around at the decorations on the other ones as I climb up the ladder and get started on Mrs. Tilton’s house.

      Everyone else has lights strung up or one of those projectors in their front lawn. Some people have wire reindeers and trees, and a few have large inflatable figures that are now deflated and laying across the dead grass. I’m more of a classic girl when it comes to Christmas decor, but I can get behind anything so long as they have the holiday spirit.

      Then I see the house next to mine.

      It’s the biggest house on the block and the only neighbor I haven’t met yet. I’ve never even caught a glimpse of him, which is strange because I’m almost always at home.

      I work for an online company as a customer relations specialist. I’m basically customer support and I spend my hours answering emails. It’s pretty slow so I have a lot of downtime. Which is the only reason that I’ve stayed on working for them, because my boss is a real dick. The customers aren’t so great themselves sometimes, but I always try to give them the benefit of the doubt.

      It can be soul sucking working there, but it pays the bills and allows me enough time to volunteer at the local animal shelter a few times a week. That’s how I met the cutest, goodest boy, Saint. He’s had a rough go of it, but he just needs a safe place to land. We’re a lot alike in that respect.

      “Do you want something to drink, dear?” Mrs. Tilton asks as I start to climb back down the ladder.

      “Sure!”

      “Hot chocolate?” she asks and I nod.

      I close up the ladder and grab the now empty light box, and head up to the front door. By the time I’m done, she’s coming back outside with two cups of hot chocolate.

      “Thanks,” I tell her, taking a sip.

      “Thank you! I could never climb up there to do all of that. You’re a real lifesaver.”

      “It’s my pleasure,” I tell her honestly.

      “Any big plans for Christmas?” she asks.

      “Yeah, my foster sister, Gwen, is coming over. She’s going to Sequoia University, so I don’t get to see her as much as I’d like.” I don’t even try to contain the smile stretching out over my face. I’ve missed her, but I’m so happy she has the opportunity to study what she loves.

      “I’m glad you’ll be able to spend some time with her. Do you have any other family coming to town?” She eyes me over her mug of hot chocolate with more than a little interest. I know she’s trying to pull information out of me, but I don’t mind. I’m an open book.

      “Nope, just Gwen. We’re all we have, and all we need.” Mrs. Tilton gives me a sympathetic smile, so I flip the question back on her. “What about you?”

      Just like I hoped, she launches into all of her upcoming plans. She’s going out of town to visit her son soon. He just had the first grandbaby and she can’t wait to hold her and spend time with everyone.

      “Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask. Who lives there?” I ask her, nodding to the house next to mine as I finish off my hot chocolate.

      “Oh, that’s Pax. He’s some kind of recluse or something. I can’t remember the last time I saw him out and about.”

      “Huh. How long has he been in the neighborhood?”

      “Oh, let me think…” The woman trails off, looking over at the house in question. “Years and years. I’ve never seen him with anyone on the rare occasions he actually leaves his house.”

      “That sounds lonely,” I say, my chest aching for the man hidden behind those four walls. Mrs. Tilton nods, taking my empty mug from me.

      “Maybe you can spread some of your Christmas cheer over there,” she suggests and I smile, waving as I head back to grab my ladder.

      Maybe she’s right. I have a few strands of lights left at my place. I could go hang them up on his roof and maybe grab something for the yard. I think I have an extra wreath or red bow around here somewhere.

      I gather my supplies and bring my ladder over to his house, pausing to knock. No one answers and I bite my lip, wondering if I should wait. The logical side of my brain says to check back later. But the Christmas side of my brain is already full steam ahead, wanting to decorate the crap out of this place. Plus, today is my only day off and I won’t have time to help for another week.

      I make a decision and go grab the lights from my place before I set up the ladder and climb up to his roof. I make my way up to the peak, holding on to the chimney there as I slip on a patch of ice. I steady myself, moving over to the edge and starting to string up the lights. I move over an inch, standing when my shoe gets caught on a shingle and that’s when it happens.

      I slip on the ice, losing my balance and tip backward.

      Straight into the chimney.
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      Pax

      

      I ignore the knock at my door. It’s probably just a delivery driver dropping off a package. My brother always sends my Christmas gifts a few days early and I’m guessing it’s from him. He lives up in Redwood and will be coming to visit in a few days but he always buys his gifts online and ships them here.

      No one else would darken my doorstep, that’s for sure. And that’s just the way I like it. It’s not that I hate people. I simply prefer to be by myself. Recluse, hermit, grumpy bastard, I’ve been called it all. Truthfully, however, I just don’t fit in. Nothing traumatic happened, I don’t have a sob story, I just… haven’t found a place to belong.

      I turn on the TV, hoping to drown out my thoughts. Instead, it just adds to the noise in my head. I’ve been unsettled and antsy for the last few days, and I can’t figure out why. Maybe it’s just the holiday season, or maybe I’ve just been cooped up in this house for too long. Deep down, however, I know it’s more than that. It’s not just restlessness that keeps me up at night. I hate to admit it, but I think I’m… lonely.

      I turn the TV off, sighing as I head downstairs. I have more money than I could spend in ten lifetimes. I could have every luxury at my fingertips. Yet, none of that holds the same appeal it once did. What does any of it mean without someone to share it with?

      Fuck, I’m getting sentimental. It really must be the holiday season. Maybe some time in my home gym will help me burn off whatever funk I’ve gotten myself into.

      I’m halfway down the stairs when I hear a loud bang and I freeze, wondering where the hell the sound came from. There’s another bump and a grunt, and then a poof of black soot comes out of the fireplace.

      I stare wide-eyed as the prettiest red-headed angel comes crawling out. My jaw drops as I take in every filthy, dirty inch of her. Goddamn, I’d like to give her a bath and then carry her off to bed.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I shout, snapping out of my inappropriate thoughts. I rush over to help her, mentally kicking myself for being a creep instead of getting to her sooner.

      She’s covered in soot, trying to wipe it off her face with her dirt-covered hands. While it’s oddly adorable, she’s not making much progress. I grab some tissues from a box on the nearby table and hand them to her.

      “I was hanging up lights,” the angel answers, as if that should have been obvious. She blinks up at me, and for the first time, I notice her eyes. All different colors of green dance in her irises, making her look absolutely ethereal.

      She coughs, taking the tissue from me, and I stare at her in bewilderment. Her puffy winter jacket must have broken her fall, but I’m still amazed she hardly has a scratch on her.

      “Why?” I blurt out. I’m not sure if I’m asking why she was hanging up lights or why she’s so damn perfect.

      “It’s Christmas,” she says with the same duh tone and a shrug of her shoulders. I want to wrap my hands around her shoulders and shake a straight answer from her. I also want to hold her close and breathe her in. Covered in soot or not, I just know she smells sweet.

      “Okay,” I grunt, clearing my throat. “But why did you come down my chimney? What were you thinking?”

      As I get a clearer picture of what the Christmas angel was doing on my roof, the more upset and worried I become. She could have broken her neck! Or been roasted over an open fire! Plus, most chimneys these days narrow at the end. Mine is old, which is why she fell all the way down. If I had updated it, however, she’d be good and stuck halfway down the damn chute.

      “What would you have done if I had a fire going?” I spit out. This woman is infuriating and sexy and confusing the fuck out of me.

      “Um, screamed?” Her left eyebrow quirks up, giving me a hint of her sassy nature. Those damn eyes sparkle brighter than any Christmas tree.

      Too bad this girl is absolutely crazy.

      I huff out a laugh, dragging my hands down my face.

      “What’s your name?” I ask, my voice coming out rough.

      “Avery. I just moved in next door to you,” she says, pointing in the direction of the little shed next door.

      An angel like her shouldn’t be living in such a dump, but I don’t say that.

      “I’m Pax,” I say and she grins up at me. Holy hell, that smile. What is this pressure in my chest? Why can’t I breathe? This curvy little Christmas goddess is wrecking me with just one look.

      “It’s nice to finally meet you.” Her voice is so genuine and sweet as it wraps itself around my heart.

      Avery blinks up at me, her forest-green eyes meeting mine and casting a spell on me. That’s the only way I know how to describe it. One second, I want to get her out of my house as soon as humanly possible so I’m not liable for any accidents that she may have and the next I know I need to keep her close to me so I can keep her safe. What if she fell down someone else’s chimney, and she was with them right now instead of me? No, that won’t do. I saw her first. She’s mine.

      “Right,” I grunt, clearing my throat. I have to push back the wave of possessiveness threatening to choke me up.

      I grab some more tissues and help her wipe off the stray streaks on her face, adjusting her knit hat in the process. Her hair is a wild riot of red that can barely be contained. I wrap one curl around my finger, mesmerized by the texture.

      Avery blinks and smiles at me, a pretty pink blush peeking through the soot on her cheeks. She barely comes up to the center of my chest. I’m tall at over six-foot-five and I’m used to people staring at me like I’m a freak but Avery hasn’t even seemed to notice the way I tower over her. She just keeps smiling at me like I’m the most adorable thing she’s ever seen.

      I drop my hand from her face, letting go of her hair in the process. Emptiness sweeps through me, and I suddenly feel incomplete.

      “Thanks,” she says with a grin. “I think I’m all set.” She walks toward the front door and I open it for her.

      “Next time, use this entrance,” I say sarcastically and she grins at me more.

      “In my defense, I tried. You didn’t answer.”

      “So, you climbed up on my roof anyway,” I respond dryly. Truthfully, she’s cute as hell, and I’m only upset because she could have gotten seriously hurt.

      “Yup! I better get back to it. I only have a few more hours of light left.”

