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            DEAN

          

        

      

    

    
      I tapped my pencil against the desk, trying hard not to look bored while the professor took attendance in my freshman math class. As far as the first days go, this one was expected.

      I had woken up early, for no other apparent fucking reason than I couldn’t sleep, and I had gotten to my nine o’clock class early. Being one of the first students in the room meant I could pick whichever seat I wanted. I picked one in the back.

      Everyone knew the seats in the front were for the teacher pleasers, the seats in the middle were for the late students, and the ones in the back corner were for the slackers.

      Mine was in the middle of the back row. I wouldn’t call myself a slacker, but I did like being there—far enough away that I wouldn’t catch the attention of anyone, students or teachers alike, and I wouldn’t have to deal with someone sitting behind me.

      Call me a paranoid bastard, but I didn’t want to turn my back on anyone. The seat next to mine was filled by my roommate, Dereck, who had his head down, trying to fight off a hangover from a night of binge drinking. We met at freshman orientation three weeks before school started, and I thought he was pretty cool. We had lived together for two weeks now, and I could see us becoming good friends. Which was good, ’cause it would be a pain in the ass to live with someone I didn’t much like.

      The dude was about as tall as me, and just about as wide, which was rare since, at six-foot-three, I was used to always being the biggest person around. With short dark hair and green eyes, he was almost the exact opposite of me when it came to looks. But we were both majoring in architecture, which was cool, ’cause I now had someone to talk to about this shit.

      The seats in front of me were empty. This was a big classroom, but there weren’t a lot of students here.

      I knew why.

      This class was taught by Professor Hamilton.

      The dude was famous on campus and known for being a total hard-ass. No one signed up for his class unless: A, they didn’t have a choice—the result of registering at the last minute (like me), B, they liked the challenge and wanted to prove to themselves that they could pass this class with flying colors, or C, they were freshman girls who had caught sight of Lucas Hamilton beforehand.

      He was certainly young. Younger than I would have thought a college professor would be. Even being a heterosexual man, I was confident enough in my sexuality to say the dude was decent to look at.

      So, I was in a classroom of about twenty students, with the females outnumbering the males by about two to one. Most of the girls were seated in the front row, ready to learn, their notebooks out.

      I leaned back against my chair in amusement. At first, I wondered if Hamilton had ever noticed that his classes consisted mostly of female students, then I doubted the dude ever noticed anything. He hardly even smiled, and I could tell from the moment he walked into the classroom that he wasn’t one of those professors who wanted to be friends with their students.

      You either passed his class, or you didn’t. But not passing his class meant you had to repeat it, since it was required for most students.

      I elbowed Dereck when his name was called, and he let out a small groan and lifted his head high enough to shoot a glare my way.

      I coughed a little and indicated with my head toward the front. We both looked up and met hard, dark eyes glowering at us.

      “Mr. Anderson?” Professor Hamilton said.

      Dereck sat up straighter. He cleared his throat a bit before saying, “Yeah?”

      “Why don’t you leave the classroom and find a nice little spot to nap? And when you feel well rested enough and can be fully present in my class, then you can come back.”

      Dereck stared at him for a beat, his mouth slightly open. The professor didn’t say anything else. He didn’t have to, not with the way those eyes of his had hardened. I hoped now wouldn’t be the time for Dereck to show what a smart-ass he could be.

      But then he stood up and grabbed his backpack, moving out the door. Hamilton didn’t say anything while he waited for Dereck to leave, and everyone else was just as quiet. I didn’t think anyone dared to breathe until the door closed behind him.

      Damn.

      A sudden chill appeared in the air, and it had nothing to do with the AC being on. And we still had another fifteen weeks to go with Lucas Hamilton.

      The door clicked open then, and several students gasped audibly. For a second, I thought Dereck had come back in, but I knew even he wouldn’t be that stupid, so that meant someone was coming in late.

      Poor sucker had no idea what he was in for.

      But the person who came in through the door wasn’t a dude. I caught sight of her long strawberry blond hair before I saw her face. My eyes moved onto her slim and tiny figure. So tiny, my heart pinched with over-protectiveness. She brought with her a sweet floral scent that I could smell even from the back of the room.

      The girl stuttered in her steps a little when she realized everyone was quiet and staring at her. She looked over at the professor and shifted a bit on her feet. “I’m sorry. I got lost on the way here.”

      When he didn’t say anything, mortification made her pale skin flush a deep red. Unable to see her uncomfortable any longer, I pushed my huge-ass math textbook off the desk.

      It made a hard bam, turning everyone’s attention to me. I let out a small, sheepish smile. “Sorry.”

      “If you’re done,” Professor Hamilton said to me, “then let’s get started.” He turned to the girl. “Please find a seat.”

      I turned to the girl, too, and for the first time since she walked in, I was able to take in her face fully.

      I stopped breathing.

      Stopped moving.

      Nothing else existed, or even fucking mattered, but this girl, right here, right now.

      “Fuck,” I said.

      This girl.

      This fucking beautiful girl.

      She captured me at first sight, from her big, dark brown eyes that certainly looked too big on her face, to her small, slightly pointed nose and full ruby-red lips. My heart stuttered at the sight of her.

      That was it. I didn’t believe in all that fate bullshit, but if I did, I would have said this was the defining moment. The turning point in which my life would forever change.

      She was mine.
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            ASHLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      My legs shook as I moved further into the classroom. It was a small class, and I guessed there were no more than twenty students on the roster, and even fewer in attendance, but still, all the good seats were taken.

      The front row was occupied by female students—including my roommate, Katy—and I could see why. The professor was seriously something to look at, even if he looked too serious for my liking. But he hadn’t been mean when I showed up late to his class, even though I had been expecting the worst. Lucas Hamilton already had a reputation around campus.

      Katy had been the one who told me about him when I showed her my class schedule, and we realized we had math together. I still didn’t know her very well, and I knew we wouldn’t have been friends if we hadn’t been forced to live together, but I was determined to have a civil relationship with her if only to make my life a little better for the rest of the year. I nodded at her as I passed, though I didn’t think she noticed me—her eyes were directly on the professor, and I would’ve sworn I saw stars in them. She was completely infatuated.

      I rolled my eyes internally, even if I had to admit how hot he was. But it didn’t matter that the teacher was hot. He wasn’t the one who stole my attention in class and kept it there.

      The boy who had thrown his textbook down on the floor, and taken some of the heat and attention off me, was something else entirely.

      He was beautiful.

      He looked like a 1950s movie star, with his dirty blond hair styled neatly away from his masculine face, defined jawline, and dark stubble. He was also intimidating as hell, dressed in a tight-fitting white shirt, the short sleeves showing off two fully tattooed arms. He looked unattainable.

      And even rough looking, I could tell he had grown up with money.

      His outfit might have been simple, but it screamed designer.

      And there was a seat available next to him.

      There were also a few in front of him, but something told me not to show my back to a predator. And that was what he was, with his sharp blue eyes following me as I moved to the seat next to him and sat down.

      I awkwardly placed my old, tattered yellow backpack on the other side of my desk, away from him. Embarrassment heated my cheeks, even though I knew poverty wasn’t something to be ashamed of.

      But sitting next to a boy who looked like he always got whatever he wanted, I felt… less than.

      Like I shouldn’t have even been sitting this close to him, with my thrift store clothes.

      I faced forward after I got my notebook out, ready to take notes.

      It didn’t matter.

      He shouldn’t matter.

      I was finally here at Columbia, and I would not let anything or anyone ruin my chance at creating a life for myself.

      I might be alone now, but things were only bound to get better from here.

      I hoped.
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      As soon as Professor Hamilton dismissed us, I shot out of my seat and all but ran toward the door.

      The dude had been looking at me for the whole class period. I didn’t think he had taken any notes. The fact that he was here and couldn’t even be bothered to take his education seriously should have been enough of a reason for me to stay away from him.

      Yet my heart rebelled at the thought.

      My heart was a stupid and useless organ.

      I moved out the door and into the crowded hallway. Everyone was getting out at the same time, and people were talking and laughing with one another. They all looked so carefree.

      I knew better than to pretend other people were without their own set of struggles, but right then, it seemed like everyone else was better off than me. And though I was better off than I had been months before, it still felt like the weight of the world was on my shoulders, trying to crush me down.

      Today, that weight was winning.

      I saw a restroom nearby and walked in, not wanting to be out in the crowded hallway anymore. I had a one-hour break before the start of my next class, so I would wait until the hallway cleared up a bit, and I felt like I could breathe just a little easier.

      Thankfully, the bathroom was empty, and I moved over to the sink, taking in my reflection. I had woken up late that day. I didn’t have time to do anything more with myself than apply a bit of lipstick before I got out the door. My skin looked too pale here, even under the orange glow of the bathroom light. I didn’t even think I had remembered to brush my hair, and I winced a little when I ran my fingers through it and got stuck in a tangle in the middle.

      Yup.

      I was officially a fucking mess.

      No wonder that boy had been staring at me throughout the entire class. I had been fooling myself into thinking that perhaps he was staring so much because he was interested, but there was no way in hell that a boy who looked like that would be interested in someone like me.

      He was so far out of my league, it wasn’t even funny. And in more ways than one.

      Just last month, I was living in a women’s shelter. Things were better now that school had started and I could stay in a dorm, even though I was plunging myself further and further into debt every day. School was supposed to be my way out of the hellhole I called home, but things seemed to be more of a mess than I was prepared for.

      I didn’t know what to do with my life. And the boy in class seemed to have the world at his fingertips.

      I shook my head, applied some red lipstick, and brushed out the tangles of my hair with my fingers as best as possible.

      I still looked tired but better, and I knew this was as good as it would get.

      I wasn’t here to find love or even a boyfriend. I was here so that I wouldn’t have to return home. I didn’t want to end up like my mom, stuck in the same place until I died.

      When ten minutes had passed, I walked out the door to an almost empty hallway. I let out a small sigh of relief—I didn’t do well in crowds. I knew it had everything to do with what had happened to me at the beginning of my senior year in high school, and I hated the skittish, paranoid girl I had become. But I couldn’t help it.

      I pulled the straps of my backpack farther up my shoulders. I wasn’t tall by any standard and much thinner than I had been when I was still living at home with my dad, so I felt weighed down by the big backpack.

      I looked around the building, trying to remember where the exit was. I had no idea how big Columbia was until I arrived in New York City the first day after getting off the Kansas bus.

      New York, though not as big as Kansas, had felt like it was. There were just so many people around, so many cars, and so many buildings.

      I grew up in a small town just outside of Topeka, and though I had often visited that city, this one was much more than I was prepared for.

      Lost in my own thoughts, I didn’t realize someone was close by until I felt him. I started back a step, my eyes widening at the person next to me.

      “Whoa there, sweetheart. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      I looked up.

      And up.

      Fuck, this guy was tall. Taller than I had thought, considering the last time I saw him, he had been sitting at a desk, and he was much bulkier than I realized. I eyed his tattoo-covered arms—a part of me was intimidated by them, and the other, stupider part was… well, fascinated.

      He had an array of designs across his veiny forearms, some that looked like tribal arts and some that were designs of real things: a butterfly on the inside of one elbow, a huge-ass skull on the other, some roman numerals, and lots and lots of different shapes that I couldn’t possibly take in from the brief moment we had.

      What I wouldn’t give for the chance to explore each and every one of his tattoos. I would give them each a very personal greeting, too. Make sure none felt left out, because I was a nice girl. I mentally shook my head at the ridiculous thought.

      “Are you okay?” he asked me, his voice deep and rough, bringing me out of my reverie. I blinked at him. I had him pegged to be around my age. Or at least I thought so since he was in a freshman math class, but he looked older than me. More mature. More put together. I was suddenly feeling very self-conscious. I moved my hands up to my hair, twirling it a bit—a nervous habit.

      “I’m fine,” I said quietly. Then I turned and walked away. I hadn’t realized he had followed me until I heard his footsteps from behind. I hadn’t been a paranoid person. Not before the incident.

      But I was now, so I couldn’t help but be wary of this one, no matter how good-looking he was or how attracted I was to him.

      Or rather, I should have been extra wary of him because of how good-looking he was and how attracted I was to him.

      “Can I help you?” I asked, a little more sharply than I intended.

      He stuttered a bit in his steps, but if he was offended by my tone, he didn’t show it.

      “I’m Dean,” he said. His lips were curved in a half smile that was just as arrogant as it was beautiful. No man should ever look this beautiful, I thought.

      I lifted an eyebrow. “I don’t believe I asked what your name is.”

      I was being a bitch, I knew that. And I had to refrain myself from offering an apology then and there. It would be better if he stayed away from me. I wasn’t good for him. I wasn’t good for anyone, and judging by how I was reacting to him, I’d say he wasn’t good for me, either.

      But he didn’t seem put off by my attitude. “I know,” he said. “I thought I’d introduce myself, seeing as how we are going to be sitting next to each other for fifteen weeks.”

      “Okay.” I looked ahead, seeing the door no more than a few feet away.

      He kept up the pace. “When you’re ready to talk more, I’ll be here,” he said. “Until then.”

      Dean slowed a bit, and then he stopped walking altogether just before we reached the door. I didn’t know why I felt so bereft that he was giving up so soon, even if I had been giving off signs that I didn’t want to get to know him.

      He was respecting my space and decision. That was more than I could say for most of the guys I knew in high school. I should have been happy. Yet, all I felt was disappointment. Just as I got to the door, even though I told myself not to, I paused with my hands on the push bar and then turned back around. Dean was still standing there, staring at me with that stupid, beautiful smile on his face.

      I turned quickly back around and pushed my way out, taking a deep breath of the sweet summer air, as if I’d had my head underwater for too long.

      Dean was trouble.

      I knew that.

      Problem was, I might like his brand of trouble too much.

      And that meant I was in trouble.