      I watch incredulously as she waves and heads back around the corner of my house to where I see a ladder resting. She can’t seriously be continuing this nonsense after her fall. I’m surprised she didn’t break anything.

      I debate ignoring her and going back inside to clear my head of these strange and uncomfortable thoughts, but she’ll probably kill herself. That would really put a damper on my day.

      I bite out a curse as I grab my coat and boots and head outside after Avery, my curvy Christmas angel.
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      I smile as Pax trudges across the snow after me.

      I’m not sure if I was more shocked by my fall or the fact that Pax isn’t an eighty-year-old Ebeneezer Scrooge. Well, he may be a bit Scrooge-like, but damn, the man is so freaking handsome, I couldn’t stop smiling at him like a giddy girl with a crush.

      He’s massive. A foot taller than me, twice as wide, and rippling with muscles. Then there’s his hair. Thick, black locks, slightly messy, but it works with his whole lumberjack vibe. With shoulders and arms the size of his, I wouldn’t be surprised if he actually was a lumberjack.

      As if all that weren’t enough, his ice-blue eyes cut right through me, showing me more of his vulnerable heart than I think he intended. I have a feeling no one has seen a softer side to him in a while.

      I’m halfway up the ladder before Pax reaches me and I see him frown up at me out of the corner of my eye. His light blue eyes turn stormy and his dark eyebrows scrunch up as he watches me climb higher.

      “Maybe I should be the one going up there,” he suggests but I wave him off.

      “I’ll be fine,” I promise him.

      “Yeah, I saw how good you are with hanging lights already,” he grumbles and I just laugh.

      He’s so grumpy, like a big bear with a thorn stuck in his paw. It’s probably meant to be intimidating but I find it endearing. I wonder if that’s why no one in the neighborhood knows much about him. My heart thumps unevenly in my chest, aching for the lonely man currently scowling at me. If anyone needs some Christmas cheer, it’s Paxton.

      “How long have you lived here?” I ask him as I grab the string of lights and the little plastic clips out of my pocket and start hanging them.

      “I really think I should be the one up there instead,” he says, ignoring my question.

      “I’m fine. If I fall, you can catch me,” I add when he starts to grumble.

      He gives me a dry look, not seeming to like that suggestion, and I smile to myself as I carefully work my way along the edge of the roof.

      “A few years.”

      “Hmm?” I ask, frowning down at him.

      “I’ve lived here for a few years now. You just moved in, right?”

      “Yeah, I just moved to Sequoia actually. My sister, Gwen, is going to Sequoia University and I moved to be closer to her.”

      He just grunts at that and I stand, stretching out my shoulders as I grab some more clips from my jacket pocket.

      “What do you do for a living? Do you work from home?” I ask. Maybe that’s why I haven’t seen him coming or going. “I do and it can get lonely sometimes,” I say, kneeling back down and plugging in the next string of lights.

      “I’m retired.”

      “Really? That’s amazing! You’re so young though,” I exclaim, earning me a shrug from him. Pax looks away for a second, like he’s uncomfortable with my praise. He’s really freaking cute.

      “Yeah, I made enough money and decided to relax for the rest of my life,” he says. Pax doesn’t sound very happy about all of his free time now, however. I wonder if he’s as lonely as I am.

      “That’s so cool! What did you used to do?” I ask, trying to keep the conversation going. I’m addicted to his deep voice. I like learning more about him. I want to pry out every detail of this man’s life while sitting on his lap and listening to the rumble of his voice.

      “I worked in Silicon Valley. I created a few apps for public transportation, universities, and events, and some software for the government.”

      I whistle but I don’t know what else to say to that. I know nothing about technology or coding and he doesn’t sound like he really wants to talk about what he used to do.

      “What about you?” Pax asks after a minute.

      “I work for an online company, Oleo. I don’t know if you’ve heard of it or not. I basically just return emails all day to unhappy customers,” I say with a roll of my eyes.

      “You don’t enjoy it.” It’s a statement, not a question. Something about that has a shiver running down my spine, waking up certain parts of me for the first time. I’ve never been particularly interested in dating. In fact, I haven’t so much as kissed a guy. I thought maybe I was broken, but it seems as though I’ve saved up all of my attraction and lust for one surly millionaire lumberjack with electric blue eyes and an endearing frown.

      “Avery?” Pax says, drawing me back into the moment.

      “I don’t enjoy it,” I quickly recover. “But my schedule is flexible enough that I can spend my free time volunteering at the animal shelter downtown.” I finish hanging up the last strand of lights and move to stand to study my work. “How does it look?” I ask with a grin as I open my arms wide.

      A gust of wind hits me, rocking me back on my heels and I drop down to my butt before I can topple over.

      “Umph!”

      “Alright! That’s enough decorating for today,” Pax calls up to me, his eyes a little wild with worry.

      “I’m okay,” I tell him but he shakes his head.

      “Down. Now.” His voice is harsh and commanding. Despite the cold and wind, I’m flushed head to toe just thinking about him speaking to me that way in the bedroom.

      Holy crap, get it together! I scold myself.

      Instead of bursting into flames or begging Pax to give me my first kiss, I roll my eyes at his response. Still, I move over to the ladder and head down. He holds it steady for me as I descend. When I’m a few rungs from the bottom, I hear a grunt and then feel large, warm hands grip my hips.

      Pax lifts me easily, holding me against his body briefly before setting me down on the ground. I wobble slightly, my legs apparently turning to Jell-O at his touch.

      As soon as he drops his hands, I spin around, my nose nearly crashing right into his chest. He rests his hands on my shoulders to steady me. Looking up at the giant, I can’t help but grin.

      “Got any hot chocolate?” I ask, not wanting our time to end.

      “No.”

      I frown. Well, there goes all the progress I made.

      Pax folds up my ladder, turning and heading back to my place.

      “I can carry it!”

      “I got it,” he says, striding across the snow dusted grass between our two houses.

      My heart sinks as I stare at his back. It’s like he can’t wait to get away from me. I take a deep breath, enjoying the crisp winter air as I head past Pax to show him where to put the ladder.

      “It was nice meeting you,” I tell him, giving him a smile.

      “You too,” he says, shifting anxiously on his feet. The man looks so uncomfortable, I almost pity him.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I say cheerfully, releasing him from his own awkwardness. I find it adorable, but I don’t want him to be embarrassed. I wave and head inside, though I can’t help but peek out from behind the curtains as I close the door, wanting to see my big teddy bear one last time.
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      I’m a fucking idiot.

      I’m fully aware of that as I head down the grocery store aisles in search of hot chocolate. I’m not even sure what aisle it would be in. I can’t remember the last time that I had a cup of hot chocolate. It’s such a frivolous, impractical thing, though I have a feeling Avery would disagree. She looked mildly shocked and a little disappointed when I told her I didn’t have any on hand.

      I head down the coffee aisle and let out a sigh as I finally spot the boxes and containers of hot chocolate. There’s a dozen of them and I can feel my eye starting to twitch as I stare at all of the different varieties. Milk chocolate, white chocolate, peppermint, dark chocolate… what the fuck do I know about this stuff? What am I doing here?

      I spot a box boasting of double chocolate and mini marshmallows. I instinctively know my clumsy curvy angel is going to want all the sugar she can get, so I grab several of the boxes and shove them in my cart.

      Heading over to the dairy section, I grab a can of whipped cream too, tossing it on top of the hot chocolate. What else would Avery want? Caramel? Candy canes? Chocolate sprinkles? I don’t know, so I decide to get it all.

      I realize that I’m buying all of this for a girl that may never actually come back to see me. Why would she after I growled and grunted at her like a beast? Or how awkward I was yesterday afternoon when she went back home?

      I can’t seem to stop myself from hoping though. I haven’t thought of anything other than Avery and the sweet lilt to her voice since she closed her door yesterday. Her green eyes and bright red hair flashed across my mind for the rest of the evening, and when I finally went to sleep, I dreamed of her soft curves and smooth skin.

      Passing by an aisle with an endcap of those fuzzy socks, I grab a few, tossing them into my cart. I’m crazy, I know, but I can’t help it. Avery’s boots yesterday were worn and didn’t look warm at all. She needs to start taking better care of herself or I’m going to do it for her.

      My cock hardens in my jeans, liking the idea of taking care of all of her needs. I want to protect the precious angel, provide everything for her, and make sure she feels nothing but pleasure for the rest of her life. Jesus, I would lick her dripping pussy every morning and fill her with my dick every evening. I smirk to myself, thinking about coming down her chimney for a change.

      Shaking my head, I try to think of something else as I wheel my cart up to the front of the store to check out. I don’t want to be a creep on top of being naturally intimidating to everyone around me.

      I’ve already got a cart full of Christmas decorations and I nod at the checkout girl as I start to unload everything onto the belt. It’s almost Christmas and I got the last of a lot of their decorations, including a tree.

      I hope Avery likes it. If not, I’ll bring her to the store to pick out whatever she wants. How am I already rearranging my life to be everything Avery needs? It’s too fast, but I can’t stop. She’s magnetic. Enchanting. Everything I’ve been missing.

      I pay for my things and load everything into the back of my SUV. I’m about to pull out of the lot when I see the sign for the mall.

      Should I get Avery a present?

      I want to. Maybe some new boots or a warmer winter coat, but will that come off as creepy? I already bought her socks and sweets. I’d buy her the whole damn mall—and could—if she wanted.

      I need to get myself under control or I’m going to scare her away.

      I pull out of the lot and turn toward home when my phone rings. My brother’s name flashes on the screen and I hit the button on my steering wheel to accept the call.

      “Hey, Reese,” I answer.