      Ah, hell.
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            DEAN

          

        

      

    

    
      I arrived at class Thursday morning eager as hell.

      I couldn’t even remember when I had been like this over a girl, but I was messed up over this one, and a large part of me didn’t even care.

      She was mine, and that was all I knew.

      And I would treat her like the queen that she was.

      I didn’t know why I got my head so messed up around her.

      But it didn’t matter, because I was struck from that first sight of her in class Tuesday morning.

      I didn’t know any other way to describe it, and I didn’t want to overanalyze something and miss out on the chance of making her mine.

      The door opened, and I tried not to look like an eager fucking puppy at the thought of her walking through it, but to my disappointment, it was Dereck.

      He looked better today than he had the last time. Not hungover anymore, and he had probably gotten his eight hours of beauty sleep.

      Fucker grinned at me as he made his way to the desk he had been at before the professor kicked him out—the desk she had sat in after him.

      Hell no.

      I placed my foot on the seat and glared up at him.

      “Dude, what the hell?” he said, looking at me.

      I shook my head. “Sit somewhere else.”

      He frowned. “Why?”

      “’Cause this seat is taken, that’s why.”

      “How? I was here the last time.”

      “No. Go somewhere else.”

      He grumbled something under his breath before moving to the seat on my other side. I tried to remember who had sat at that desk the last time, but I couldn’t remember much about the class since the moment she walked in.

      She had occupied so much of my thoughts in the two days since I had last seen her, and I didn’t even know her name. My attempt to introduce myself had obviously backfired, and I would have backed off, would have given her time to adjust to the idea of me, but my girl was beautiful. Sweet, fiery, and fucking gorgeous. I would be damned if I let any other fucker steal her away from me. Plus, I had seen the interest in her eyes, and the way she had eyed my tattoos, like she wanted to explore each and every single one of them with her tongue.

      Something I wouldn’t have been opposed to. As long as she let me return the favor. From what I could see, she didn’t have any tattoos, but for a chance to explore her creamy skin with my tongue…

      Fuck. Yeah.

      I would be all about that.

      And now I was getting a semi in class.

      Great.

      The door opened again, and I knew even before I turned to it that it was her walking in, bringing with her that unique floral scent that I couldn’t decide was her shampoo, lotion, or perfume. Or hell, maybe it was just her. That natural scent she gave off that I couldn’t get enough of. I didn’t know, and I didn’t care. I sat up straight at my desk like a damn eager puppy, happy its owner was home from a long day of work.

      I ignored the look Dereck shot me. I wouldn’t have known how to explain this to him even if I tried, so I wouldn’t.

      As she walked in, I could feel my whole world shifting on its axis. But damn, why was I so fucking messed up over this tiny, beautiful girl?

      I didn’t know.

      Her eyes widened when she caught mine on her. And like the shameless fucker that I knew I was, I didn’t look away. Couldn’t look away.

      She slowly made her way to her seat, right next to me.

      “Ah,” Dereck said.

      I shot him a look, but the bastard just grinned at me. I rolled my eyes and looked away. Dereck could do whatever the hell he wanted, but having her sit next to me was worth going through all the bashing I would get from him later.

      I looked at her.

      I knew from the way she shifted in her seat that she could feel my eyes on her. She ignored me. Or pretended to because, let’s face it, I wasn’t easy to ignore. Electricity buzzed across my skin from her close proximity, and it was taking everything in me not to move my chair even closer to her.

      I took out a piece of paper from my notebook, wrote something down, and threw it at her desk. It landed perfectly in the middle, and she frowned down at it before slowly moving her eyes to me. I winked at her, thoroughly enjoying the soft blush gracing her lovely cheeks.

      Dereck let out a snort-laugh, making her look quickly away from me. I turned to him and shot him a death glare.

      His smile widened, and he said under his breath, “Passing notes? Really? Are you ten?”

      I flipped him off. I was going to smother him in his sleep later on that night.

      I turned back to my girl. She must have heard our conversation, because a tiny smile was escaping from her lips, and yeah, I really liked that. I wouldn’t have minded Dereck taking shots at me every day if it got her to smile.

      I watched her open up the note, and my grin widened when she let out a soft giggle, shook her head, and rolled her eyes at me.

      She pulled out a pencil from her yellow bag and wrote something down on the note. Then she passed it to me. I grabbed the note and purposely let my fingers graze her soft skin. She sucked in a sharp breath, and I knew then, I wasn’t the only one feeling this.

      She pulled away from me and fidgeted in her seat. I instantly missed the feel of her skin, but I didn’t give myself time to dwell on that. I unfolded the paper.

      I had written her a note that said: I like you. Do you like me?

      There was a yes on one checkbox and another yes on the other.

      She had written down Dream on, lover boy in perfectly neat, girly handwriting. How pretty.

      My girl had good penmanship.

      And yeah, I knew how bad I had it.

      I didn’t care.

      “Psst,” I said. She turned to me, and though she was frowning, the amusement dancing in her eyes gave her away. I wasn’t as annoying as she had made me out to be.

      “You didn’t say no.”

      I smiled when her mouth gaped open, but before she could say anything, the professor walked in, bringing with him a huge-ass bag that I was sure contained some torture device.

      I was right.

      After he quickly took attendance, he pulled out a huge stack of papers. He placed some at the end of the front row. “Take a packet and pass it down,” he said to a girl with big, dark hair and tanned skin. I swore I could hear her sigh even from where I sat.

      I looked at my girl again. I wondered if she thought the professor was attractive. And I briefly wondered if I could get away with murdering him.

      Then he said something that took me away from my murderous thoughts. “Pair up. This will be your partner for the rest of the semester. You will receive three packets from me throughout the semester. Each will be worth fifteen percent of your grade, so I suggest you pick wisely.”

      Before he could say anything else, I scooted my desk toward my girl, the legs of the chair making a loud screeching noise as it slid across the linoleum floor. Everyone looked at me, but I didn’t give a damn. Though I probably should, because my girl’s blush had deepened into a fascinating red, I wondered if I should have taken more care.

      Oh, well. She and I would be together soon enough. It would be best if everyone knew it.

      Dereck let out a loud chuckle, and Professor Hamilton tapped his finger once on the desk. “Okay, then.”

      Everyone else started to pair up.

      My girl stayed where she was, watching the class while I watched her. I did notice, very briefly, that Dereck had paired up with the big-haired girl, but then everything and everyone else took a back seat as I focused intently on the girl next to me, taking in the long blond hair that looked buttery soft and those expressive brown eyes of hers.

      “Do I get a name now?” I asked.

      She glanced sideways at me before writing something on top of her packet. Ashley.

      Finally.

      “I like your name,” I said lamely.

      “Thank you,” she said in an expressionless tone that told me she didn’t know how to reply to me.

      I didn’t think of myself as awkward. Hell, I was popular in high school. I was the prom king and the captain of my football team. I had dated the popular girl and the pretty girl. And it probably wouldn’t make me look good in her eyes, but I had lived up to my famous rock-star father. I knew how to talk to girls. How to flirt. But I was off my game with her, and I didn’t like it.

      I shifted a bit and moved closer to her. I counted it as a win when she didn’t move back. She didn’t find me as repulsive as she let on. I would just have to take that and work with it.

      “Since we’ll be working together for the entire semester, do you think we should exchange numbers?”

      I pulled out my phone and held it in front of me.

      “I guess,” she said and pulled out hers. I didn’t react, but I took note of the outdated phone in her hand. It hit me then that I didn’t know anything about her.

      But fuck, I wanted to.

      I wanted to know everything, and I wanted to take care of every problem she might have and destroy anything that might cause her pain.

      I didn’t have that right—not yet, at least—but I wanted the privilege of it, and I would work hard for it.
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            ASHLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      Friday afternoon, I looked at myself in the mirror as I applied some lip gloss. I tried to look through objective eyes, wanting to see what Dean saw when he looked at me, what made him so interested.

      It wasn’t that I had low self-esteem and didn’t know my own self-worth, because that wasn’t the case at all.

      I had big brown eyes, almost too big on my small face. Long strawberry blond hair that I hadn’t cut since my junior year in high school, save for a few trims here and there. Pale skin that was almost devoid of color most days. A thin frame, which had only gotten more gaunt over the summer.

      I wasn’t beautiful like my roommate. I was… unique looking. Interesting to look at, but not enough to hold anyone’s attention. And until my senior year, I didn’t date anyone. And that had ended in disaster.

      I shivered from the memory, and a sliver of disgust worked its way up my throat. I quickly shook away the thought.

      I wasn’t in Kansas anymore. I was far away from those people and my past. I could be a new person.

      I could be anything, as long as I focused on school and my future. And that meant I couldn’t entertain the idea of Dean Thompson, no matter how badly I wanted to, or how hard just his mere presence was to ignore.

      I wasn’t good for him.

      I wasn’t good for anyone, and I was doing him a favor by staying far away.

      If only I could convince my heart of that.

      A knock came at my door, and my heart thudded loudly and heavily inside my chest, as if begging to be set free. I placed the lip gloss back down on my small makeshift vanity before running a shaky hand through my hair. “Okay. This is nothing. It’s just two classmates meeting up outside of class to go over an assignment. Not a big deal.”

      Another knock sounded, and I walked over to the door, bracing myself as I opened it.

      My breath caught at the sight of Dean there, dressed in casual dark blue jeans, black boots, and a simple white T-shirt that showcased those big arms of his and two sleeves of tattoos.

      Fuck, but I was fascinated with his tattoos.

      And he was beautiful. My heart hurt just looking at him.

      “Are you going to invite me in?” he asked, amusement curling his lips.

      “What? Oh, yes. Sorry. Come on in,” I said awkwardly, moving out of the way. And even though I left enough room for him to move through, he still somehow managed to brush up against me.

      I sucked in a sharp breath at the feel of his arms on my stomach. It wasn’t repulsion like I thought I was feeling, but something different. Something foreign, something new, and something not entirely unwelcome.

      I took in his face, but he wore the innocent expression well, and at first, I couldn’t tell if he had done that on purpose or not.

      I wasn’t fooled.

      Innocent, he was not.

      Why did he affect me so much?

      This boy with the messy, dirty blond rock-star hair and mesmerizing blue eyes. It wasn’t like me to turn stupid at the sight of a pretty face, but I was fucking stupid for this pretty face.

      He stood a foot away from me and looked around the room. I waited, not telling him which side was mine, but he surprised me when he walked to the correct side. Katy’s side was a mess, her bed unmade from yesterday morning. She hadn’t come in last night since she didn’t have any classes today. Her desk held very little school stuff; instead, it housed a large vanity mirror with all her expensive makeup.

      Unlike me, Katy came from money.

      She had never even held down a job before, and she didn’t have to. And this wasn’t me looking down at her. This was me being envious.

      I was envious of her free time, of her carefree life, and of her freedom, knowing she could screw up whatever and whenever and not have to deal with the consequences.

      My side was neat and tidy. After spending the summer in a women’s shelter, waiting for school to start, and having so little that was mine, I needed the ability to control my space, and one way to do that was to keep it clean and organized.

      And I was surprised Dean saw that in me, when he took a seat on my perfectly made bed, placing his backpack down next to him and shooting a glance my way with his blue eyes.

      He patted the seat next to him. “Ready.”

      I cleared my throat. “Sure.”

      I took a seat, leaving a decent amount of space between us, yet it still felt indecent sitting like this with him.

      I had thought that after what I went through a couple of months back, I would be wary of Dean the way I was with most boys, but for some odd, stupid reason, he made me feel safe.

      I was wary of him, but not in the way I had expected. I was wary because I knew that if I spent enough time with him, my crush on him would get out of control, and I didn’t want that… did I?

      “How are you at math?” I asked.

      “Fairly decent,” he answered.

      I nodded. “Good, ’cause I’m a little rusty.”

      He moved in a little closer to me. “I can help you.”

      And he looked way too excited about that. Like a little puppy. It was cute.

      I looked down to hide my smile. “I might take you up on that.”

      When I looked back at him, I noticed his smile had widened, and his eyes had softened. I didn’t think he had taken his eyes off me once. We didn’t say anything for a few long seconds. I cleared my throat again, my lips suddenly feeling parched, and I moved away, grabbing two water bottles from the package I had stored under my bed.

      I handed one to him.

      He grabbed my hand, his calloused fingers touching mine, and I quickly pulled away, pretending to be busy with the math packet.

      Thankfully, he didn’t say anything. I moved my hair from where it was tucked behind my ears and let it partially cover part of my face. This felt safer somehow.

      Over the next forty minutes, we did our packet. And Dean wasn’t just fairly decent at math. He was better. And he explained the material in a way that was easier to understand than how Professor Hamilton had explained it in class. Admittedly, I was afraid to ask the professor for help. The man intimidated the hell out of me, and if there hadn’t been an issue with my registration this summer, I wouldn’t have signed up so late for classes.

      Dean leaned closer to me, pointing out a small mistake I had made in one of the questions before moving on to the next. I liked that about him most—he was obviously better than me at math, but he wasn’t arrogant about it.

      He didn’t make me feel stupid, something I had been feeling most of my life.

      But he was arrogant in other ways. Like how his lips curved up when he found me staring at him for a beat too long, or when he caught me admiring his tattoos. Then his arrogance really showed up, and I knew this wasn’t doing anything to discourage his interest in me.

      Was he really interested in me?

      How?

      “Are you listening to me?”

      I shook myself out of my deep thoughts. And I could feel myself blushing when I realized he had been trying to get my attention for a while. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      I froze when he moved his hand up and tucked my hair behind my ear. “There,” he said, his voice soft. “That’s better. I like it when I can see your eyes.”

      “You do?”

      He nodded seriously. I couldn’t find a hint of joking or sarcasm in his expression, but then, he could be really good at hiding his emotions. “You have brown eyes.”

      “You don’t think they’re too big?”