      “Hey, are you busy?”

      “No, just heading home from the store.”

      “Buying my Christmas present?” he jokes and I can hear the smile in his voice.

      “Oh, shoot. I knew that I forgot something,” I say dryly and he laughs.

      “Liar. You love me. I bet you got my gift months ago. We both know how you like to plan.”

      I don’t say anything because he’s right. I did buy his present back in October and I’ve had it wrapped for the last two months. I may have been out of the business world for years now, but the discipline and planning it took to rise to the top never left me. Control is everything, which means plenty of plans and backup plans if need be.

      There’s no plan for Avery, though. I didn’t see her coming until she fell right into my life. Literally.

      “Are you at the shop?” I ask, not wanting to dwell on that for too long.

      “Yeah. Well, I was, but I’m on my lunch break now, so I’m around the corner at the deli.”

      “How’s work?”

      “Busy, but that’s good. I’m planning on coming down to your place on Saturday and I’ll spend the night so we can open presents early on Christmas.”

      “Sounds good. I already bought food to make dinner and breakfast.”

      “Those twice baked potato things?” he asks excitedly and I grin.

      “Of course.”

      “You’re the best little brother in the whole world.”

      “I know,” I say as I turn onto my street.

      “Alright, I’m going to grab some food but I’ll text you later.”

      “Sounds good. See ya.”

      I hang up as I get ready to turn into my driveway, and that’s when I spot Avery. She’s outside, trying to drag the ladder off of her front porch, and I bite back my excited grin as I climb out to help her.
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      “Where are you going with that?” Pax calls to me as he crosses the front yard. I somehow forgot how tall and broad he is as he towers over me, his shadow covering me completely.

      “I’m done with it for now, so I was going to put it away in the shed,” I tell him, pointing to the side of the house.

      “I could have done that yesterday,” he says with an adorable frown and I wave him off.

      “I’ve got it.”

      He grunts and grabs the ladder from my hands, carrying it easily over to the shed behind my house.

      “Thanks,” I say when he comes back to the front porch.

      “No problem.”

      I fall into step with him as he heads back to his car. He opens up the trunk and I gasp when I see the Christmas tree inside.

      “You got more decorations?” I ask, practically vibrating with excitement. Did I really inspire him to spruce up his place for the holidays? I shove those thoughts into the back of my head. There’s no way he spent this much money on decorations for me. In fact, Pax doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who does anything unless he absolutely wants to.

      “Oh, yeah,” he says, reaching past me to grab a few of the bags.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was blushing, but it must just be from the wind or the cold. I grab a few bags and follow him up to the front door. Pax lets us in and I look around as I trail him into the kitchen.

      I didn’t get a very good view of the place yesterday. I had soot in my eyes and was too distracted by the sight of Pax to bother looking around his house.

      It’s nice in a minimalist way. There are a few pictures on the walls, a couple of knick-knacks and mementos over the mantle, and that’s about it for personal touches. His living room has the typical bachelor pad staples. Leather couch, flat-screen TV, dark wood coffee table. It still feels inviting though. I can picture myself curled up on the couch with a fire going and a good book.

      “I like your place,” I tell him as I set my bags down on the kitchen counter.

      “Thanks.”

      I head back outside with him, grabbing the last of the bags while he grabs the Christmas tree and closes the trunk.

      “Where are you going to set the tree up?” I ask as I close the front door behind us.

      Pax looks around the living room as if just considering it for the first time. It makes me sad to think he’s lived here for years and never had a tree. “I don’t know yet. Where do you think I should put it?”

      “Hmm,” I say, turning in a circle and looking around the space. “Maybe over there in the corner by the window?”

      He nods, heading that way with the box, and I head into the kitchen with the last of the bags.

      “Want to help me decorate?” he asks, coming into the kitchen behind me.

      I’m surprised and delighted by his offer. Maybe he’s not so aloof after all. “Sure!”

      “I, uh…” He trails off, rubbing the back of his neck as if shy. This giant of a man never ceases to make me melt and smile. “I got you something,” he says, digging in one of the bags and pulling out a few boxes of hot chocolate and a can of whipped cream.

      I just grin at him. That has to mean that he likes me, right? I wish that I could call Gwen and ask her for advice but we’re both virgins who have never so much as gone on a date.

      I think that’s everything, but then Pax pulls out a package of candy canes, some salted caramel sauce, chocolate sprinkles, and extra marshmallows. He really went all out. My grin spreads into a cheesy smile, and I’m sure I’m blushing.

      “Want me to make you a cup?”

      “Yes, please!” I say with a little too much enthusiasm. Pax doesn’t seem to mind. In fact, I think I even see the corner of his lips twist up into an almost smile.

      I start to pull out the decorations as he warms up a mug of milk and stirs in the hot chocolate mix. He swirls the whipped cream on top and passes the mug to me, along with all the topping choices as I finish unloading all of the decorations and organizing them on the counter.

      “Thanks,” I say as I take the cup from him.

      Our fingers brush and I feel a jolt. My eyes snap to his and he looks just as affected as I am. I want to tell him that I couldn’t stop thinking about him last night. That I kept looking out my bedroom window to see if I could see him.

      “Where do you want to get started?” Pax asks me as I concentrate on pouring caramel sauce on top of the whipped cream.

      “With the tree?”

      “Sounds good.”

      He grabs the lights and heads into the other room.

      “Did you grab ornaments?” I ask as I follow him.

      “No, they were out.”

      “That’s okay. It’s prettier when you get more personalized ones instead of the red or gold balls anyway and that takes time to accumulate unless you’re a millionaire,” I joke.

      He looks at me over his shoulder and I realize that he probably is a millionaire.

      “Right,” I say lamely, taking another drink of my hot chocolate.

      He starts unboxing the tree and I help him, making sure that each of the branches are spread before I pass them to him to put into the base.

      “Looks good,” I say when we’re done. Pax hums in agreement.

      “Do you have a real tree?” he asks and I snort.

      “I wish! No, I have one of those tiny little tabletop ones. The real ones are too expensive for me.”

      He nods, looking thoughtful for a second but I ignore that and get started on the lights. We pass the strings back and forth to each other, winding our way up to the top.

      “I guess I should have looked for a star or something for up top,” he says once the lights are on.

      “It still looks pretty.”

      “Thanks,” Pax says, stuffing his hands into his pockets.

      “Did you want to do the garland on the tree or maybe along the fireplace?”

      “Um, let’s do the fireplace. I don’t have that much garland.”

      I nod, letting him do that while I grab a chair from the kitchen island and grab the mistletoe. I hang it up in the doorway leading into the kitchen. There’s already a nail there above the doorframe and I wonder if Pax used to celebrate Christmas or if it was from the previous owner.

      “What do you think?” I ask as Pax joins me under the mistletoe.

      “I think it’s tradition,” he murmurs.

      “What is?” I ask, turning to him.

      Pax is so much closer than I thought, and he’s so tall, I’m only a few inches above him, even standing on a chair. He looks up at me, those blue eyes pulling me closer, closer, closer, until I can feel his warm breath tease across my lips.

      I gasp softly when his hands slowly slide up my thighs, landing on my hips. Pax holds me close and drags his eyes up and down my body before meeting my gaze again.

      “This,” he murmurs before sealing his lips over mine.

      My hands come to his shoulders, and then I slide them up his neck, feeling his tendons flex as he pushes his tongue inside my mouth. Pax groans into the kiss as I weave my fingers in his hair, fisting the strands and keeping him close.

      Pax cups my ass and rubs my body against his. I shiver beneath his touch, the way his hands flex against my flesh and dig in, as if he can’t get enough.

      Just when I think I might pass out from lack of oxygen, he pulls back and I blink my eyes open. My lips are still tingling and I decide that I should find every reason I can to stand under the mistletoe here.

      Pax takes a step back and I miss his warmth instantly. I’m worried that I’m coming across as clingy or lovestruck and I hurry to take a step back too, trying to play it cool.

      Only problem is that I step back, right off the kitchen chair.
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      I look through the fridge, wondering what Avery will want to eat. She’s still sleeping upstairs, but I know she’ll be hungry when she wakes up.

      We spent hours last night at the ER, waiting for X-rays. She kept telling me that I could leave, that I didn’t need to wait with her and waste my night at the hospital. I just stared at her like she was crazy. There was no way that I was going to leave her alone. When she brought it up again, I growled and kissed her until she stopped talking. It was a win-win situation for me.

      Luckily, Avery’s wrist isn’t broken, just sprained. They gave her a brace and some pain medicine and sent us home. She fell asleep in my car, so I carried her inside and tucked her into my bed.

      I told myself I only chose my room so that I could keep a close eye on her in case she needed anything. I gave up on that flimsy excuse around midnight, after I had been sitting in an uncomfortable chair next to the bed, just watching her sleep. I loved seeing Avery in my bed. I want to smell her on my sheets. I want to wake up next to her. At least once.

      While I was taking care of the curvy little Christmas angel, I couldn’t help but appreciate her beauty. She looked so precious, so otherworldly, with the moon shining down on her delicate features. I managed not to glide my fingers over her soft skin, but fuck if my dick wasn’t hard most of the night at the thought of crawling into bed next to her.

      I grunt, shaking away my lust as I grab the eggs and pancake mix and turn on the stove. I’m not sure what Avery likes, so I’ll just make a bit of everything. I smile as I mix up the pancake batter and I realize that I love spoiling her. I’ve made my millions, but my wealth never had purpose until now. Until her. My angel.

      “It smells good in here,” Avery says sleepily as she pads barefoot into the kitchen.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask, already reaching to grab the pain pills.

      “I’m alright. I’m hungry,” she says, moving over to the stove and grabbing the spatula.

      “I’ve got it,” I tell her, putting the pills on the counter and going to grab the spatula.

      “I can help,” she insists.

      “But you don’t need to,” I tell her sternly.

      “I want to.”

      I growl low in my throat. I’m going to need to keep her with me so that my stubborn little angel doesn’t try to do things when she’s meant to be resting and taking it easy. When the doctor said that last night, I almost started laughing. The woman fell down a fucking chimney and then climbed back up the ladder and finished hanging lights. Maybe she has a bit of Christmas magic working in her favor.

      There’s no doubt about it, though; Avery is sassy and independent. She takes care of herself and I wonder if it’s because she’s always had to. She never talks about her parents, just her sister. I aim to spoil her though and it’s probably best that she gets used to that now.

      I grab her hips, lifting her and setting her on the counter.

      “I’ve got it,” I say, dropping a kiss on her lips and I take the spatula from her hand. It’s meant to be a quick peck on the lips, but once I get a taste, I can’t stop. I tug on her bottom lip with my teeth, licking inside her mouth while swallowing down her breathy moan.

      She tastes like sugar plums and peppermint. I can’t get enough.

      Avery breaks the kiss, panting, but rolling her eyes at me.

      “You can’t just kiss me every time you want something,” she sighs.

      “I disagree.”

      Avery throws her hands up in frustration, but I can see her biting back a smile. I flip the pancakes in the pan and look over at her.

      “Are your parents going to come in for Christmas?” I ask her and she seems surprised by the change in subject.

      “Well, that would be quite a shock if they showed up since they gave me up for adoption when I was born.”

      Shit. “I’m sorry,” I say truthfully, fumbling for my words. “Who the fuck would let you go?”

      I didn’t realize I said that out loud until Avery giggles softly. I give her my best attempt at a grin and shrug my shoulders. It’s true. I’d never abandon my angel, and I can’t help but hate anyone who has.

      “It’s always just been Gwen and me. We met in a group home and hit it off right away. Luckily, we were never separated.”

      I nod, adding more pancake batter to the pan as she tells me about growing up in a group home in Los Angeles. It’s not all terrible, but it’s not great, either. I clench my fists as she tells me about a bully who stayed in the group home for a few years, and I have to breathe deeply as Avery talks about some of her foster parents over the years.

      “Do you like the slower pace of Sequoia?” I ask, hoping that she says yes because I can’t stand the traffic in Los Angeles. I had no intention of ever moving anywhere near Silicon Valley again, but I would follow this woman to the ends of the earth. I would do anything to make my angel smile.

      “Oh yeah. Everyone is nicer here and I don’t get as many mean looks because I’m not a size zero.”

      “You’re perfect,” I blurt out. I don’t like the idea of her thinking that she needs to lose weight. Every curvy inch of Avery is beautiful.

      “Thanks,” she says, blushing.

      She holds the plate while I put the next round of pancakes onto it and then I crack a few eggs and beat them, making scrambled eggs for us.

      “Can I set the table?” Avery asks, already opening the cupboards to look for plates.

      “No. I’ve got it.”

      “Can I make myself some hot chocolate?” she asks with a grin and I sigh, passing her a mug.

      Avery laughs as she heads over to the fridge to grab the milk and whipped cream. I look over my shoulder at her, admiring how she looks in my kitchen. The lights from the Christmas tree shine, coloring her hair in multicolor.

      The urge to wrap her up in my arms and protect her from every damn thing winds around my muscles, making me tense before I take a calming breath. I want to cherish this gift I’ve been given. I also want to sink ten inches deep inside her wet heat and feel her come around my cock again and again.

      I drag my eyes away from Avery’s luscious curves, admiring the work we’ve done today. My house looks so bright and inviting with everything up and I wonder what Reese would think about all the decorations this year.

      I divide the scrambled eggs onto two plates and turn back to her. My eyes snag on the Christmas tree again and I wonder what I should get her for Christmas. A diamond ring the size of Texas comes to mind but I wonder if she would go for that.

      Does she feel this connection between us? Does she want me even a fraction as much as I want her?

      Looks like I’ve got three days to figure it out.
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      “What did you want to do today?” Pax asks me as he finishes up the dishes.

      He plopped me on the counter again as soon as I tried to grab the dishtowel to help. I smiled as he shook his head, mumbling about stubborn angels or something under his breath.

      I would never tell him, but I love the way he manhandles me. I love how he doesn’t want me to lift a finger and keeps chasing after me to stop from helping out around the house. Not only is Pax so dang adorable when he growls, but it makes me feel special. Precious, even. Like maybe my grumpy bear wants me to stick around for a while.

      “Um, I told Mr. Thompson that I would help him with his computer. He said it stopped running. I need to get a few hours of work in too, and then I told Mrs. Miller I would go to the store and grab her groceries. She fell playing with her grandson and twisted her ankle, so she’s having a tough time getting around. Oh, and I need to get my groceries for Christmas dinner too.”

      Pax nods as he wipes the last plate and puts it away in the cupboard.

      “Alright, let’s get the groceries first before the stores get crazy. Then I’ll help Mr. Thompson with his computer and you can get some work done.”

      I grin at him as he moves to help me off of the counter. I tilt my head up and he smiles as he obliges my silent request and kisses me. As soon as his lips are on mine, I can’t think straight. I fall into his kiss, surrendering to strength.

      Pax slides his hands around to my back, slipping them under the hem of my shirt. I whimper at the feeling of his calloused hands grazing the soft skin of my lower back. Pax presses me closer to him and breaks our kiss, only to trail his lips down my neck.

      An electric shock runs down my spine, pooling low in my belly as I squirm on the counter.

      “Fuck,” Pax growls as he scrapes his teeth over my pulse point. I can’t help but grind against his hard body, gasping when the fabric of my panties rubs against my clit. Pax groans, the sound tortured, as if it’s taking all of his strength. He releases his hold on me, taking an unsteady step back. I sway on the counter, dazed and smiling up at my growly giant.

      “You don’t have to help,” I tell him as he helps me off the counter and sets me on my feet. Pax snorts and rolls his eyes.

      “Get your coat and hat on. It’s cold out there with the wind.”

      I salute him as I head over to the hook by the front door and grab my stuff. We’re both ready to go in a few minutes and Pax wraps his arm around me as he leads me out to his car. He helps me inside and then reaches across me to buckle me in.

      “You know that I could have done it myself, right?” I ask with a laugh and he just shrugs in response, kissing me sweetly on the forehead. The gesture is in such contrast to the beast of a man, but it warms me up inside and makes me feel so special and taken care of.

      We talk about music and movies as we head into town and to the Sequoia Market. It’s packed and I try to drag Pax faster so we can get to the hams before I’m stuck with a huge one. Pax pushes the cart and it’s cute to see him hunched over so that he can reach the bar to push it.

      We make our way up and down the aisles and I grab things that I need and those on the list that Mrs. Miller gave me the other day. It takes over an hour and a half to grab everything and checkout. Pax insists on loading all of the groceries and he puts me in the passenger seat, buckling me up again so that I can’t help.

      I turn the radio to the Christmas song station and hum along as we make our way back to his place. Pax lets me carry the eggs over to Mrs. Miller’s place and she thanks both of us for grabbing everything for her.

      “It’s nice finally meeting you, Pax,” Mrs. Miller says, and he nods at her as he ducks out of her house.

      “Lovely to see you again, Avery,” she says to me, giving me a knowing smile.

      “Happy holidays!” I call as I head out after Pax, ignoring any other questions she may ask me.

      “Are you headed over to Mr. Thompson’s house now?” I ask Pax, nodding at his house at the end of the street.

      “Yeah, I’ll get you set up at my place though.”

      I let him into my place so that I can grab my laptop and charger. He looks around at everything and I wonder if he likes it. My house is tiny and it feels even smaller with Pax taking up so much room.

      “Ready?” he asks me when he sees me with my laptop.

      “Yep.”

      He takes everything from my hands and leads me back over to his place. We already put away our groceries. I wanted to ask why he put my food in with his but I didn’t. Part of me is hoping that he’ll ask me to spend Christmas here with him but I don’t want to get my hopes up.

      He gets me settled into his living room, grabbing me extra pillows and blankets and starting a fire in the fireplace before he kisses me and heads out the door.

      As soon as he’s gone, I open up a new web browser and start searching for a Christmas gift for him. I know that it will cost me extra to do the one-day shipping, but that’s okay.

      I’ve just slipped my card back into my wallet and started on work when Pax comes back inside.

      “Get it fixed?” I ask him and he shakes his head.

      “No, it’s dead. I told him I would pick him up a new one and get it set up for him.”

      My heart melts and I wonder how such a kind, generous man hasn’t been snatched up by someone by now.

      “Are you hungry?” he asks, leaning over and kissing the top of my head.

      “Yeah, want me to make us something?”

      “No. You’re supposed to be resting, remember?”

      I sigh and he kisses my head again. I love the sweet gesture. It has me thinking crazy things, like spending forever right here with him.

      “Soup and grilled cheese alright?” he asks as he stands up.

      “Sounds perfect. You know, I’ve been told that I make the best grilled cheese,” I say, turning to smirk at him over my shoulder.

      “Hmm, I’ll have to try one of them in a few days after your wrist is better.”

      I groan and he laughs as he heads into the kitchen to get started on our food. I grin as I turn back to my laptop and start to get to work.