      He shook his head. “Absolutely not. They’re fucking perfect,” he said vehemently.

      I looked away to hide my smile. “The kids at my high school called me Jack Skellington.”

      Dean’s jaw clenched, and he looked… angry on my behalf. I looked at him, incredulous. He looked as if the idea of someone being mean to me was abhorrent to him, and he wanted to hunt down that person.

      I looked down at my bedsheet. It had been a gift given to me by one of the ladies working at the shelter. She had been the only one who was kind to me while I was there.

      “One of the cheerleaders caught her boyfriend talking to me in the hallway. She gave me that nickname, and it stuck.” I shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal, and fuck, I really wished I was past all the bullshit, but because she had decided to target me, I didn’t make any friends all throughout high school, save for my cousin, even if I wouldn’t exactly call her my friend.

      I pretended not to notice the way his fist clenched and continued with my story before I lost my courage. “The worst part about the whole thing was, I wasn’t really talking to her boyfriend because I liked him or something. He was my lab partner in biology, and he was asking about an assignment we had due.”

      “Fuck, baby, I’m sorry, but that bitch was just jealous of you.”

      I smiled a little in disbelief, shaking my head.

      “What, you don’t think it’s true?”

      “Of course not. She was beautiful. What did she have to be jealous of?”

      “I don’t know. Someone who bullies someone else just screams insecure to me. And you’re beautiful, and kind, and smart, and hot, and fuck, absolutely sexy. Did I mention that you are beautiful?”

      I looked at him in amusement. Then I asked solemnly, “You really think so?”

      “Fuck, haven’t you noticed me staring at you since the moment we met?” he asked me.

      I shrugged. “I wasn’t entirely sure.”

      He moved in closer to me, and I took in his addictive scent. He smelled wonderful. Dean was different from the boys at my high school. Different from anyone I had ever met before. He was my age, but something about him made him seem much older than that.

      Or perhaps it was his experience.

      Just one look at him and I knew he had done more, seen more, felt more than I had. Hell, most people at this school probably had more experience than I did.

      And that’s another reason why I shouldn’t get involved with him.

      I pulled back. “I don’t think I am at a point in my life where I can get into anything with anyone.” Least of all, with you, I didn’t add.

      I pulled back slightly and saw that his eyes were shrouded in disappointment. I almost wanted to take the words back. For some reason, a disappointed Dean affected me more than he should have. And that was stupid.

      I knew that I shouldn’t let anyone affect me. I shouldn’t let any boy affect me, but especially not this boy.

      “Are you interested in me?” he asked, not in an arrogant or sleazy way. In fact, I couldn’t tell how he was feeling or thinking when he asked it.

      I let out a sigh and nodded. There was really no point in lying anyhow, not when I had given myself away. “But that doesn’t mean I’m ready for anything.”

      He nodded. “Fair enough. We can be just friends.”

      I eyed him skeptically.

      He grinned. “What? I can be your friend. And you’ll realize soon enough that I will make a good friend. I will keep you close to me. Very close.”

      I rolled my eyes at that. “Friends, huh?”

      He bit his bottom lip, looking more adorable than any man with full sleeves of tattoos has the right to look, and I worked hard to keep the stern expression on my face.

      Nodding solemnly, he said, “Okay. I just needed to get all my flirting energy out. Now, I can be your friend.”

      “You’re incorrigible.”

      “And you like me.”

      “Sure, whatever you need to tell yourself to get to sleep at night.”

      He clutched his chest. “Well, that hurt.”

      “I don’t think anyone can hurt you,” I said quietly. And that was true enough. I had Dean pegged to be a few inches over six feet, made of nothing but muscles and steel. I wondered what it was like. To walk around the world and be completely fearless.

      That wasn’t me.

      “Has someone hurt you before?” he said, his voice soft, but I didn’t miss the steel in it.

      I shook my head and, changing the subject, said, “We can be friends.”

      He gave me a look that told me he wasn’t fooled, but thankfully he let it go. He tapped his pencil against the open notebook on his lap. “Now that we’re friends, we need to go over some rules.”

      “There are rules to being your friend?”

      He smiled at me, his blue eyes twinkling. I ignored the way my heart reacted to that. “Of course. Being my friend is a privilege.”

      “Okay. Whatever you say,” I said drily.

      He tapped my nose playfully. “Rule number one, you need to be open with me.”

      I shot him a defensive look. “Open how?”

      “With your feelings and shit. You might not know this, but I find you very hard to read. So if I do something to make you mad, you need to tell me, not keep it in and ignore me.”

      I nodded. “Okay. Sounds fair. I guess I need you to do the same.”

      “Something tells me you’re going to be hard for me to stay mad at.” He said it so quietly, I almost didn’t hear. I tried to hide another smile. He was making it hard for me to be his friend.

      “Okay, rule number two. Don’t lie to me. I can’t stand being lied to, and I won’t lie to you, either. If there is something you don’t want to tell me, say so.”

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      “Okay. And the last and most important rule.” He moved in closer to me, and I couldn’t find it in myself to try and keep my distance.

      “Yeah?”

      He grabbed a strand of my hair and played with it absently. “If anyone ever gives you shit, ever hurts your feelings… ever hurts you.” He paused, and a dark look entered his eyes. I should have been scared of that look. I wasn’t. “I want you to tell me right away.”

      “And what will you do about it?”

      “You just let me handle that, sweetheart.”

      I looked away from him. “Sounds nice, but also unrealistic.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I can’t have you fight my battles for me. I could do that myself.”

      “Of course you can. But if things ever get to be too much, I want you to come to me.”

      “You can’t protect me from everything bad in this world.”

      “Can’t I?”

      I looked down at the unfinished packet. “You’re silly.”

      “And you are beautiful.”

      “Dean,” I said. I wasn’t even sure what I was saying. All I knew was that he was making it hard for me to see the line I had drawn between friendship and something more.

      “I just need to say one more thing before we go back to being friends.”

      “Yeah?”

      “If you ever find you are ready for something more with me, I’ll be here,” he said softly.

      I shook my head. Guys like Dean didn’t stay single long. “I doubt you would still be unattached by then.”

      “I’ll wait for you,” he said fiercely.

      I frowned. “You can’t.”

      “Why not.”

      “’Cause I don’t know when I’ll be ready. Or if I’ll ever be ready.”

      “Then I’ll wait until you are.”

      “Now you just sound silly.”

      “Why? Don’t you think you’re worth waiting for?”

      I looked down again, not saying anything. The truth was, I didn’t think I was worth it. Dean Thompson was out of my league. It was only a matter of time before he realized that.

      “I see,” he said softly. “Then I will just have to show you, won’t I?”

      I shook my head, but still didn’t say anything. I didn’t believe him, but fuck, how badly I wanted to. How badly I wanted it to be true.
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      An easy friendship started for us that day, and Dean had been nothing but a good friend. He didn’t flirt with me or pressure me into giving in to him. In fact, if I hadn’t caught the desire in his eye when he looked at me whenever he thought I wasn’t paying attention, I would have thought he had lost interest in me completely.

      Dean was right when he said he made a good friend.

      He was attentive and protective. He was an even better friend than any I had had in the past, as few and far between as those had been—and I hated it.

      I hated it because the better friend he was to me, the more I wanted him to be something more. And sometimes, I just wanted to kiss him, and hold him close, and never let him go.

      We were at the library, working on our math packet. It was due the following Wednesday, and we were almost done with it. And I knew we were ahead of the rest of the class, since I had seen several students asking the professor to extend the deadline or let them come in for extra help.

      And I would most likely have been one of those people had it not been for Dean.

      Katy was doing well, too, but I knew it was because she let Dereck do all the work.

      “Okay, we’re at the last question,” I said, letting out a sigh and leaning back against the chair. Dean gave me a small grin.

      “You’ve got this.”

      I shook my head. “No, you got this. I hate math.”

      “What’s your major?” he asked.

      I looked down. I didn’t even know why I was feeling so shy all of a sudden. “Um, I am double majoring in literature and education. I want to teach high school literature, especially poetry.”

      I didn’t know why I was blushing as I said it, but the way he looked at me was unnerving. No one had ever paid that much attention to me before, and to have Dean’s deep blue eyes on me was something else altogether. I didn’t hate it as much as I thought I would.

      “Why poetry?” he asked.

      I probably should have lied. No one wanted to learn about all the little details. He was probably just being polite…

      But the way he was looking at me then, it didn’t feel like he was just being polite.

      He looked genuinely interested.

      “The few times my dad talked about my mom, he always talked about how much she loved poetry. I guess I just wanted to be like her when I was little. And when I got older, I realized I genuinely loved it. I’m not good at creating my own poetry, but I love reading and studying it. I guess it’s just another way into another person’s mind. It’s intimate. It makes me feel closer to other people, when I always had such a terrible time relating to others growing up.”

      I looked down at my notes, taking in all the scribbles I had made in the margins when the professor was going over the lectures.

      It was no wonder I was barely passing that class.

      “I think that sounds amazing,” he said softly. He cleared his throat a bit when I looked up and met his eyes. “I think you’ll make an amazing teacher.”

      “You don't know that,” I protested, though admittedly, I was pleased. I didn’t know why I said what I said next, but I did. “I found my mom’s notebook several years back. Um, she had all her favorite poems printed out and glued to the pages. In the back, she wrote something that I think was meant just for her.”

      “Yeah?”

      I knew my cheeks were getting redder now, but there was no turning back now that I had opened my mouth. “She wrote how she always wanted someone to write a poem for her. I always thought that was romantic.”

      He smiled a little at that and tugged on my hair.

      “What about you?” I asked, to change the subject.

      “Architect,” he answered.

      “Like Ted Mosby from How I Met Your Mother,” I said.

      He raised an eyebrow at that, and I looked down, blushing. I really hated the effect he had on me with just a simple glance.

      Hated it and loved it just the same.

      “I, uh, I watch a lot of TV,” I said. Especially when I had still lived with my deadbeat dad in our trailer. Watching TV had been the only thing I could do. Going out hadn’t been an option. I didn’t have a car. Hell, I didn’t even have a driver’s license. And walking anywhere wasn’t a good idea. Saying my old neighborhood was “rough” was being kind.

      “Good to know,” he said, as if he was filing the information away. I shot him a bemused smile, and he tugged on my hair playfully.

      “What are you doing this weekend?” he asked me.

      “Why?” I said warily. If he asked me out, I wouldn’t know how to answer him. And this would surely affect our newfound fragile friendship.

      “There’s a party at one of the frat houses. Would you like to come with me? As a friend, of course,” he added quickly, as if he could tell what I was thinking from the look on my face. He probably could. I had been told I had one of those faces where all my emotions were on full display.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Me and parties don’t mix.”

      I had proven that at the beginning of my senior year in high school. I hated how badly that one experience still affected me. As if I was letting them win because they were still in my thoughts.

      Dean didn’t say anything for a moment. Then he grabbed my hand. My eyes moved to his. “If you don’t want to go to this party, then we won’t. I would still like to hang out with you this weekend.”

      The words coming out of his mouth were innocent enough. There was nothing innocent about the way he said it, though, and I had a hard time trying to keep my gaze on that very fine line that separated our friendship from something more.

      And, fuck, I didn’t want to disappoint him.

      “No, we can go to the party,” I said. At least at a party, I knew I wouldn’t be alone with Dean. There would be other people there. Other drunk, dangerous people, but still people.

      Being alone with Dean felt more dangerous.

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded, determined. “Yes. You’ll be there, right? And you won’t ditch me?” Call me crazy, but I knew I would feel safe there because Dean would be there.

      “Fuck, no. I won’t ditch you, I promise,” he said seriously.

      I smiled at that. “Then yes. Let’s go.”

      I needed to go to this party. To prove to myself that those bastards hadn’t taken anything away from me, that I could still be a normal girl who enjoyed doing normal things that kids my age enjoyed doing.

      I just hoped I wouldn’t end up regretting this.
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      Fuck, this whole day was turning out to be a disaster.

      I was late for the party.

      I had told Ashley I would meet her there at eight, that I would be with her the whole time, and here I was, fucking it up already.

      I stormed into my dorm room, and Dereck sat up in his bed, looking at me. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      I grunted and started pulling off my wet clothes. If my naked ass offended Dereck’s modesty, then the fucker could just look away. I quickly pulled on my dark jeans and a clean white T-shirt.

      “What the hell happened to you?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I said. The complicated relationship I had with my mom was not something I wanted to get into, especially not with Dereck.

      This was why I preferred to stay with my old man instead of my mom. But my dad was the lead guitarist for the world-famous rock band Death Trap, and it wasn’t always practical to take a kid with you when you were going on tours, doing drugs, and fucking just about anything that moved.

      “I’m going to a party at Carter’s,” I said. “You in?”

      “Hell, yeah. I was going to stay in and count my leg hair.”

      “Anyone ever told you you’re one weird motherfucker?”

      He shot me a grin. “All the time. Let’s go.”

      We got to the party thirty minutes later, and now, I was forty-five minutes later than I had told Ashley I would be here.

      Irritation with myself worked up my spine, putting me in a mood. Now I wished I had never asked her to the party. But it was the only thing I could think of to get her to hang out with me this weekend that was somewhat okay for one friend to ask another.

      But I didn’t want to be her friend.

      Being her friend was one of the hardest things I had ever done, and I hated it.

      But I would do it. I would do it as long as I got to keep her in my life. Besides, I had a plan. Hopefully, it would work out before we graduated, because another four years like this with her sounded like the worst kind of torture for a man like me to endure.

      I looked around the crowded place. Dereck tapped my shoulder to get my attention and pointed to Katy, Ashley’s roommate, Dereck’s math partner, and, I was sure, his latest fuck.

      We moved over to her. “Hey, is Ashley here?” I asked her.

      She nodded. “Yeah, she was just with me five minutes ago. I think she went to grab another drink in the kitchen.”

      I nodded my thanks and walked toward the kitchen without saying another word to either of them. I just wanted to see Ashley. Wanted to hold her even though I knew she wasn’t all for it, and wanted to make sure she was okay, because all I wanted to do was live the rest of my life ensuring she was happy and protected.

      The kitchen was just as crowded as the living room, with drunk frat boys gathering around the small table where all the drinks were, and a couple making out by the corner of the counter, coming close to just fucking in front of everyone.

      I didn’t see her.

      And it was probably my paranoia talking, but something told me to find her as soon as possible.

      I quickly moved out of the kitchen and made a quick visual sweep of the living room, hoping I had missed her the first time I showed up. But no, she wasn’t here.

      Panic made my heart pinch, and I moved over to the hallway, shoving past people who were standing there talking or dancing to the loud music. The beat seemed in sync with my heart, and made it pound harder against my chest as more and more time passed when I didn’t see her.

      Where was she?

      I knew she was here, somewhere in this house, but where the fuck could she have been hiding… or, even worse, where the fuck could someone have been hiding her?

      Ashley was tiny.

      And beautiful.

      And here alone and vulnerable.

      There was nothing stopping some fucker from preying on her.

      I moved upstairs, hoping my suspicion wasn’t true. It was quieter here, with fewer people. Some were waiting in line for the bathroom to open up. Most of the bedroom doors were closed. Fuck, what if she’s behind one of those doors?

      I tried one and found it empty. Another one, occupied with a couple fucking on the bed. They didn’t even hear me come in, and I doubted they would have cared. I quickly shut the door behind me when I saw the girl wasn’t Ashley. Just as I turned to walk to the last door, I saw movement near it.

      Some dude was carrying an unconscious girl into the room.

      I caught a glimpse of strawberry blonde hair and lost it completely.

      I didn’t think when I moved to the door and shoved it open, before the guy could close and lock it.

      “Hey!” the fucker protested. “This is occupied. Go find another empty room.”

      Ashley was lying on the bed, her eyes closed, her clothes a little disheveled but otherwise still on. I was too fucking pissed to even be happy about that.

      I turned to the guy, who was smaller than I was, and something about my eyes must have given away my anger. He took a step back.

      “I don’t think she’s conscious,” I said, my voice low.

      He let out a nervous chuckle. “No? Well, uh, she was a moment ago. And she wanted this.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Really?”

      He nodded, as if he thought I was stupid enough to believe his lie. “Yeah, man. You know how it is. Everyone here is just looking for a good time.”

      “Even her? When she can’t even consent?”

      I closed the door behind me and locked it, putting the three of us alone in the room. The music had become a distant low thrum, and I could feel the vibration of it beneath my feet.

      The guy took a step back from me. “Why don’t I just go. You can have her, okay?”

      My fist clenched. I didn’t wait for him to say any more. I moved to him and punched him in the face, putting all my weight into it. It should have been satisfying, seeing him fall to the floor clutching his bloody and most likely broken nose, but all I could think of was what could have happened had I not shown up in time.

      I climbed on top of him and grasped the front of his shirt, pulling him close to me. “If I ever see your fucking face around here—fuck, around any parties and around any girl—I’ll fucking kill you, do you get me?”

      I hit him before he could answer, taking in his loud cries. And I punched him again and again until my knuckles came away bloody and bruised, and I didn’t fucking care. He covered his head with his arms, whimpering.

      Fucking coward. I stood up and pulled him up with me. He looked at me with swollen eyes. “Do you fucking get me?” I gritted.

      “Yeah,” he cried. “I get you. I do.”

      I shoved him off and watched as he moved to the floor, his back hitting against the edge of the bed frame. He arched his back in pain, but he otherwise didn’t make any noise.

      I shot him one last disgusted look before I moved over to my girl. My hands shook when I reached for her, and I didn’t know if it was the adrenaline or the knowledge that I had failed to protect her when it mattered the most.

      Never again, I vowed. I would never let any harm come to her.

      I scooped her up in my arms, and her head fell to my chest. She didn’t stir. I knew it was because of whatever drug the fucker obviously had given her. I wanted to go back and finish him off. The only thing stopping me was having Ashley in my arms, and she came first.

      I opened the door and walked out.

      No one even batted an eyelash that I was carrying an obviously unconscious girl. And I hated that. Fuck, did I hate that. Dereck caught my eye when I got to the living room. He frowned when he saw Ashley in my arms and walked over to us, Katy following.

      Her eyes widened. “What happened to her?”

      My jaw clenched. “I found her unconscious with some fucker in one of the rooms upstairs.”

      “Fuck,” Dereck growled. “Did he…”

      I shook my head, knowing what he was trying to ask. Relief entered his eyes.

      “I’m taking her to our dorm room with me to get her to sleep this off, okay?”

      Katy nodded. I worked hard to keep the dismay from showing on my face. Her agreement made this easier, but I didn’t like how easily she had trusted me to take care of her friend. What if this had been some other dude who never intended to let Ashley sleep the drug off?

      Dereck was probably thinking the same thing, because he was frowning and looking down at Katy.

      I shook my head and walked out of there without another word.

      Thank fuck, I had driven here. I couldn’t imagine staying another second longer. I needed to get her back to the dorm, and I was sure Dereck would give me the room tonight. No doubt she would freak out waking up in a strange room with both Dereck and me there.

      Fuck.

      Things could have been worse tonight.

      I put her in my car and bent down to buckle her in. I moved a few strands of her long hair away from her face, my fingers lingering over the softness of her skin there.

      “You’re safe with me,” I said out loud, even if she couldn’t hear me. I needed to say it to reassure myself.

      Then I stood up and moved to the driver's side door. I climbed in, started the car, and quickly drove back to my dorm room in silence, my thoughts churning over the night’s events.
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      My head was killing me.

      Fuck.

      I let out a small groan and instantly regretted that when the pounding in my head intensified. Curling into myself, I pulled the blanket up over my head, just wanting to stay here and not get up for the rest of the day.

      I lay still, trying not to make any sudden movements, knowing I was close to losing the dinner I had last night…

      Wait.

      Did I even have dinner last night?

      I wasn’t sure.

      I couldn’t remember anything that happened last night. When did I even go to bed?

      Something prodded at the back of my mind.

      Last night was Saturday. And I had promised Dean I would meet him at the party. Only he was running late, so I went with Katy instead. I remembered leaving her in the kitchen to get more drinks. Being at the party, with the loud music and sweaty bodies, was giving me flashbacks from high school, and it fucking sucked.

      After I got my drink, I had moved out to the back patio to be by myself for a bit and try to catch my bearings. And some guy had come up to me, scaring me a little. He had asked for my number, and I said no, then…

      Why couldn’t I remember what happened after?

      My heart pounded in my chest, and I got a terrible feeling about this.

      I had experienced hangovers before. I had also experienced waking up after being drugged. And this felt like that.

      I let out a small whimper when I realized I wasn’t in my own bed. My whole body felt numb. Fuck, this couldn’t be happening again.

      Tears pricked the corners of my eyes, and I moved my hands down my body. I was still dressed. And it looked like it was the same clothes I had on last night. But that didn’t mean anything, did it? I didn’t know.

      Wouldn’t I have known if I had been violated in some way?

      I struggled to sit up, and when I did, I groaned and covered my eyes. It was too bright in here.

      The door opened, and I froze.

      “Oh, good. You’re awake. How are you feeling?” a familiar voice asked me.

      What the fuck?

      How could it be?

      I forced my eyes open and looked at Dean.

      Dean, who was standing there in gray sweats and a black muscle T-shirt. Who didn’t look hungover or sick.

      I was going to be sick.

      How could I have misjudged him so badly?

      “Ashley? Are you okay?”

      I shook my head, nausea making its way up my dry throat.

      He took a step toward me, and I shrank back in the bed. “Don’t touch me,” I hissed.

      He paused, a frown marring his perfect face, and I wanted to cry.

      “What do you think happened last night?” he asked quietly. “What do you remember?”

      Tears rolled down my cheeks, and I quickly wiped them away. “I don’t know. I don’t remember, but I know when I’ve been fucking drugged, you bastard.”

      The blood seemed to drain from his face. He took another step toward me, and I couldn’t help letting out a small whimper. He stopped. “Ashley, wait. Let me explain,” he said slowly, holding out his hands, the way one would with a cornered animal.

      I didn’t wait. I also didn’t want to be in his bed any longer than necessary. I didn’t want to be here, period. I moved off the end of his bed, right by the door. Before he could say anything else, I opened the door and ran out of there.

      Adrenaline made it easy for me to forget how much my head hurt and how lethargic I felt.

      All I knew was, I needed to get out of here. I couldn’t be another victim again. I refused to be. But fuck, what if it was too late? I had lost hours of my night, hours in which I was helpless and vulnerable, and Dean could have done any number of things to me.

      I didn’t stop running until I got to my room, slammed the door shut, and threw myself onto the bed.

      Then I lost it.

      I cried into my pillow.

      The worst part of this whole thing was, I had thought Dean was different. I had thought I could trust him. I had thought he meant it when he said he would protect me. And I had fallen for those lies.

      I was a stupid and naive fool.
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        * * *

      

      The door to my dorm room opened.

      I didn’t bother to look up from where I lay on the bed.

      My eyes hurt. No doubt they were swollen from my tears.

      I could hear Katy rummaging through her things on her side of the room. I didn’t know what she was looking for, but I hoped she’d find it soon and leave. I just wanted to be left alone so I could wallow in my own misery for a little while longer and try to get over this.

      I had tried so hard not to let what happened to me define me. I tried to “get over it” like everyone kept telling me, from my dad to my cousin, as if that shit really was easy to get over. This one event was going to set me back, I just knew it.

      I could hear Katy moving across the small room, then she was in front of my bed. She poked my back through the blanket I had over me. “Hey, are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” I said, not bothering to disguise the tone of my voice. I didn’t owe it to Katy to try to be okay. And we weren’t really all that close. She was my roommate, and we had sort of just gravitated toward each other because we were both from the Midwest, but I didn’t know her very well.

      “Why are you sad?” she asked me.

      I pulled the blanket off me and looked at her. I knew I looked terrible when she winced slightly, having caught sight of my face. Fuck, it hurt just looking at her. I spent the whole day trying to sleep off the remaining drugs left in my system and the fucking terrible knowledge that I had, once again, trusted the wrong guy.

      “I was drugged yesterday,” I said quietly, looking down at my blanket. It was white and soft, and it was possibly the nicest thing I owned.

      “I know. How are you feeling now?”

      My eyes shot up to her in surprise. “You know?”

      Had she seen Dean carry me out of the party? And done nothing to stop him?

      “Yeah, you should see Tyler’s face right now. It’s so fucking satisfying to see that bastard get what he deserved.”

      “Tyler? Who’s Tyler?”

      She frowned at me. “Didn’t Dean tell you? Tyler’s the one who drugged you.”

      “What?”

      “You don’t know? I thought Dean would have told you by now. He found Tyler carrying you to one of the rooms in the house last night. He beat the shit out of Tyler, and now almost everyone has heard what happened. I doubt Tyler will ever be able to show his face at any party ever again.”

      “Then how did I end up back at Dean’s place?” I asked, though I thought I could guess what had happened.

      Fuck.

      How had I messed up so badly?

      “Dean got you out of there and took you home,” Katy said, confirming my guess. The “duh” was silent at the end of her sentence, yet somehow so loud in my mind. I should have known. And I had blown up at him this morning and accused him of drugging me.

      I shot out of bed.

      “Where are you going?” she asked me.

      “To find Dean. There’s been a misunderstanding.”

      “Right. Do you think you should change out of your pajamas first?”

      I looked down at the clothes I was wearing. I had changed into my pajamas as soon as I got back to the room, not planning on going anywhere.

      “Right.”
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        * * *

      

      I wiped my sweaty palm on my jeans before knocking on his door.

      No answer.

      I should have called to see if he was there, but I had been too scared he’d ignore me.

      It would have been nothing less than I deserved.

      Letting out a small sigh, I tried again, knocking a little harder.

      I hadn’t expected anyone to open the door, so when it clicked open, my heart went into overdrive. I didn’t know how to react to the sight of an emotionless-looking Dean standing in front of me, still in the same clothes he had been in this morning.

      His big arms bulged out, drawing my eyes to his tattoos. I didn’t think college boys had muscles like this, but Dean was built like a beast, and I was absolutely fascinated with him.

      He cleared his throat, and my eyes jumped to his. I realized too late that I had been standing there staring at him and not saying anything.

      I bit my lip and looked down at the floor between us.

      Dean was barefoot.

      “Can I come in?” I asked quietly.

      He could have told me no. Or slammed the door in my face. He could have been cruel, and I would have taken it. But he didn’t do any of that. He moved out of the way and opened the door wider for me to enter.

      I was glad he was in here by himself.

      I didn’t think I could work up the nerve to talk to him if Dereck had been there.

      He walked over to his desk and sat, swiveling the chair around to face me. He crossed his arms over his chest, and perhaps he thought the pose would make him less intimidating, make him as small as possible, but I was completely intimidated by him.

      “I’m sorry,” I blurted out. “I overreacted this morning. You didn’t deserve that. Not when you had been nothing but kind to me.”

      “Katy told you, didn’t she?” he said, speaking for the first time since he’d opened the door.

      I nodded. “I shouldn’t have thought the worst of you. But when I woke up this morning and realized I had been drugged, I-I couldn’t think. It’s not an excuse, and I am incredibly sorry,” I finished off lamely.

      Dean didn’t say anything for a while. He just sat there, staring at the floor. Then he looked up, and I met his gaze, taking in those unreadable blue eyes. His dirty blond hair was a mess, and it looked like he had spent the day running his fingers through it.

      He didn’t look so perfect then, but he still looked like Dean, and now I couldn’t believe I had actually thought he could do something like that to me.