      It’s hard though. I’d rather focus on the six-foot-five hunk doting on me instead.
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      “I think you should be at home resting,” I tell Avery as I trail after her down the animal shelter hallway. I’m not sure when my life started revolving around my curvy little angel, but I can’t imagine it any other way. I’d follow her anywhere, like a lovesick… well, dog.

      “It’s my shift, and the shelter is short on volunteers,” Avery responds. “I can’t leave them hanging,” she tells me as she pushes into the back room.

      A chorus of barks and yips assaults my ears and I wince as it bounces off of the cement floor and walls. It doesn’t even faze Avery, and I hurry to catch up with her. She’s turning down an aisle and I fall into step behind her.

      “Where are we going?” I ask her as she keeps walking.

      “I just want to say hi,” she says, beaming as she crouches down next to one of the cages.

      “Hey there, Saint,” she coos to the ugly mutt wagging its tail and trying to lick my angel’s face through the wire fence.

      “Isn’t he cute?” she asks me and I crouch down next to her to eye the dog.

      The dog is black and white with a jagged scar above his left eye leading up to his ear. He’s missing his back leg too and I wonder what happened to him.

      Leave it to my girl to fall in love with the most wounded animal in the place.

      “Are you adopting him?” I ask her as she continues to pet him. She’s looking at the dog with such longing and affection, my crazy caveman brain is jealous for half a second. Reel it in, I scold myself.

      “Yeah, soon. He’ll need more vet appointments because of his leg. It can affect their midsection after a while and I just want to make sure I have enough money saved up to give him the care that he needs.”

      I’m about to open my mouth and offer her the money when I get an idea. I can get him for her Christmas gift and pay for the vet visits.

      Avery gives the dog one more scratch on his ear before she stands and turns to me.

      “Ready to get to work?” she asks with a bright smile and I’m powerless to do anything but nod. I’m wrapped around her little finger.

      She leads me back down the aisle and over to a supply room where she grabs a few leashes, treats, and a hose. Avery shows me how to hook up the leash around the dog’s neck and front leg so we can lead them outside.

      “Those two can go in the same pen together,” she tells me and I open the gate to let the shepherd mix I’m walking inside.

      “What now?” I ask as the dogs run around, sniffing every blade of grass.

      “Now we clean out their cages.”

      Avery hums as she works, smiling as she hands out treats and hoses out the cages. Most people would find this kind of work gross, especially if they weren’t being paid, but not my girl.

      She spends a few minutes with each animal, giving them extra treats and belly rubs before she moves onto the next cage. Her green eyes soften whenever she’s petting one of the animals, and her lips pull into a wistful smile. I somehow know she’s thinking about her own childhood, waiting for someone to take her to her forever home. Well, she’s found it now. With me. I won’t give her up for anything.

      It’s two hours later by the time we finish up in the back room.

      “How’s your wrist?” I ask her as I help her into my truck.

      “It’s fine. Honestly, it’s working that hurts it more. All of that typing,” she says, rubbing her wrist.

      “Why don’t you quit then?”

      “I need the money,” she says, looking at me like I’m crazy.

      “Right.”

      I’ve been retired too long and I’m getting ahead of myself. In my head, Avery is already mine and has access to my bank account. Anything she needs, she’ll have. Should I just tell her that now? Her not knowing she has unlimited access to my money and resources is really starting to get in the way of spending every second together.

      We drive home and I get Avery settled on the couch with her laptop and a plate of food before I tell her that I have to run some errands. She hums distractedly, already getting started at work as I head for the door.

      It doesn’t take me long to get back to the animal shelter and point out Saint to the adoption specialist on duty. When she learns that it’s for Avery, she grins at me. The dog has to be fixed, so it will take two days before I can pick him up and bring him home. That’s Christmas morning, which is perfect since I have no idea how to hide a puppy until then.

      I swing by the mall next, hitting up the pet store to grab treats, toys, a dog bed, water and food bowls, and a bag of food that the shelter told me to buy. I load all of it into my truck and that’s when my eyes snag on the jewelry store across the parking lot.

      Before I can second guess myself, I’m headed that way and looking at display case after display case of rings. My eyes lock on a certain ring and the saleslady comes over, pulling it out for me.

      “It’s called a halo diamond ring,” she informs me, and I can’t help but laugh.

      A halo ring for my angel.

      “It’s perfect. I’ll take it,” I tell her.

      She beams at me like I just made her whole Christmas and heads to the back to package it up.
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      Pax walks in the door right as I’m finishing cleaning up the kitchen. I quickly toss the sponge in the sink and dry off my hands, hoping he doesn’t see me in here. I know he wouldn’t want me doing any extra work, but I want to be useful. Pax has taken such good care of me, and I want to do something nice.

      “Avery,” he growls from behind me.

      Uh oh. Caught red-handed.

      “Oh, hey,” I say casually, smiling up at my big, burly giant. I give him my best smile, the one that gets him every time.

      “You cleaned.” His disapproval is evident, but there’s a playful spark in his ice-blue eyes that makes heat bloom in my lower belly.

      “Just a little,” I admit, swaying closer to him. Pax cups the back of my neck, pulling me closer as he drags his lips up the side of my throat and nibbles on my earlobe.

      “Are you on Santa’s naughty list?” he growls, the deep, rough sound vibrating through me and setting my nerves on fire.

      “That depends,” I say breathlessly as his hands roam all over my body. His thick fingers slip underneath my shirt and trail up and down my spine. I feel his touch everywhere, and I shiver in his arms, fisting the front of his shirt.

      “On what, little angel?” he rasps. Pax continues to torture me with teasing bites down my neck, followed by soft, open-mouthed kisses. The duel sensations are driving me wild, and I can’t help but buck my hips, grinding against him to find some relief.

      “If you’ll be naughty with me.”

      I should be embarrassed at my cheesy line, or maybe even a little intimidated since I hadn’t even kissed a guy before Pax. But there’s too much need, too much longing and lust to second guess myself.

      “Fuck, my filthy angel,” he groans. Pax leans back slightly and cups my face, the tenderness in contrast to the way he’s destroying me. “What exactly are you telling me?”

      “I need you,” I whisper truthfully. “All of you. I want… I want…”

      “You want me to sink inside your needy little pussy?” he growls.

      I whimper and nod, resting my forehead on his as I continue to wiggle in his embrace.

      “You want me to fill you up with my cock? My cum? Shit, you want me to mark you so everyone knows you’re mine?”

      He doesn’t give me time to respond. Pax’s lips connect with mine, as kiss after kiss keeps crashing into me like a bombardment of waves, each one stronger and more devastating than the last. I find my body responding to him in a desperate and needy way.

      “More, please, I need more,” I whimper desperately.

      This triggers something inside of him.

      Before I even register what’s happening, he scoops me up in his arms and carries me to his room, bridal style.

      Pax tosses me on the bed and I squeal, but it turns into a moan when he pounces on top of me and sucks my neck, gliding his hands up my legs and coaxing them to spread apart, making room for him to settle between them.

      “Gotta get inside this pussy, Avery,” he growls. “Need to know how it feels to claim you.”

      Pax reluctantly pushes himself off of me and I scramble to the edge of the bed until we’re standing in front of each other. We take turns stripping each other of our clothes until we’re both naked, just staring at one another.

      “Avery… you’re fucking gorgeous.”

      Heat rises in my cheeks and I have to look away from him. I’ve got more curves than the average woman. Plus, I’ve never been naked in front of anyone before. I should probably tell him this is my first time, but when he guides my face back toward him, I fall under his spell.

      “Don’t hide from me, angel. I see you. And I want you more than you can possibly know.”

      His attention is overwhelming and for some reason, I feel stupid tears prick my eyes. Pax closes the gap between us and leads us in a deep kiss, wiping away my tears with his thumb. He walks us backward until my knees hit the bed. Then he gently lays me down before standing back and admiring me.

      “Goddamn, Avery. Love seeing you like this laid out for me. So beautiful.”

      Pax kneels down and lifts my feet up, placing them both on the edge of the bed, spreading me wide open for him. I try to close my legs, but his large hands glide down my inner thighs, keeping me spread for him.

      “Uh-uh. This pretty pussy is mine. Are you wet for me, Avery?”

      “Mmhm,” is about all I can manage, the anticipation building deep inside. I already feel so on edge.

      Pax’s thumbs spread my pussy lips, exposing even more of me to him. He growls and dives in, lapping me up and devouring me.

      “Yes…” I moan as I buck my hips, shamelessly chasing my own pleasure.

      His fingers work my clit, winding me up, taking me higher and higher. Then he spears his tongue deep inside of me, pulling out my orgasm as it shoots through me, sucking up every last drop of my release.

      Paxton keeps licking me in long, steady strokes and I come again, shuddering and shouting his name as I grip his hair and shove him impossibly farther into my core. I feel like a wild animal needing more, needing him again and again. He gladly obliges, sucking my folds and shoving two fingers inside of me while I’m still sensitive and throbbing from my last orgasm.

      “Ohmygod yes, Pax, I’m…”

      “Again, Avery, do it. Come for me again, baby, come for me right fucking now.” At his words, I scream my orgasm and feel an intense wetness shoot out of me. “Jesus, fuck, Avery, you’re squirting all over me. That’s so damn hot.”

      All I can do is writhe underneath him as he continues to work my body, drawing out my pleasure as long as possible, until finally, finally, I start to come back down.

      Pax pulls his fingers out of me, drenched in my juices, and rubs them on my nipples, circling one, then the other. He crawls over my body and sucks my nipple into his mouth, drinking up my cum and licking it from my skin.