      Shame made my eyes water, and I looked away from him.

      “I’m really sorry,” I whispered. “You probably want me out of here, huh?”

      I didn’t blame him. Had the roles been reversed, I knew I wouldn’t have wanted him anywhere near me. I pivoted around, heading to the door. But before I could take another step, I paused.

      I didn’t want to leave things like this.

      I didn’t want to run anymore.

      And I didn’t want what had happened to define me or my life. I had been letting it ruin me for far too long, and I had hurt a good man because of it.

      The tears started to come again, and I quickly wiped them away. Then, for the first time in seven months, I started to talk about what had happened.

      “At the beginning of my senior year in high school, I was dating this boy. I’d had a crush on him since freshman year, but he never noticed me. We didn’t exactly run in the same crowd. He was a jock, and popular. Had lots of friends, and everyone loved him, including the teachers. I was…” I closed my eyes, my hands moving to the hem of my shirt, twiddling with it. “I was trailer trash. I’d lived in the same trailer with my absentee father my whole life. And the town I grew up in was small enough that everyone knew it. I wasn’t popular or cool. So I didn’t know why he started to take an interest in me our senior year.”

      I let out a humorless laugh. “Later, I found out it was because he had a bet with his friends to see if he could bag the town’s Casper. Uh, that’s, uh, that was what they called me. Because of my pale skin, I’m always seen moving around town by myself—like a ghost.”

      My cheeks burned from embarrassment. I hadn’t meant to tell him that.

      Dean’s jaw clenched, and I wondered if it was because he was getting annoyed at the story, or mad on my behalf. I didn’t dare hope that it would be the latter.

      I rushed on, wanting to get this out quickly and let him live his life without me. Surely he would be better off.

      “Despite my apprehension toward the start of the relationship, I was fucking ecstatic that the most popular boy wanted to be with me. So I said yes when he asked me out.”

      “Did you…” Dean started. I looked over at him, trying to figure out what he was trying to ask me.

      “Sleep with him?”

      He nodded.

      I shook my head. “No. I didn’t. There was always something holding me back. Maybe it was my instinct telling me this boy wasn’t who I thought he was—I don’t know. But I didn’t. That only made him angry.”

      “He drugged you?” Dean asked, anger in his voice. I looked at him in surprise. This was the first time since I had shown up at his door that he had actually displayed such strong emotions. Hope flared in my chest then. Perhaps he could forgive me.

      I nodded. “Yeah. Um, at a party.” I closed my eyes against the rush of memory. “He drugged me, and he and his two best friends carried me upstairs to one of the rooms. Everyone knew what was going on. They saw me being carried up. No one stopped him because of how popular he was. No one wanted to go against them.”

      Dean made a strangling noise, and I opened my eyes then. I saw him move off his chair, and then he was in front of me. His large hands cupped my shoulders, and he bent down until we were eye to eye.

      “Fuck, baby. Don’t cry. I can’t stand it when you cry.”

      And that only made me cry harder.

      “They didn’t… you know. If that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “No?”

      I shook my head. “They would have. They had my shirt off. They were filming themselves touching me. But when they were about to, my cousin, who came to the party with me, caught wind of what happened and she rushed upstairs. She got me out of there. But she didn’t know they had filmed me. Within a week, my video was posted online.”

      “Are you serious? I’ll kill them.”

      I smiled a little, my hands moving up to his forearms and gripping him. He looked down at where I was touching him, and I realized this was the first time I had initiated that with him.

      “We got the video taken down on the grounds of child pornography. I was still seventeen when it was filmed.”

      “And the fuckers?”

      “They were forced to delete the video, but basically, they got off with a slap on the wrist.”

      Dean stiffened in my arms then, fire brewing in his eyes. “Their names, sweetheart. I want to know their names.”

      I shook my head. “There’s nothing to be done about it now. I’m just glad I’m finally away from there.”

      “Oh, I disagree. I know plenty of things I can do to them.”

      I looked up at him. He was pissed—on my behalf. No one had ever been like this with me before.

      For so long, I had been on my own. Even with my dad and my cousin, I had been alone.

      My dad didn’t have the resources to fight Frederick’s—my so-called boyfriend—family lawyers, and that was how they got off with such a light sentence. I thought my dad had been relieved to have the whole thing behind us. And my cousin. The whole school turned against her for saving me.

      They turned against me, too, but unlike me, Shannon never wanted to leave Kansas, even though what she had done made her life there difficult. She was no longer speaking to me.

      But Dean was different.

      He looked like an avenging angel, wanting to rip the heads off those who had wronged me.

      I moved without thinking then.

      I wrapped my arms around his waist and pulled him to me.

      He stiffened a bit in my arms at first, before he wrapped his arms around me and hugged me to his body. I buried my face in his chest and felt like I could finally breathe for the first time in a long time.

      “Thank you,” I said softly into his shirt. I took in his smell, reveling in the comfort of something so addictive.

      “For what?” he asked gruffly. His arms tightened around me, as if he didn’t want to let me go.

      I didn’t know how to answer him. How could I say I was thanking him for being kind to me without it coming off as sad?

      “Just because,” I finally said. “And for saving me yesterday.”

      “I’d do it all over again,” he responded without hesitation.

      “Even with the way I reacted?”

      “Even then.”

      “I was a total bitch to you.”

      He pulled back slightly. “Given your history, that’s understandable. I hadn’t been thinking last night. My only thought was to get you out of there safely.” He shook his head. “What I should have done was ask Katy to take you home instead. I fucked up.”

      He cupped my face with his hands. I stared at him, amazed. How could someone so rough looking have such soft eyes?

      I had been right. Since the very beginning, I had known he was out of my league. But that wasn’t going to stop me from selfishly hoping he would be my boyfriend one day.

      I didn’t want to think anymore. I leaned up on my tiptoes and kissed him.

      He tasted sweet.

      He tasted like everything I had imagined him to taste and so much more, and I didn’t want this to end.

      Dean froze for a quick second before he was kissing me back.

      His hands moved down to my waist and hauled me up closer to him, taking over the control of the kiss entirely. And I loved it.

      With him, I didn’t have to think. I didn’t have to worry or stress.

      I just had to feel.

      And I felt everything.

      The way he slanted his lips to get a better angle, the way he bit on my bottom lip to get me to open up to him, and when I did and our tongues touched for the first time…

      We both groaned.

      I had never felt like this before with anyone.

      How could that be?

      How could he have such an effect on me without even trying? I clutched the front of his shirt, holding on to him tightly, afraid to let him go.

      Afraid that this might be nothing more than a dream and that any second now, I would wake up in my old bedroom in my dad’s trailer.

      Please be real.

      He pulled back a little, his lips a millimeter away from mine, his hot breath fanning across my wet skin.

      “Fuck,” he whispered. He kissed me again, shorter but harder than the first time.

      “Dean,” I said, keeping my eyes closed.

      “I don’t want to lose control with you,” he said.

      And I was having a hard time trying to figure out why that might not be a good idea.

      “Fuck, baby. I’m so glad nothing happened to you last night, but you were still drugged. And that was some serious shit there. We can’t go any farther. Not tonight. I don’t want to scare you. Or hurt you.”

      “You won’t.”

      “I won’t,” he repeated vehemently. “I’d rather cut off my own hands before I ever lay one on you.”

      I kissed the corner of his lip. “I know.”

      And I did know.

      “So we’re in agreement then.”

      I blinked, staring at him in confusion. “What?”

      He smiled at me. “We’re going to go slow. Okay?”

      “Okay?”

      His grin widened. “Yup.”

      I didn’t say anything for a moment. When the hell did I agree to go slow? Yet, when I opened my mouth to tell him otherwise, the words would not come.

      His gaze softened when he looked at me.

      “I should go?”

      I didn’t know why I said it like a question. But I was feeling suddenly awkward.

      He shook his head, moving his hand down and grabbing mine. I looked down. He had big hands. But then again, everything about Dean was big.

      And I loved it. 

      I had never felt more safe than I did at that moment.

      “Stay with me for a while? We can watch a movie if you want. Or hell, we don’t even have to do anything. Just as long as you stay for a while?”

      I smiled. “A movie sounds nice.”

      So that was what we did. We lay on his bed and watched a movie on his laptop. And after, when it was time to go home, Dean walked me back to the dorm and gave me a chaste and quick kiss on the lips before going back, leaving me wanting more.
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      I ran my hand nervously through my hair before looking down at my scarred knuckles and the ink that covered most of my arms and hands.

      I had never really cared what other people thought of me. Didn’t care that I was every mother’s nightmare, trying to hide their daughters from me as if I was some sort of monster.

      Hell, I had enjoyed the look of disappointment and apprehension in my past girlfriends’ parents’ eyes when they got a good look at me and realized I was dating their daughters.

      Now I was wondering if I was too rough looking.

      Hearing Ashley tell me about her past made me look at myself in a whole new light. It made me wish I wasn’t so rough, so loud. That I could be the kind of man she needed.

      Someone who was patient and kind. A good man.

      I wasn’t sure I was even capable of those things, not when I had spent a significant part of my life being selfish.

      But right now, the only thing I wanted to be selfish about was her.

      I raised my knuckles and knocked on her door three times, hiding the rose bouquet behind my back.

      Then I waited.

      I heard the lock clicking out of place, and my heart plummeted to my stomach. I was feeling thirteen again, about to take a girl out on my very first date. And even then, I hadn’t been as nervous as I was now.

      She opened the door, her big brown eyes dancing as she smiled at me. My breath caught.

      “You’re beautiful,” I said, before thinking better of it. The way her face lit up at my compliment made it all worth it. If she let me, I would tell her that she was beautiful every day.

      I took in her outfit. Dark jeans, knee-high black leather boots, and a white blouse and blue cardigan.

      She looked classy as hell.

      I ran my fingers through my hair once more, taking note of my jeans and white T-shirt.

      “You look nice, too,” she told me shyly, and her expression told me she didn’t mind that I wasn’t as dressed up as she was.

      I cleared my throat. “Thank you.”

      Then I held out the roses. She startled a bit before she took them from me, her smile widening, showing me her pleasure. “For me?” she asked.

      “Yes. Do you like flowers?”

      “I love them,” she said, taking them from my hand. She headed back into the dorm room, and I watched her gently place the bouquet on her bed. “I don’t have a vase for them,” she said regretfully.

      “I’ll get you one.”

      She let out a small laugh at that, and I watched her with amusement. I didn’t think I had ever seen her so relaxed.

      “That’s sweet, but you don’t need to buy me a vase.”

      “I’d buy the whole world for you if you asked,” I told her seriously.

      She let out an embarrassed-sounding laugh. “You don’t need to buy me things.”

      I tried to think of a way to end this sudden awkwardness. Fuck, why was it so hard?

      “We should probably go.”

      “Where are we going?” she asked, her excitement obvious. My girl wasn’t the kind to hide her emotions or thoughts—one of the many things I loved about her.

      I faltered in my steps a bit.

      She shot me a questioning look. “Are you okay?”

      “Huh? Yeah. I’m fine,” I said quietly, looking away from her.

      I didn’t love Ashley, did I?

      It was too soon, wasn’t it?

      Hell, we’d only shared that one kiss so far. There was no way in hell I had fallen this quickly for this tiny girl.

      But when I looked into her brown eyes… that didn’t seem so impossible.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      I nodded, smiled a little, and held out my hand. She daintily placed her much smaller one in mine. I looked down at our interlaced fingers, and a wave of protectiveness washed over me.

      I won’t ever let anything happen to her.

      “I’m great,” I said. “Let’s go.”
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      I took her to one of those steak houses I had seen around whenever I hung out in the city. And I loved the way her eyes sparkled when I brought her in. She made it look like every experience tonight was a new one for her. I frowned a bit at the thought—it might have been. I doubted the fucking asshole from her high school ever took her out.

      My fists clenched at the thought.

      I would just need to make sure she got more of these experiences as often as possible.

      Ashley ordered a steak, medium rare. No salad for my girl.

      I grinned at her over the menu before taking a sip of my beer.

      Ashley sipped her iced tea, looking around the restaurant before turning those doe eyes my way. “What do you want to do after graduation?” she asked.

      Marry you, I didn’t say.

      Too soon.

      Fuck, it was too soon.

      “I want to work at an architectural firm, gain some experience, then hopefully open up my own firm one day.”

      “Are your parents architects as well?”

      I laughed at that. “Hell, no. Before my mom was a stay-at-home mom, she was a groupie by profession.”

      She looked confused. “A groupie by profession?”

      I grinned. “She was a rock groupie. You know, where a bunch of girls follow rock bands on their tours, hoping to catch the eye of some rock star and be set for life.”

      She shifted a bit in her seat. “Oh.”

      My grin widened. It was obvious she didn’t know what to say to that. Fuck, she was cute.

      “She caught my dad’s eye.”

      “Your dad’s in a rock band?”

      “Yeah. Death Trap.” I watched her face for any sign of recognition and got none. My dad’s band was pretty popular, but only within their music genre. If you didn’t like rock music, you wouldn’t have heard of them.

      “That sounds cool.”

      I laughed. “Well, there are certainly some perks to being a rock star’s kid.”

      Her eyes lit up then. “So your parents fell in love on tour?”

      “Sorry to burst your bubble, but no. They had a one-night stand, and it resulted in me.”

      “And then?”

      “And then, my dad set her up for life so that she could take care of his son while he went off to do what rock stars do.” Fucking around and getting high. Not that I would tell her that.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What are you sorry for? I didn’t have a bad childhood. And my old man’s not that bad. If you get past the whole rock-star thing, he’s not a bad dad. Sure, he wasn’t always there to play catch with me growing up, but he was there for all the important shit. And I didn’t want for anything.”

      Which was more than I could say for Ashley. It was obvious from the way she talked that her old man didn’t care much for her. I couldn’t understand it. My dad wasn’t always there, but he had never abandoned or neglected me. And I couldn’t imagine abandoning a kid of mine.

      Especially one who was as shy and sweet as Ashley.

      Especially one who looked like Ashley.

      And now I was imagining having a daughter with Ashley, who would be the spitting image of her mom. Wouldn’t that be something?

      “What about your mom?” she asked.

      “She’s…” I had a complicated relationship with my mom. Now that I was eighteen and no longer living with her, my dad had stopped paying her for child support. And she had been hassling me to ask him to give her more money.

      He was still putting money in her account. Enough that she didn’t have to work, but not as much as when I was still living there, and she was trying to adjust to the sudden change in her lifestyle. That had been why I was late for the party on Saturday. I spent two hours on the phone trying to get her to calm down, and telling her I wouldn’t be asking my dad for any more money for her. My dad had paid enough. Then the sprinklers had come on next to where I was sitting while I was still on the phone, leaving me wet and irritated.

      I decided to keep it simple, saying, “She’s around.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “I take it you guys aren’t close.”

      “Hard to be close when she only ever sees me as her cash cow,” I said bitterly.

      Ashley reached for my hand on top of the table then. I calmed down just looking into her eyes. I didn’t want to lose my temper around her, something I’d had trouble with when I was little.

      “Then it’s her loss, because she missed out on knowing a wonderful man.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, so I said nothing, looking down at our hands.

      “I didn’t know my mom,” Ashley said. “She died in a car accident when I was five. My dad still loves her very much. He still thinks about her. And I, uh, I look like her. I think that’s why it’s so hard for him to look at me most days.”

      I frowned. “Baby, that’s not an excuse. He should have loved you the way your mom wanted you to be loved. That would be the best way to honor her memory.”

      She shot me a sad smile. “I know. I’m okay, though. I’m here and far away from Kansas, so things are much better now. Hell, things are much better than they were during the summer.”

      “Why? What happened during the summer?”

      She took another sip of iced tea. A slight blush graced her cheeks when she said, “Uh, I didn’t want to spend another minute in Kansas if I didn’t have to, so I wrote my dad a note and I left. I bought a bus ticket to New York with most of my savings. All I took were my clothes.”

      “And where did you stay when you got here?” I asked, getting a bad feeling about this. New York was expensive as hell. There was no way she could have found a place to stay unless she knew someone here, and something told me she didn’t.

      “At, uh, a women’s shelter.”

      My jaw clenched. Fuck.

      While I was back at home, throwing parties every weekend during the summer to celebrate graduating high school, Ashley was homeless in New York.

      “I’m okay,” she added quietly. I took a deep breath to calm myself before I brought her hand up to my lips and kissed it. “Like I said, things are better now,” she went on. “And the lady at the shelter helped me put together my resume, and I was able to get a job at the coffee shop on campus. It’s been nice, actually.”

      “I’m glad you’re here. With me,” I said. Instead of telling her what I really wanted to, which was that she would never have to go back to that time in her life, ever again.

      She smiled, her brown eyes looking directly into my own. “Yeah,” she said, her voice whisper-soft. “Me too.”
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        * * *

      

      I kept my hands on her waist, pulling her in closer to me as I opened the door to my empty dorm room.

      Thank fuck, Dereck had taken to sleeping elsewhere lately.

      Mostly with Katy, so things had worked out well for us now. Though I didn’t know how I felt about the possibility of Ashley walking back to her room and seeing his naked ass.

      That was something I would have to talk to him about.

      But not right now.

      Because right now, I had my hands full with an angel from heaven and I would not give her up for anything in the world. I would hold on to her tighter, and tighter still, and I would fucking cherish and worship her like she deserved.

      “Dean,” she moaned in my mouth as I moved us into the room. I placed my hand on the back of her head and held her to me.

      “You taste so good,” I whispered against her lips. “I want to taste you everywhere.”

      She let out a shaky breath, pulling back slightly to take me in with hungry eyes. I couldn’t get enough of it. I loved the way she looked whenever she looked at me, but especially now, when she was looking at me like she wanted me to devour her whole and not apologize for it.

      Fuck, I would, too.

      I gently pushed her to my bed and stood there watching her laid out in front of me, her hair fanned out across my bedsheet, her lips swollen and her face flushed. She was every man’s wet dream.

      Too bad that was all she would ever be to them, because I wasn’t letting her go. I tugged on my shirt and threw it on the floor as I climbed on the bed and moved over her. She placed her hands on my chest, where I was sure she could feel the heavy thud of my heartbeat, before she moved them to my neck, wrapping her arms around me and pulling me down.

      Her fingers delicately traced my tattoos. “You’re so beautiful,” she said.

      “That’s my line,” I said. She was the beautiful one. So beautiful, it fucking hurt to look at her sometimes.

      I leaned down and kissed her again, bracing my weight on my elbows to not crush her.

      She opened up for me, and I let out a low groan as I deepened the kiss. My hand moved up to her breast, grasping the supple flesh. She was the perfect size. The perfect handful.

      I squeezed and she gasped in my mouth, her breath becoming more labored.

      “Fuck, baby. How can you be so perfect? I need to see you. Can I see you?” I asked her, almost desperately.

      She nodded.

      “Words, baby. I need the words.”

      “Yes, Dean,” she sighed, offering the sweetest words ever to be uttered from her lips. I impatiently unbuttoned her cardigan, moving the fabric out of the way before lifting her shirt. She was wearing a lacy pink bra. It matched her perfectly.

      My mouth watered when I found the front clasp, and I watched her eyes for any distress when I unhooked it, baring her to me for the first time.

      She sucked in a sharp breath but didn’t say anything as I explored, moving my fingers down to one of her nipples, pinching it between two fingers.

      She gasped and arched her back at my touch.

      “Look at this,” I said. “Look at how responsive you are to me. It’s like you were made just for me.”

      And then I moved down and took her other nipple in my mouth, swirling my tongue over the hardened peak before adding a gentle bite. She pulled on my hair every time I moved just the right way, and I sucked her more forcefully into my mouth.

      I loved the way she reacted to me. The way she moved in closer to me as if she couldn’t possibly get enough.

      I moved my hands down to the waistband of her pants, unzipping them. I pulled back and looked into her eyes as I moved my hand under her panties. She didn’t say anything, just watched me with those big eyes of hers. I waited for her protest.

      She gave me none.

      Instead, she moved her hips up, asking me for more.

      I touched her center.

      Fuck, she was wet.

      She let out a soft moan when I started to move, rubbing her slick flesh a little faster, a little harder… a little rougher, every time she moved her hips to meet my touch.

      “Dean,” she whimpered when my fingers found her clit. I moved over the bundle of nerves in circles and she was practically jumping off the bed. “Dean!”

      I knew she was close then from the way her muscles trembled, from the frantic movements of her hips, from the way her tiny hands gripped my forearms, and to the blunt nails digging into my skin. And then I entered her.

      She was so tight.

      I pumped in and out of her three times before she threw her head back, shouting as she came.

      I watched her.

      She came so beautifully.

      And I was quickly getting addicted to her. To her scent, to her screams, to her responses.

      When she came back down, her chest was moving up and down with each hard breath. Unable to help myself, I played with her nipples, pulling on them before gently touching the tender flesh with my palms, then doing it all over again.

      “There’s something I need to tell you,” she said, her voice soft, her eyes averted from mine.

      “What is it, baby?”

      “I’m a virgin,” she said, before her cheeks turned beet red.

      I smiled at her. “I know.”

      Pulling my hands away, I refastened her bra, hiding those amazing tits before pulling her shirt down. Then I lifted her onto my lap. She came willingly, burying her face in my chest.

      “How did you know?” she asked. “Is my inexperience really that obvious?”

      I smiled, knowing she couldn’t see me. She was cute. “Baby, it’s not such a bad thing.”

      She pulled away and frowned up at me. “No?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      And the caveman part of me was ecstatic to be the one to teach her everything. To know that I was going to be the only man to experience this with her. To show her these kinds of things. It was hot.

      “Is that why you didn’t fuck me?” she blurted out. And then proceeded to blush about ten different shades of red in the span of five seconds.

       “Are you ready for it right now?” I asked patiently.

      “Of course,” she said primly.

      I knew my gaze was soft when I looked at her. Before Ashley, I didn’t think I was capable of being soft with anyone, but with her, I didn’t mind so much. I wanted to show this part of me to her.

      “As much as I want to, and god, do I want to,” I said, shifting a bit. She gasped when she came into contact with my hard-on, and I sucked in a sharp breath. “You went through something pretty traumatic.”

      “That was a long time ago.”

      I tucked a strand of soft strawberry blond hair behind her ear. “I wouldn’t exactly call something that happened last year a long time ago. And I wasn’t talking about just that. Last Saturday couldn’t have been easy on you.”

      Thinking about it made me want to go hunt down the bastard again. Lucky for him, I hadn’t seen his face around campus.

      “Nothing happened to me. Because of you.”

      She burrowed herself in closer to my chest, and I tightened my arms around her. “And nothing ever will,” I promised her. “But you still went through something traumatic. He still drugged you, and I know that had to have messed you up, if only a little bit.”

      She avoided my eyes and looked at my chest instead, her fingers moving across the black and white human heart tattoo on my ribs, with veins coming out and connecting to my other tattoos. “I shouldn’t let that affect me. I don’t want to give them any more power than they already have over me,” she said miserably.

      “Hey, who said you’re giving those fuckers any power over you as you’re trying to heal? It’s okay to not be okay for a little while, and it’s okay to tell me you need time. I’ll be happy to give you all the time in the world.”

      “I want you.”

      “I know,” I told her. I was already well-versed in reading her body language. She was my favorite subject, and I excelled at studying her. Since the moment she stepped foot inside that classroom, I had been obsessed beyond reason with her. “But you’re not ready. And I am okay with that. I’ll wait until you are, even if it takes me five years or twenty—I’ll happily wait for you.”

      “How can you say that?” she asked, something akin to amazement in her eyes.

      “Easy. Because you’re worth it.”

      She kissed me then. I held still for a second, savoring her taste, before I lay down on the bed with her on top of me and kissed her back.

      I wasn’t going to let her go.
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      I looked at myself in the mirror, my hands moving down the thin satiny fabric of my lingerie set. It was baby blue, which I thought looked nice with my skin, the cups a see-through lace that I knew I would have never in a million years worn had it not been for Dean.

      He was due to spend the night with me in my dorm room. Katy was having a sleepover with one of the boys she slept with who wasn’t Dereck. Honestly, I didn’t even know what was up with those two, nor did I want to know. It looked like this was nothing more than an amusement for Dereck, but I swore whenever Katy talked about him, there was some affection there.

      She might have been feeling more for Dereck than he was for her.

      That was a recipe for disaster, if you asked me.

      A knock on the door startled me out of my thoughts, and I looked over at the time—Dean was early. Not that I was complaining.

      I grabbed the robe hanging on the back of my chair and put it on before I opened the door. And there he was. His blue eyes were bright, a blond scruff covered his jawline, his dirty blond hair was styled casually, and his tattoos were prominently displayed on both arms.

      He was wearing a dark blue T-shirt tonight, and he looked hot. My thighs clenched as I took him in.

      Tonight was the night I was going to seduce Dean Thompson. My heart dropped to the floor at the thought. I didn’t know anything about seducing anybody, but I especially didn’t know how to seduce a boy like Dean.

      He took me in, his eyes darkening a bit as they lingered on my bare legs, moving up to the open slit of my robe. “Am I too early? Do you need more time to get ready?” he asked gruffly.

      I shook my head and moved back, making room for him to come in. He brushed past me on the way in, his arms brushing up against my stomach. I stopped breathing then, and he looked at me with a knowing look in his eyes.

      I watched him place the bag of to-go food on my desk.

      “Hungry?” he asked me.

      Food was the farthest thing from my mind. I shook my head.

      “Sweetheart? Why are you being so quiet tonight?”

      Instead of saying anything, I decided to show him.

      I untied the string holding the robe in place and dropped the flimsy fabric on the floor, letting it pool at my legs while I stood in front of him in my lingerie.

      I felt exposed and vulnerable, but I didn’t hate it as much as I’d thought I would. And the way his eyes widened as he looked at me…well, how could I have felt self-conscious then, when it was obvious he loved what he saw?

      I stood a little taller, straightening my back and holding my head up, not hiding or cowering.

      “Fuck, baby. Is this all for me?” His blue eyes were full of desire.

      “Do you like it?” I asked shyly.

      “Like it? I fucking love it.” He made a slow perusal up and down my body. I resisted the urge to squirm when his eyes stayed on some places longer than others, leaving a wake of inferno fire in their trail.

      And even though I could see the heat in his eyes, he still said to me, “You know I don’t expect anything from you, right? We don’t have to do anything you’re not ready for. We can take our time. Go slow.”

      I smiled at him and moved over to where he stood. I grabbed his hand and led him to the bed. He came with me willingly, and there was just something about being able to bring this boy, all six-foot-three inches of him, anywhere and have him follow that made me feel like a powerful goddess.

      I climbed on his lap and he wrapped his strong arms around me, not letting me fall, like I knew he would.

      “If we wait any longer, I’ll kill you,” I said.

      He threw his head back and laughed. I watched him. I didn’t think I had ever seen him laugh with such gusto before. So carefree. He looked more his age now than he had before, and I realized I quite liked this playful Dean.

      “We wouldn’t want that, would we?” he said softly.

      I shook my head and watched as he took me in. Dean didn’t say anything for a moment before moving his fingers to my bra’s straps. I didn’t think I was breathing properly as he played with it.

      I let out a small inhale when he pulled the flimsy fabric down to my waist, baring my breasts to his gaze.

      “Beautiful,” he said.

      His fingers sought out my nipples, and he took each aching tip between them, pulling and pinching, gently at first, before his movement became a little rougher. I let out a small sound, a cross between a whimper and moan as I moved my hips against him, pressing in the softest parts of me against his hard part.