      He works one breast and then the other, sucking and nipping and licking every inch, memorizing every curve before burying his head in between them and panting. He looks up at me from between my breasts, heat flashing in his eyes. Lunging at me, Pax takes control of my mouth, biting my lip, and sucking my tongue into his mouth. I reach down and stroke his long, thick cock and position him at my entrance.

      “Fuck, Avery,” he groans before slamming into me, bottoming out in one hard thrust. I shout his name, surprised by the pinch deep in my core and the burning sensation as he stretches me out. “Holy shit, I didn’t know… baby, I’m sor—”

      “Don’t apologize,” I rush to say, even though a tear escapes down my cheek. “I want you so much. Don’t stop. Be with me. Right here, with me.”

      “I’m here, Avery. I’m right here. Love being inside you,” he groans. Paxton slowly pulls out of me and then pushes his thickness deep into my channel, hitting the very end of me. We both gasp as I jerk and seize around him, the sensations overwhelming and making me crawl out of my skin with pleasure.

      I get into the rhythm he set, squeezing around his cock each time he pulls out, intensifying the pressure building between us. Before long, I find myself riding the edge, my muscles tensing and preparing for yet another orgasm.

      “I feel you, angel. Feel you getting close.”

      Right before it hits, he pulls out.

      “No! Pax, please…”

      He throws both of my legs over his shoulders and thrusts into me. I explode, throwing my head back in a silent scream, my pussy convulsing around his cock again and again.

      “Fuck yeah, baby, you feel so good.”

      I buck my hips, signaling him to move again. Paxton wastes no time as he pounds into me again and again, his balls slapping against my ass, our bodies making obscene noises, my cum trickling down my ass, pooling on the sheets below me.

      He growls my name, the primal sound dredged up from the depths of his chest.

      “Yes, yes, yes, right there.” Pax angles his hips, hitting me so deep I swear he’s going to split me in two.

      My orgasm hits me out of nowhere, yet it feels like I’ve been coming for hours.

      Pax pulls out, still hard as a rock. He twists my hips and flips me over, my body limp as I let him position me however he wants. Paxton takes my hips in his hands, lifting my backside up for him.

      He plunges back into me, finding his rhythm again. He starts off in long, steady strokes, but quickly picks up speed as he chases his release. Soon, he’s rutting into me, grinding his hips into my ass.

      “Are you getting close? I can’t hold on much longer.”

      His voice is strained, and I can tell he’s at his breaking point. Pax reaches around me and rubs my clit in furious circles, winding me up again and again. My legs shake, my muscles tense, and even though I thought I had nothing left to give, I find myself barreling toward the edge once more in a desperate attempt to please Pax.

      “Ah, ah, ah, yes!” My cries grow frantic as he pushes me higher and higher, my body tense as I wait for him to push me over the edge.

      “I need you to come right the fuck now. One more time, angel.”

      I clamp down on his cock right as he explodes deep inside of me. We come together, our pleasure pulsing around us, through us, and then dripping down between us.

      “Jesus fucking Christ, that’s it.”

      He continues to thrust lazily as wave after wave of hot cum shoots out of both of us. The sheets are a mess and it only makes everything that much hotter.

      Finally, my arms give out and I face plant into the soft mattress. I feel like a puddle or maybe a bowl of jello since I feel about as strong as that right now. My limbs are relaxed, my body tired but buzzing with a happy energy.

      I don’t know how long we’ve been lying on the mattress, trying to catch our breaths, but I hear Pax shuffling on the other side of me. The bed shakes a bit, and then I’m being pulled into Pax’s arms and draped over his chest.

      “Are you okay, angel?” he asks, stroking my hair gently.

      “Mmhmm,” I sigh happily.

      “It was your first time, and I was so rough…”

      “I loved it,” I assure him, craning my neck so I can look him in the eye. “Can’t wait to do it again.”

      His eyes grow dark and he grunts, but then Pax leans down and presses a tender kiss to my forehead. “You need rest now,” he murmurs. I’m about to protest, but then a yawn escapes. Pax lifts an eyebrow and I stick my tongue out at him before curling up on his chest. The last thing I remember is Pax pulling the blankets over us.
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      I blink my eyes open and smile to myself. I can’t remember the last time I woke up with a smile. Probably never. But spooning around Avery’s soft body and feeling her curves pressed against me is fucking heaven. It’s fitting, since she’s my perfect angel.

      The sunlight peeks through the curtains, kissing her skin and highlighting her curves. I can’t keep my hands off her. My fingers trace the light where it touches her body, and I groan when she sighs sweetly.

      “Are you awake, baby?” I rasp, nipping the shell of her ear as my hand slides over her hip and down to cup her pussy. She instinctively presses into my hand, which makes me grin. I push a finger into her slit and groan when I feel that she’s already wet for me. “Were you dreaming about me? Dreaming about all the ways I’m going to make you come?”

      “Um, maybe… oh, god, yes,” she breathes out as I start circling her clit.

      “I bet you had dirty dreams, angel. Filthy dreams,” I purr into her ear as I slide two fingers into her wet heat. She gushes at my words and my intrusion.

      I kiss her shoulder, her neck, her pulse point. She rocks into me, riding my hand. I curl my fingers up, finding her G-spot and rubbing it back and forth while grinding the heel of my palm over her clit.

      “Pax, yes, yes, don’t stop,” she moans.

      “Never,” I growl, pumping my fingers in and out of her in earnest now as I suck on her neck just the way she likes. My aching cock nestles between her ass cheeks, getting some relief from the intense pressure she’s building up inside of me.

      Avery rolls her hips, grinding against my cock while pushing my fingers deeper inside of her with each motion. Soon, she’s shuddering for me, coming apart so beautifully. I feel her cream spill out into my hand as I circle her clit lazily, bringing her back down gently.

      Not giving her much time to recover, I roll her over and spread her legs, settling between her hips. I begin thrusting my cock up and down her slit, not entering her, just sliding along her silky heat.

      Her hips buck as a moan slips out of her perfect lips. I claim her mouth, thrusting my tongue inside at the same time my cock enters her. We both groan into the kiss, our bodies finding the perfect rhythm.

      I break the kiss to sit back on my heels and gather her hands in mine. I lace our fingers together and lean over her, pulling her arms above her head and exposing her gorgeous body to me. Avery wraps her legs around my hips and digs her heels in, forcing me to ride her harder, faster.

      I grunt and fuck her deep, hitting the deepest part of her with each thrust.

      “Paxton! You feel so good,” she cries out.

      “That’s it. Tell me what you want.”

      “Harder, god, fuck me hard.”

      “Jesus,” I grunt, pounding into her, drilling her body into the fucking mattress.

      “Yes!” she screams, encouraging me to go deeper still, to tear her apart.

      “Love watching your tits jiggle for me while I destroy your little cunt.”

      I feel her gushing at my words, which makes me impossibly harder. I grunt and thrust and watch Avery thrash back and forth. I can sense her body getting close again, the way her muscles tense and shake, her pussy walls fluttering around me.

      “Come for me, Avery. Show me how hard you can come.”

      My words unlock her orgasm, setting it free to wreak havoc on her supple body. Her nails bite into the back of my hands as I hold her down, pressing her into the mattress while her climax threatens to rip her to shreds. She’s screaming my name as her pussy clenches around me.

      I roar my release, loving the way her greedy little cunt sucks down my cum.

      “Fuck yes, Avery, milk me dry.”

      When the last of my orgasm spills out of me, I collapse, quickly rolling to the side and gathering Avery up in my arms. We’re both breathless and boneless, but happy and sated. For now.

      Two hours later, my angel is curled up on the couch with a cup of hot chocolate. Or, at least I assume there’s hot chocolate underneath all the whipped cream, caramel, and chocolate sprinkles.

      I made my woman breakfast and kissed her breathless when she tried to help clean up. I told her I already wore her out for one day. The tempting little minx just winked at me and said she’d like to show me how much energy she has left.

      The only thing that kept me from bending her over the kitchen counter was knowing her foster sister is on her way over to visit.

      “Hear anything from your sister?” I ask as I sit down beside Avery on the couch.

      “She should be here soon!” The warmth and excitement in her eyes shows me just how much she’s missed her sister. Even though Gwen is here in town, Avery has told me about how busy she is getting her college degree from Sequoia University. The Christmas break is their time to reconnect.

      “I was thinking,” I start, lifting her feet onto my lap so I can massage them. Avery closes her eyes and hums as she leans back on the couch. “Maybe you both could stay here over the holidays. I have a guest room Gwen can take. My brother, Reese, was coming over as well, but he had to cancel at the last minute. Even if he were coming, I just… I want to be with you,” I finish. My cheeks flush with heat. I’m actually blushing, but I can’t help it. Avery makes me feel vulnerable.

      “Really?” She perks up, her eyes snapping open as she looks at me. “You mean it? You’d want me for Christmas?”

      “Angel,” I murmur, leaning over her and kissing her forehead. “I want you all the time. I’m crazy about you.”

      “I’m crazy about you, too,” she whispers. “I’ve always wanted a home for Christmas.”

      Her words crack my heart open. “I’m your home, angel. You belong with me.”

      Avery nods and tilts her head, brushing her lips against mine. I’m about to fist her hair and kiss her for real, but then someone knocks on the door. I groan while Avery giggles.

      “To be continued,” she teases, giving me one last peck on the lips.

      I lean back, letting Avery hop off the couch, much to my dismay. She opens the door and squeals with delight before wrapping herself around who I assume is her foster sister. The girls hug each other and giggle, talking a million miles a minute.

      “Oh, and this is Pax. He’s my…” She looks up at me, a twinkle in her brilliant green eyes. “He’s my teddy bear,” she finishes. Gwen laughs and holds out her hand for me to shake.

      “Nice to meet you, Pax,” she says with a knowing smile.

      “You as well. Thanks for watching out for my angel over the years until I found her.” Gwen’s face softens and she gives me a genuine smile.

      “You found me?” Avery interjects. “I believe I’m the one who found you. Fell right into your life, if I remember correctly.”

      I wrap an arm around her waist and pull her against my side, leaning down to nip the shell of her ear. “And I found a dirty little angel covered in soot, and couldn’t wait to clean you up and make you mine.”

      She bites her damn lip, knowing how crazy it drives me. I’m about to suck it into my mouth when Gwen clears her throat.

      “I’m happy for you guys. Truly. But…”

      I chuckle and Avery swats my chest. “Sorry, he’s not fully socialized yet. I’m working on it, though.” She peers at me over her shoulder and I give her ass a playful smack. “See what I mean?!”

      Gwen laughs and I offer to take her coat and overnight bag while the girls get settled on the couch. I go to the kitchen and gather everything for them to make more hot chocolate, then pull out the fudge, peppermint bark, and sugar cookies we bought at the store. My girl has a sweet tooth, and I’m guessing her sister does, too.

      “I’ll give you girls time to catch up,” I say once I step back into the living room. “There are a few errands I need to run, but then I can pick up dinner and we can watch Christmas movies. How does that sound?”

      “Perfect!” Avery exclaims as she hops off the couch. My angel throws her arms around me and I catch her, lifting her up against my chest. “Thank you, Pax. You’re amazing.”

      “You are,” I insist, nuzzling into the side of her neck.

      “No, you are,” Gwen says in a mocking voice from the couch. Avery giggles as I set her down and grab my jacket. She gives me one last kiss on the cheek, and then I head out the door.
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      Avery

      

      I roll over in bed, reaching out for Pax. Only, he’s not there. His side of the bed is cold, and I frown. Grabbing my phone, I see he sent me a text half an hour ago.

      

      Need to pick up a few more things. Be back soon. Cinnamon rolls are in the oven.

      

      Smiling, I type back a quick response, telling him to be safe and hurry home. I hop out of bed and throw on some leggings and a sweatshirt. We didn’t talk about me practically moving in this last week, it just sort of happened. Pax put away all of my food in his cupboards and helped me pack up a few clothing and personal items so I wouldn’t have to keep going over next door to my place to grab them.

      The man really wants to spend every second with me, and I love it. No one has ever paid this much attention to me or taken care of me the way Pax does. I’ve craved love like that for so long.

      Love? Is that what this is? Is he feeling it too?

      All I know is that Pax makes me feel safe and seen. He seems as obsessed with me as I am with him. The way he touches me and handles me, playing my body like an instrument… This man is too good to be true. It’s too fast to fall for him, but I think it’s too late. Maybe he’s my Christmas miracle.

      “Morning! Merry Christmas,” I greet Gwen when I get out into the kitchen. She already has coffee going.

      “Merry Christmas,” she says with a grin. “He made cinnamon rolls.”

      “Yup. I think I’ll keep him around,” I tease.

      “I’m so happy you found your person,” she tells me with a smile. There’s a hint of sadness, or maybe longing, in her voice.

      “You’re my person, too,” I insist, taking a mug out of the cupboard and filling it with coffee. When I turn around, Gwen is looking down into her mug. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” She pops her head up and gives me a reassuring smile. “You deserve someone who takes care of you the way Pax does. It’s kind of entertaining to watch the beefcake dote on you like that.”

      “Ugh, beefcake?” I scrunch my nose up and then giggle when she pokes my side.

      “Whatever, you know what I mean. All six and a half feet of him and hundreds of pounds of muscle, and he uses all that power to make you hot chocolate and rub your feet.”

      I can’t help the dreamy look that takes over my face. She’s right. He’s so good to me. I’d be lucky to keep him forever.

      “So then why did you look so sad earlier? You know he could never replace you, right?”

      “Yeah, of course,” she says with a nod. “You’re stuck with me forever.” Gwen winks at me and pokes my side again. “I guess maybe I’m a tiny bit jealous. Not of Pax, just having someone, you know?”

      I pull my sister into a hug, and she sinks into my embrace. “You are so worthy of love, Gwen,” I remind her. “And you’ll find your man. He better treat you like a queen, otherwise I’ll sic my teddy bear on him.”

      She laughs as we break apart and then sets the table while I check on the cinnamon rolls. Gwen tells me more about her classes and getting to work as a teacher’s aide this year, so she’s finally getting to interact with kids on a regular basis.

      My sister has always been good with kids, even when she was one herself. At our group home, she was the one the younger children turned to for help on their homework or to kiss a scrape on their knees. She wants a dozen kids of her own one day, and I just know she’s going to make the best mom.

      Twenty minutes later, Gwen is washing dishes while I dry them. I hear the front door bang open, and then Pax curses under his breath right before another banging noise sounds from the living room. I look over at Gwen and then head out of the kitchen.

      I don’t believe my eyes.

      Pax is wrestling a big red bow onto Saint’s collar, but the scrappy pup is having none of it. I’m frozen with shock as I watch my boys play tug of war with the bow.

      “Yes, you’ve already made your feelings about the bow very clear,” Pax grunts at Saint. I grin at the thought of Pax having a conversation with a dog. “But Avery is going to love it. You’ll look very festive, I promise. I wouldn’t make you look ridiculous, bud.”

      Saint harrumphs, but finally sits still while Pax ties the bow onto his collar.

      I can’t take all of this adorableness without kissing and hugging them both.

      Running into the living room, I barely have time to get down on my knees before Saint jumps into my arms, bowling me over. I laugh and scratch his sides as he licks my face. The little guy is wagging his tail so hard, his entire body is shaking.

      “You’re so dapper, Saint!” I tell him as I sit up with him in my lap. The dog is wheezing he’s so excited. I’m feeling the same way. “Pax, how did…?”

      He just grins and shrugs. “You said you were waiting until you had the money. I have the money, and you have me, so…” He shrugs again, and suddenly I’m overcome with emotion.

      “Pax,” I choke out, my throat clogged with tears. His face drops and he looks anxious.

      “Did I say something wrong? I thought it would be a good gift, but...”

      I carefully put Saint on the ground, and he runs over to Gwen, who is trying to go unnoticed while watching the scene unfold.

      “It’s perfect,” I assure him as I step into his open arms. “You have no idea what it means to have my whole family here for Christmas. Gwen, Saint, and you.”

      “I’m your family?” His blue eyes search mine, the raw vulnerability making me choke up again.

      “Of course. If you’ll have me—”

      Pax cuts me off with a kiss. It’s deep and claiming and over too soon.

      “Let’s make it official then,” he rasps once he pulls away from me.

      Before I can ask what he means, Pax gets down on one knee and opens a little black box containing the most gorgeous ring I’ve ever seen.
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      Pax

      

      Sweat beads on the back of my neck as I look up at my beautiful Christmas angel. She has tears in her eyes, but I hope they are happy tears. I hear that’s a thing for some people.

      I clear my throat and try to remember the speech I had prepared. I stayed up late thinking about it last night and woke up and rehearsed it in my head as I gave Saint a bath and got him all cleaned up to make his big appearance.

      Now that the moment is here, however, I’ve forgotten every single word.

      “I love you,” I blurt out, and then wince at my harsh tone. Avery grins at me and sniffles. So fucking adorable. “I’m not… I don’t have all the words, angel, and I know I’m crazy for wanting you to wear my ring so soon, but dammit, I need you. Need to protect you and make sure you don’t fall off any roofs or break your wrist.”

      “It was a sprain,” she pipes in with the lightest giggle.

      “No more injuries,” I command, then nod my head once to seal the deal. “I’ll keep you safe. Your heart, mind, and body all belong to me now.”

      Gwen clears her throat quietly, but loud enough for me to hear and dart my eyes in her direction. She points at her ring finger and nods, reminding me to get it on Avery’s finger before she can say no. Or, at least, that’s what I assume she means.

      I take the ring out of the box and wrap my fingers around Avery’s left wrist, drawing her hand closer to me. Slipping the ring on her finger, I kiss it and then rest her palm over my heart.

      “Marry me.”

      Avery smirks. “Are you going to ask?”

      “No,” I grunt, though I can’t hold back my grin.

      “Well, it’s a good thing I want nothing more than to be your wife.”

      Relief floods through me as I stand and lift my fiancée into my arms, twirling her around.

      “I love you so much,” I murmur, burying my face in the side of her neck.

      “I love you, too. So much. You’re kind, a little gruff, and perfect for me.”

      I chuckle at her description of me and then press my lips to hers. It’s a quick kiss, since we have an audience.

      Setting Avery down, I give her one last kiss on the top of her head. She sighs and wraps her arms around me. “Best Christmas gift ever,” she whispers. Saint yips and paws at her legs, making Avery laugh as she kneels down in front of him. “And how could I forget you? You’re the other best gift I’ve ever gotten. I’m going to give you the best home. I promise.”

      She hugs the dog and kisses his wet nose. My heart completely melts for this woman and her ugly dog. I’d get her ten more if it made her happy. If she’s this good with animals, I can’t imagine how great of a mom she’s going to be.

      I have to push that thought aside. The image of her round with my child, tied to me in every single way, has my dick twitching in my jeans. We still have to get through the rest of the gifts and send Gwen on her way before I can get any relief, however.