      The pleasure worked its way down my spine, and I tightened my grip on his shoulders, my fingernails digging into his skin there, probably drawing blood.

      He didn’t utter a sound of protest.

      In fact, I thought the pain was turning him on even further, and I just needed more from him. More of everything.

      I was going insane.

      He pinched my nipples roughly and pulled them up.

      I opened my eyes and watched him.

      “Are you sure?” he asked me again, his voice raspy. “’Cause once you give yourself to me, baby, there’s no going back. We’ll belong to each other. For this lifetime. And the next. For. Fucking. Ever.”

      He gritted out the last three words.

      I let out a small sigh. “Sounds nice.”

      I knew he was mostly saying this in the heat of the moment, but fuck, did I love hearing the words come from his lips.

      “Yes, Dean. Take me.”

      I had never been more sure of anything in my life. I just needed him.

      He flipped me over until I was sitting in bed, with my back pressed against his front.

      He nibbled on my neck, and suddenly I found it hard to breathe. “Dean,” I said.

      “I’m going to make you feel so good,” he said, the promise sounding like sweet desire from his lips. “You want that, don’t you, baby?”

      I nodded when he moved his hand from my shoulder to the curve of my left breast, then softly over my navel, before heading farther south and cupping me between my legs. I squirmed, feeling restless, yet not knowing how to get rid of it, or hell, if I even wanted to.

      “Words, Ashley. I need the words.”

      “Yes, Dean,” I said, feeling more and more confident the longer he touched me. There wasn’t any room to feel self-conscious. Not when I could see, could feel how badly he wanted me.

      “Perfect,” he said, placing a wet kiss on my neck. I moved over to give him better access, and I was thrown off guard when he lifted both my legs and placed them on either side of him.

      He moved my panties down until I was bared to him.

      He hissed out a sharp breath when he cupped me again, this time with no fabric in the way. “Fuck, I love how wet you get for me.”

      My hands fisted around his thighs as he began to play with me. My head fell back against his chest, and when he put two fingers inside me, I lost all sense of control.

      Three pumps from him and I was done for.

      Thrown over the cliff, I came on a shout.

      His fingers moved over to my clit, massaging me there, prolonging my orgasms, and I was seeing stars, seeing all these pretty bright colors around me, and I didn’t want to come back down.

      I didn’t even know when he moved me, but the next thing I knew, I was lying flat on my back, completely naked, and Dean was standing at the side of the bed. I watched him with hooded eyes as he began to undress.

      His shirt came off first, showcasing those big muscles of his. He was completely covered in ink, not just his arms. Beautiful script moved across his pecs, below his ribs, too far away for me to read. A life-size human heart was on one side of his rib cage, some tribal art across his abs, and an impossibly mesmerizing portrait of a fallen angel around his other side, the large black wings spanning out all the way to his back.

      “You’re beautiful,” I whispered in reverence. He was art.

      As simple and as complicated as that sounded.

      He gave me a small smile full of meaning that I didn’t understand, and moments later, I didn’t care to understand. Not when he unbuckled his belt and pulled down his jeans along with his boxer briefs. His beautiful cock jutted out, the hard length as beautiful as it was intimidating.

      God, I wanted him so bad.

      My mouth watered when he moved his hand down his length, some of the precum coming out. My core ached with want.

      He kicked off his shoes and pulled off his socks before moving back into bed, crawling over on top of my body.

      I touched the script on his chest.

      Better the illusions that exalt us than ten thousand truths.

      I recognized where this was from right away. Alexander Pushkin, a famous Russian poet.

      How could anyone be so perfect?

      Something crumpled in his hand—a condom package. I knew I had told him I was ready, but I couldn’t help the slight apprehension that ran through me at the sight, or the trembling that gave away my nerves.

      “Trust me?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I answered without hesitation. I trusted him. I trusted him more than anyone else in this world.

      “Good,” he answered gruffly. “I won’t ever betray that trust. I won’t ever hurt you.”

      “I know,” I sighed out, and just like that, my apprehension flew away, disintegrating into nothing but dust.

      He unwrapped the condom with his teeth and then sheathed himself with it.

      He looked into my eyes as he began to enter me slowly.

      I let out a small breath in pain, tears pricking the corners of my eyes.

      “Shh,” he said, wiping them away with the pads of his thumbs. “I got you.”

      I nodded. “You got me.”

      He moved deeper inside me, stretching me out. The feeling was not as unpleasant as I had thought it would be. Foreign, sure, but there was something starting low in my belly that was quickly becoming addictive.

      “Fuck,” he breathed out when he entered me fully.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck. “Move, Dean.”

      He leaned in and kissed me just as he moved.

      The pain was quickly replaced by pleasure, and it suddenly became too much. I needed more. I needed him.

      “Dean,” I moaned out.

      “Ashley,” he said. “You feel so good squeezed around me.”

      As if on cue, I clenched around him, taking him in deeper. “Faster.”

      I wrapped my hips around his trim waist, and he complied with my request, moving quicker and harder against me.

      So good.

      The bed moved and squeaked every time he moved back inside me, and I could feel the pleasure building back up again.

      It was there, just within my grasp, but so hard to hold on to. I didn’t know what I needed, but Dean must have known because he moved his hand down between our bodies, his finger seeking out my clit.

      He rubbed over it, and I shot off.

      Dean kept up the constant pace, moving in and out of me. My second orgasm came out of nowhere. I looked into his deep blue eyes as I came, and he soon followed after me, his cock swelling before, with a shout of my name, he came.

      Our breathing was labored, our chests pressed against each other before he let out a small groan and rolled over on the bed, pulling me on top of his body. I laid my head on his chest, smiling.

      Fuck.

      That was beyond my expectation.

      And I was in love with Dean Thompson.
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      Katy watched me in the mirror from her bed as I applied my makeup.

      I didn’t wear a lot of makeup. Not because I didn’t want to, but because I had always been poor as dirt. I had been able to save some money over the past few months, and I had splurged on some makeup for myself.

      “You look happy,” Katy commented.

      I smiled over at her reflection. “I feel happy.”

      A foreign feeling, but I was getting addicted to being happy. I didn’t want to be miserable anymore. And more importantly, what I had thought would be impossible—finding someone I could trust—had happened after all.

      I had Dean.

      I could count Katy in the mix, although I felt we were more convenient friends than anything else. If we hadn’t been assigned roommates, we wouldn’t have been friends at all.

      “That’s good. It’s much better than that cynical look you were wearing at the beginning of the year,” she said.

      I frowned at that. I didn’t think I was much of a cynic, but perhaps I had been one for so long that it was hard to tell the difference anymore.

      Before I could answer her, a knock came at the door. It didn’t look as though Katy wanted to get out of bed to answer it, so I put my lipstick down and got up.

      Any good mood I had been in instantly evaporated when I opened the door and came face to face with my dad.

      “Dad? What are you doing here?”

      “Is that any way to greet your old man?”

      I ignored the slight chastisement in his voice. “How did you even find me?”

      I hadn’t told him what dorm I was in for this specific reason. I wanted to leave Kansas behind, and like it or not, he was a part of that, even if I was temporarily choosing to leave him behind.

      I had wanted to be selfish a little while longer.

      “I was around for a while, trying to look for you. Why haven’t you been answering my phone calls?”

      I looked down. I didn’t have a good enough answer for him that wouldn’t hurt him. I would have ignored him for the entire semester had he not come here.

      “Why are you here?”

      “Can’t I visit my daughter to see how’s she doing?”

      I was shocked. Not once in the eighteen years I had been living with him had he acted like the concerned parent I needed him to me. Even during that time with Frederick, when the whole town had been against me.

      My dad had always found it easier to bury his head in the sand, so he wasn’t acting too concerned now.

      He dropped the facade, his shoulders sagging a bit. And for the first time in a while, I looked closely at my dad. He was worn down.

      “What happened?” I asked slowly.

      “I’ve run into a bit of trouble. I need some money to tide me over,” he said.

      Movement in the corner of my eye caught my attention then. I turned to Katy, who pretended not to be paying attention, but I knew she had heard. Shame burned my cheeks, and I grabbed my keys hanging by the door and moved to get out of the room. Dad followed me to the student commons. Thankfully, it was empty.

      “I don’t have any money for you,” I said. “Why would you think I would?”

      “What about the money the school gave you? The grants?”

      “How do you know about that?” I asked quietly.

      “I saw the letter,” he admitted, and something flashed across his brown eyes. It was gone quickly, but I thought it looked like shame.

      “I’ve used it all,” I lied. I couldn’t give him all the money. That was my lifeline. And what would I do if this became a habit? “Don’t you know? I’d been living in the women’s shelter all summer before I could move into the dorms,” I said bitterly.

      “Ashley—”

      I shook my head, cutting him off. “No. You don’t get to come here and mess things up for me. I’m trying to build a future for myself, with no help from you. And now you want me to settle your gambling debt? With my grant money? I’m sorry you wasted a trip here, but I don’t have anything to give you. Go home, Dad.”

      And with that, I walked away, ignoring his calls out to me. I hid in the girls’ bathroom of the commons.

      I didn’t know how long he would stay here, and I didn’t want to be here looking at him, because I knew I’d cave from even the slightest push, and I just… couldn’t.

      And I couldn’t go back to my room. Not with what Katy had just witnessed.

      I stared at myself in the bathroom mirror.

      I was just so tired.

      If my dad looked worn down, then what did I look like?

      I had thought I could run away from my past, but I was wrong. It would always find a way to come back to me, and rather than trying to build my future on a boy, I should have been working on myself.

      I didn’t want to bring Dean down.

      I looked down, unable to bear my reflection. Shamefully, I thought Dean deserved better, and I wondered how long it would take him to figure that out.

      I didn’t know, but I didn’t want to fall any harder for Dean, only for him to drop me. It hurt just thinking about it now, but it would kill me if it happened later on and I was in too deep.

      Too late, a small but insistent voice whispered in my head. I shook it out.

      I washed my face, removing what little makeup I did have on before I made my way back out. I didn’t see my dad, which was a relief, but I found Dean in front of my dorm room, talking to Katy.

      We had a date tonight.

      Fuck.

      He looked up when he saw me approaching. Katy shot me a curious look before she walked away with her purse strapped to her shoulder, leaving Dean and me alone in the hallway.

      “Hey,” he said, frowning a bit at me. “What’s wrong?”

      I looked at him. My insides felt as though they were being torn to shreds.

      “I think we should break up.”

      His frown deepened. “What?”

      I closed my eyes, hating that I had to say it again. “I think we should break up.”

      “Are you joking right now?” When I didn’t make any move to smile or laugh, his eyes hardened. “Why? What happened?”

      “Nothing,” I said, trying hard to keep the tears at bay. “We’re not…We don’t fit. I think we should break up, okay?”

      “What did I do?” he asked quietly.

      A small whimper escaped me. He didn’t do anything. It was me. All me. And I just couldn’t keep doing this with him, waiting for the other shoe to drop. “Nothing. You didn’t do anything, but I don’t want to see you anymore, okay?”

      I moved to open my door, but he put his huge hand over mine. I almost collapsed then and there.

      I didn’t want to break up with him. He was the best thing to have ever happened to me, but I knew, realistically, I couldn’t put him on a pedestal.

      “Is it because of what happened? That I took your virginity? Were you not ready?”

      I shook my head. “You didn’t take anything. I gave it to you. It was fun, but now that’s over, okay?”

      The hurt expression on his face was almost unbearable. He looked at me like I had just slapped him. I had to look away before I wavered. Then I twisted my hand away and quickly opened the door. He didn’t try to stop me again.

      My tears didn’t come until I hit my bed.

      I didn’t even bother to turn on the lights. I buried my face in the pillow and broke down.
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      Fuck, my head hurt.

      I groaned when the blanket was pulled off my body. I peeled an eye open at a cheery-faced Dereck standing in front of me.

      “What the fuck,” I grumbled, moving my hands down and searching for the blanket. The fucker had thrown it on the floor. I glared at him.

      His smile widened. “Good morning, sunshine.”

      “What the fuck are you going on about now?”

      “As your best friend, I have taken it upon myself to make sure you fight for your happiness.”

      “What?”

      “Dude, it’s obvious from the way you’ve been acting since you saw her in math class that she got to you. I don’t believe in that soul mate bullshit, but if there was ever a compelling enough case to make me believe in it, it’s you two.”

      “What are you talking about?” I sat up on the bed, ignoring the raging headache pounding at the back of my skull. I didn’t remember much of last night. After I left Ashley’s place, I returned to the dorm with two cases of beer. Dereck and I drank all of it, and I must have passed out between two and three o’clock.

      “Coup de foudre,” Dereck said, smiling.

      I shook my head. “I don’t know what that means.”

      “Love at first sight. You’ve been struck by the thunderbolt, brother.”

      My head pounded in tandem with my heart, and I looked up and met his green eyes. He said, “I thought my literature professor was on something, the way he kept rambling on and on about love at first sight. Well, I guess I learned something new, huh?”

      He probably said more, but I was no longer paying attention.

      Love at first sight. Fuck, was that even possible?

      But that was the only explanation for how fucking crazy, how fucking obsessive I had been with Ashley since the very first moment I saw her.

      And I had only fallen for her harder and deeper each day.

      There was no way this was one-sided. Not with the way she had been looking at me, the things she had said. There had to be a reason she had ended things so suddenly, and I needed to find out what that was.

      I climbed off the bed, bracing my weight with one hand on the wall when all the blood rushed to my head.

      “Whoa, dude. You all right?”

      “How the hell are you not hungover?” I asked. I knew I hadn’t been drinking alone last night.

      “Dude, you hogged most of the beer. And at one point, you were crying, so I let you have it.”

      I looked at him, not sure if he was kidding or not. Did I really break down in front of him?