      I get the girls more hot chocolate while they dig through the presents. I may have gone a little overboard, but I’ve never had a more worthy cause to spend my money on. I picked up a new laptop for Gwen for her schooling, along with gift cards to Macy’s and Staples so she can get a new wardrobe for her teaching jobs and have money for supplies as well.

      In addition to the ring and Saint, I got Avery a key to my house, her own cards for my accounts, and a tin full of gourmet hot chocolate from Germany. I had to special order it and pay an arm and a leg to get it delivered in time, but her happy little squeal is worth it.

      I think Avery enjoyed opening all the dog supplies and toys for Saint more than anything though. A soft pillow to sleep on, toys and bones to fill up an entire tub, food and water bowls, leashes, several collars, in case she wants to switch it up sometimes, and several bags of the best dog food I could find. And treats. Lots and lots of treats. This dog is going to be almost as spoiled as my angel.

      Gwen helps us clean up the wrapping paper, then gives her sister a hug and they make plans to meet for coffee in a few days. As soon as the front door closes, I press Avery against the wood and claim her mouth.

      I bite her bottom lip, dragging it through my teeth before diving into her mouth and sucking on her tongue. I stroke in and out of her mouth and pull the air right out of her lungs. Growling, I feel her fingers immediately tangle in my hair, pulling me closer, begging me to take more of her. All of her.

      Avery tilts her head to break the kiss and drag in ragged breaths. I use the opportunity to kiss down her neck while my hands find her ass, squeezing and pulling her into me. I know she feels my hard length dig into her belly. Her fingers slowly slide down my shoulders and chest until they fumble with my belt. I groan and rest my head on her shoulder.

      “This what you want, Avery? Want me to fuck you right here against the wall?”

      Her nimble little fingers work my button and zipper and then she pulls me out, gripping me with both of her hands, slowly sliding them up and down my shaft. Precum leaks out of the tip and she rubs her thumb over my slit, spreading it around as I try not to fucking nut in her hands.

      “Yes,” she whispers, barely containing a whimper when I thrust my dick farther into her hands.

      Her words fucking do me in. I rub my fingers over her panty-covered pussy and feel her soaking through the plain cotton material. I press into her folds, over the fabric, and feel her gush for me at just that slight touch.

      Fuck me, it’s so warm and wet and perfect. Unable to wait a second longer, I grab her panties and rip them off her body. She squeals, but I cover her mouth with mine, swallowing her sounds.

      Lifting her up, I guide Avery’s legs to wrap around me as I pin her to the wall. I kiss her, rough and deep, tasting her need.

      “Be a good girl and take my big cock. Can you do that for me?”

      She whimpers and nods as I line myself up with her soaking entrance.

      I enter her in one long stroke, pushing through her warmth and grunting when she pulses around my cock. I kiss her, slower, deeper than before. My lips trail over her neck, nibbling and sucking from her pulse point to her shoulder, lower, till I suck on her collarbone.

      I thrust inside of her tight pussy again and feel her walls stretching to accommodate me. “That’s it, angel. Open up and take it all.”

      Avery wiggles her hips, taking me deeper. She feels so goddamn good, her silky little cunt sucking me in and begging me for more. I kiss her again, thrusting my tongue in at the same slow and steady pace as my cock.

      I can literally feel her body open up for me, her legs, her pussy, her mouth, all of her ready and willing to take whatever I give her. I feel fucking powerful and honored every time she surrenders like this.

      Picking up my pace, I grip her hips and give her long, hard strokes till she’s clawing at my back.

      “Yes, yes, yes… yes!”

      I can’t help the grin that breaks out on my face. “You like that? Like it rough?”

      “Whatever you do… I like whatever you do,” she moans.

      “Good answer.” I kiss her, bite her lips, and lick every inch of her mouth.

      I snap my hips against hers, fucking her nice and hard now, feeling her release slowly taking over. Avery’s knees press into my sides as her fingers dig into my back. Her pussy pulses around me, trying to suck me in every time I pull out.

      “Come for me,” I command.

      I feel the moment her pleasure pulls her under, and I slam into her one last time while covering her mouth with mine and squeezing her neck as her orgasm tears through her body. I swallow her cries and then release my hand from her neck, only to feel her come again, harder this time.

      Her juices run down my cock, but I continue to fuck her right through her first two orgasms. Before she has a chance to recover, I peel her away from the wall and sit us down in the nearest chair, still deep inside of her.

      She steadies herself with her hands on my shoulders and finally opens her eyes, still fogged over with lust. “Paxton…that was…”

      “Oh, we’re not done yet, angel. Now ride my big dick.”

      Fire sparkles in her eyes. My woman likes having control too. I can’t think of a better way to give it to her. Avery bounces up and down, unsteady at first, but I place my hands on her hips and help her find her rhythm. Soon she takes the lead, working me over and chasing her own pleasure. It’s so fucking hot seeing her lost in this.

      I pull her shirt over her head so I can lick her nipples into tight peaks.

      “Oh, god,” she cries out.

      Avery rolls her hips and spreads her legs wider, grinding down on me like she was born to do this. I match her speed and revel in the way her soft tits bounce with each thrust. She starts to lose control, so I grip her hips and anchor her in place while I fuck up into her. Avery places her hands on the back of the chair and lets me fucking go wild on her curvy little body, ripping her apart in the best way.

      Her eyes close, her forehead drips with sweat, and she falls right into her orgasm. I mean… just fucking falls right into it.

      Avery tenses and convulses in my arms, her pussy squeezing me so goddamn tight it almost hurts. Her face turns red and I kiss her softly. “Breathe for me, baby,” I whisper against her lips. Avery sucks in air and gushes on me all over again.

      Her eyes pop open and she bites her bottom lip before bending down and licking my neck. I thrust up into her again and again, nearing my end. She squeezes her pussy around me each time I pull out, causing me to grunt as I rut into her.

      Avery sinks her teeth into my shoulder, the pain sparking my pleasure. I explode inside of her, coming so damn hard it hurts in the best way possible. Jesus fucking Christ.

      My angel slumps against me, and I take the weight of her limp body. Our hearts are pounding, pounding, pounding together, and then they find a more steady rhythm, syncing up at a slower pace.

      I rub Avery’s back and whisper how much I love her, how precious she is to me.

      “Love you, teddy bear,” she says sleepily.

      I chuckle and kiss the top of her head. “Love you more, Christmas angel.”

      She tries to protest, but yawns instead. I kiss her cheeks and tuck her head under my chin, encouraging her to relax. Within minutes, I hear her soft, adorable snores. Tilting my head back, I look at the ceiling and thank every god I can think of that this little angel chose my chimney to fall down.
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      Avery

      

      Three Years Later…

      

      “Get some more rest. I’ll get him,” Pax tells me before I can wake up fully.

      “Okay,” I mumble sleepily, already sitting up in bed as Pax slips out of the room to go grab our son.

      James is two months old, so he wakes up quite a bit still at night. Pax always gets up to change his diaper and bring him to me so I can feed him.

      “Yeah, you want Mama, huh buddy,” I hear him murmur on the baby monitor and I smile, picking it up so I can watch my big lumberjack with our little baby.

      Pax is the best dad. He’s so patient and gentle with him. I think he read more pregnancy books than I did when we found out that I was pregnant and he barely let me lift a finger for the whole nine months.

      Gwen is the best aunt. She comes over every few weeks to visit with us and love on her little nephew. Reese is the same way, though we see him about once a month since he lives farther away.

      They were both there for his birth though and stayed for a few days after. Reese made us a whole freezer full of meals that we could take out and slide into the oven if we were too tired to eat and I think Gwen deep cleaned every inch of the house.

      Saint nudges my hand and I grin, leaning over to scratch his ears. He’s grown quite a bit in the last year. We had him in puppy training classes so he’s potty trained and knows basic commands.

      James loves him and it’s adorable watching them do tummy time together. Whenever we set James down in his swing or bassinet, Saint has to go over and sniff him, making sure that he’s alright. Then he’ll lie down, but it’s always where he can keep an eye on him.

      Pax and I got married in a courthouse ceremony with just Gwen and Reese there right after Christmas three years ago. We came back to our house after and invited all of our neighbors over for a reception. It was a blast getting everyone together and eating and dancing with them.

      I quit my job after we got married. Pax knew how much I hated working there and was so supportive. He started volunteering with me at the animal shelter and he ended up redesigning their website. Now he runs that for them for free and we still spend a few hours volunteering every week, though we took a break after we had James.

      We’re set to go back to volunteering next week though. The shelter is doing a big Christmas adoption event and Pax and I both promised to help out. Luckily, we can bring James and he can hang out with Dad in the office while I help out in the back with the animals.

      Gwen is going to help too. She’s finished with her semester already, so she spent the week with her boyfriend and will be headed back here tomorrow. She’s going to stay at our house for Christmas and New Year and then go back to college for the next semester. It’s her last year and I know that she’s excited to start working and be done with school. I just hope that she stays in Sequoia so that we can still see each other often.

      She moved off campus with her boyfriend. Pax offered to buy them an apartment or house but they wanted to do things themselves. I think Pax is used to dealing with stubborn, self-reliant women because he just nodded and said that the offer would always be there for her.

      “Here’s your mama,” Pax says, grinning at me as he passes James to me.

      I take my pajama top off, moving James over so that he can latch on.

      “Do you need anything?” Pax whispers to me as he takes a seat in the bed next to me.

      “No, I’ve got everything that I need,” I tell him with a smile.

      “Me too,” he whispers, leaning over to kiss me.

      

      
        
        🎄🎄🎄

      

      

      Are you curious about Avery’s sister and the town of Sequoia? Then be sure to check out our series Fast Love and Stud Farm!
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