      Dereck let out a stupid grin. “Let’s go talk to Katy,” he said.

      “Katy?”

      “Yeah, man. You want to know what’s going on with Ashley? I bet Katy knows.”

      I didn’t argue with him. If Katy could tell me what had changed during the one day I didn’t see Ashley—changed enough for her to end things with me—I would take it.
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      Katy was smiling when she answered the door, until she caught sight of me.

      “Oh. What are you doing here?” she asked.

      Dereck walked in without waiting for her invitation. I followed him, looking over to Ashley’s side of the room. I knew she had a morning class, so she wouldn’t have been here, but damn, if I didn’t miss her anyway.

      I missed the way her eyes lit up when she looked at me, the way they tracked my every movement, especially whenever she wanted me to take her, and the way all her emotions showed up on her beautiful face. I just… I missed her.

      “Why do you think we’re here?” Dereck asked her.

      Katy crossed her arms over her chest, glaring at him, and if I knew the bastard well, I knew he was probably getting a little turned on by that. “Really? You want to try that with me?”

      Dereck lost his serious expression then. “Come on, Katy. Tell us what’s going on with Ashley. Look at my boy here. He drank himself to delirium yesterday, trying to bury his misery. Look at those big, puffy red eyes. They’re not just from him crying like a little baby to me. They’re also from him trying to get over the killer hangover he got.”

      “Thanks, man,” I muttered drily.

      He patted me roughly on the shoulder before turning back to Katy.

      She uncrossed her arms and took a seat on her unmade bed, letting out a sigh. I knew we had her then. I leaned in closer to her.

      “She didn’t tell me anything, okay? Ashley’s pretty closed off about her life back home. But her dad came by yesterday.”

      I stiffened at that. “Her dad? How did he know where she lives?”

      Katy shrugged. “I don’t know. It sounded like he had been following her for a while. He asked her for some money. I think he’s in some gambling trouble and doesn’t have enough to pay his bills.”

      “Did she give it to him?” I asked quietly.

      “I think so? I don’t exactly know. They left after that, and when she came back two hours later, she looked sad, so yeah, I think so. Then you showed up and I left to give you guys some privacy. The next thing I know, she told me she had broken up with you. Honestly, I don’t even know what happened, but I think her dad might have something to do with that.”

      I nodded. “Thanks for telling me.” I patted Dereck’s shoulder on my way out.

      I still didn’t know why she had broken up with me, but I knew her dad must have gotten inside her head somehow. And I was going to find out what happened and reassure her that I was nothing like him. That I would never leave her.

      That I…

      Fuck, that I loved her.
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        * * *

      

      I spent the day feeling like I was about to jump out of my skin.

      Ashley’s last class of the day didn’t end until three, which I had been waiting for a few hours now. By the time I knew she would be done, I made my way back to her dorm room.

      I nervously ran my fingers through my hair before knocking, reminding me of the time I had done this when I picked her up for our first date.

      According to Dereck, he was taking Katy to a bar nearby because one of his friends from Econ was in a band and was playing there tonight.

      So Ashley was home alone.

      It took a while before she opened the door, and the sight that greeted me was not one I wanted to see. Ashley didn’t look like herself.

      She looked sad, her eyes red and swollen. Her hair was a mess and there were smudges under her eyes.

      “Dean? What are you doing here?”

      “Baby,” I breathed out, moving forward and holding her in my arms. She let out a sigh, her arms wrapping around my waist for five blissful seconds before she remembered that she had broken up with me.

      She pulled back and pushed me away, frowning a bit.

      “Why are you here?” she asked again.

      “To get some answers,” I said, as unemotionally as possible. It would do me no good to act on my emotions now. Not when I wanted her to open up to me.

      “What answers? I broke up with you. We’re done.”

      “Yes, you did. And I want to know why.” She opened her mouth, but I interrupted her before she could say anything. “And don’t give me that bullshit answer about how it had been fun but it’s not anymore, because we both know that’s not it. Otherwise, you wouldn’t look like you’ve been crying.”

      She looked away. “It doesn’t matter anymore. I broke up with you and you should respect that.”

      “Fuck, baby.” I closed my eyes to ward off the pain. Because I knew what she had said was what I should do. But how could I, when I knew the reason had nothing to do with me and everything to do with her dad, and hell, maybe even with the way she saw herself?

      “You’re right,” I told her. The disappointment that flared in her eyes gave me hope. But she dashed it away before I could say anything else. “But don’t I deserve more than you telling me that being with me isn’t fun anymore? Don’t I at least get a better explanation?”

      She turned away from me, but not before I caught a glimmer of tears in her eyes. My fist clenched at my side and I resisted the urge to reach out for her.

      “Baby, talk to me. Is this about your dad?”

      She turned to me then, her eyes widening in surprise. “H-How did you know about my dad?”

      “Katy told me.”

      She shook her head. “She shouldn’t have.”

      “I’m glad she did. Because I have a feeling you wouldn’t have told me about it otherwise.”

      “It doesn’t matter. That’s done and we’re done.”

      I moved closer to her. She looked at me with desperate eyes, as if pleading with me to understand. “Why?” I asked her softly.

      I held my hand out to her, cupping her cheek and taking in the soft skin. She closed her eyes briefly, nuzzling into my touch. Hope flared and I moved even closer to her.

      Then I leaned down and gently touched her lips with mine.

      I kissed her in place of my words. Kissed her to let her know how much I loved her. Kissed her so she could understand that yearning on my tongue to keep her.

      I wanted to keep her with me and never let her go.

      She pushed me away then, the tears streaming down her cheeks. A choking noise came up the back of my throat, and I took a step toward her. She took one back, and I paused.

      “Please just go away. I’m not good for you. And you’re not good for me.”

      Fuck, it would have been less painful if she had taken a knife to me. “Why?” I asked her.

      She wiped away her tears but didn’t say anything.

      Frustrations pulled at my insides, and suddenly, I was just mad. My gaze hardened when I said, “You’re a coward, you know that?”

      She looked at me as if I’d slapped her. Everything in me said to shut up, to leave before I said something else I didn’t mean and fucked this up completely. I didn’t listen to that voice in my head, though. I forged on.

      “I can’t wait for you like this forever. Someday, I’m going to walk away and I won’t be back. All because you’re scared of your feelings for me. Because you’re scared to get hurt. Well, baby, look at us. You’re hurting us both right now, so how is this any better?”

      “Dean—”

      I shook my head and turned away. Looking at her hurt so much. And I didn’t know what else I could say to her that might make her understand that I was in this for the long haul. I would hold on to her with both hands in this lifetime, and the next thousand lifetimes if possible, but I couldn’t be the only one holding on.

      “I love you, but I don’t know how to be around you right now, ’cause you’re fucking hurting me, baby. You’re so selfish, and I don’t know how to deal with that.”

      And with that, I walked away, instantly regretting the words I had uttered, yet not doing anything to take them back.

      I wished I could, but I didn’t know how to bring myself to go back to her, not when my heart was breaking, and I didn’t know if she would welcome me. I didn’t want to try again.

      I just kept walking, and I didn’t stop until I got to my dorm room and crawled into bed, where I stayed for the rest of the night.
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      A week passed with nothing more than memories and heartache.

      Ashley hadn’t made any move to contact me, not that I blamed her. I had said some shit I shouldn’t have in the heat of the moment, and I hurt her.

      I didn’t know how to make this better—didn’t know if I could.

      I loved her so fucking much, but sometimes, love wasn’t enough.

      And as harsh as my words had been, it was the truth. How could I possibly make this relationship work by myself when she wasn’t fighting for it with me?

      I didn’t want to be the only one putting in the work, because that would be exhausting.

      I lay in my bed in the dorm room. I hadn’t gone anywhere all week besides classes, and that had been pointless, considering I hadn’t even been paying attention.

      My ringing phone brought me out of my thoughts and I grabbed it quicker than I should have, feeling all kinds of pathetic when I saw it was my dad calling me and not Ashley.

      “Hey, Dad. How’s the tour?”

      My dad was on tour with his band for the next ten months to promote a new album. And this one was huge, since it was going to be their last one before most of the bandmates retired. It wasn’t like he was all that sad about it, considering he was only in his early fifties and sitting on millions in retirement money.

      “I’d be better if your mom wasn’t calling me all the time.” His voice was raspy from years of smoking.

      I grimaced. “Yeah, I know.”

      He grunted. “I don’t want you to worry about this. Just focus on your school shit and I’ll deal with your mother.”

      I smiled a little at that. My dad was a little rough around the edges, but he had always tried to be a good parent to me. “I know. I’m doing good here.”

      “Then why do you sound so sad, son?”

      I looked up at the ceiling. Fuck. I hadn’t realized my emotions had seeped into my voice over the phone. “I’m fine,” I said.

      “You’re not lying to me, are you, boy?”

      “No, of course not,” I replied. I would be fine. God, I fucking hoped so. At least, I fucking hoped things would work out with Ashley, but right now, I wasn’t so sure. The only thing I knew was that I didn’t want to let her go.

      Dad didn’t say anything for a while. Then he spoke. “Is it a girl?”

      I took too long to answer because I could hear him say, “Ah.”

      I let out a sigh. “I fucked up.”

      “Kinda figured that,” he said drily.

      “Yeah, well, I said something I shouldn’t have, and now I’m not so sure she will forgive me.”

      “Does she love you?”

      I hesitated. A week ago, I would have said she did, even if she hadn’t told me yet. But now I wasn’t so sure. Could it be considered love if she had run at the first sign of trouble?

      “I don’t know,” I finally said.

      “Do you love her?”

      I let out a humorless laugh. “Fuck. Yeah, I love her. She’s the one, Dad.”

      Again, he grunted over the line. “I don’t think I believe in that ‘the one’ bullshit. But I’ve never known you to be so whimsical.”

      “Yeah, me either. But when you know, you know.”

      “Then what the hell are you doing, talking to your old man? Why aren’t you over there begging her to take you back?”

      “I was pissed. I said some things I shouldn’t have. And she’s a flight risk. Some shit happened in her past, and I think she’s afraid I’m going to be like everyone else.”

      “Well, there’s only one way to prove to her you’re not like everyone else.”

      “Yeah? And what’s that?”

      “You stay, son.”

      I shook my head, wishing it was that easy. I had told Ashley I would wait for her for as long as it would take, but how could I stay when she was so afraid of falling?

      “Right now, I wouldn’t even blame her for not talking to me.”

      Dad was quiet for a beat. He was the only one I had looked up to growing up. And if he didn’t know what to do, then I wondered if I even had a chance to make this right with her.

      “Then I think it’s time for a big gesture.”

      “A big gesture?”

      “Yeah. I’m probably the last person you should come to for relationship advice”—which was probably true. Dad had never been married, and I couldn’t think of the last relationship he had been in that lasted more than three months—“but I think I’ve learned a few things in my fifty-two years on this earth about asking a woman to forgive me.”

      I smiled at that. Dad was all about big gestures.

      “Do something for your lady friend to let her know what she means to you. And when the time comes, I would love to meet her.”

      I let out a sigh, feeling as if most of the weight that had been bearing down on me this week was lifting. “Thanks, Dad,” I said.

      We talked a little about his tour after that, then said goodbye. I rested back on the bed, looking up at the ceiling.

      A big gesture.

      What would I know about big gestures?

      The door opened and Dereck walked in. “Hey, man. How are you feeling?”

      He had been talking to me with that voice all week. The voice that said he was afraid I’d break at the slightest pressure.

      “Actually, I’m doing really well.”

      He brightened. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah, I talked to my dad. He gave me some advice.”

      “On how to get Ashley back or how to move on?” he asked carefully.

      “On how to get her back.”

      I didn’t miss the way his shoulders relaxed as he said, “That’s good, man. ’Cause I talked to Katy. Ashley’s a mess.”

      My heart pinched at that. It didn’t make me feel good to hear that Ashley was a mess. Hell, I didn’t think it would make me feel good to hear that she was okay without me, either.

      Dereck must have known what I was feeling from the look on my face because he said, “Come on. Tell me how you’re going to get her back. And what do you need me to do to help.”
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        * * *

      

      “You ready?” Dereck asked with a shit-eating grin on his face.

      “Fuck no.”

      His grin widened before he let out a chuckle. “You sure this is how you want to do it?”

      I nodded. “Oh, yeah. She deserves a big gesture, so this is what I’m giving her.”

      “But this?” He let out another laugh. “No offense, but that poem is terrible.”

      I worked to keep the grimace off my face. Yeah, I knew the poem was terrible. And Dereck had been cackling all morning since I had decided to read it to him.

      A poet I was not.

      But this was the way it needed to be. I could tell Dereck the story Ashley had told me about her mom, but he wouldn’t understand, and I didn’t want to give him any more ammunition to laugh at me.

      He was enjoying this too much.

      Fucker.

      I shoved past him to the door leading to the classroom, and he let out another chuckle. I couldn’t convince him to stay back at our dorm, and now I realized I shouldn’t have told him in the first place.

      The classroom was silent when I walked in.

      The professor, a man who looked to be in his forties, stopped mid-sentence and took me in. He had short brown hair with a side part and square-framed glasses that hid his brown eyes, and he was wearing a brown sweater vest and khaki pants. He was probably the least intimidating man I had ever seen, which made me feel kind of bad that I would be disturbing his class, but hell, this was much more important than my feelings or even his class.

      I quickly scanned the room until I met familiar wide brown eyes.

      Her cheeks were flushed, and she sank lower in her seat when I didn’t look away quickly enough.

      Fuck, but I missed her.

      One whole week without seeing her and it felt like years.

      All I wanted to do was walk up to her and hold her in my arms, promising that I wouldn’t let her go.

      A cough at the front brought my attention back to the professor. He was small in stature, and he looked kind.

      “Can I help you?” he asked with a small smile.

      I nodded, but instead of answering him, I walked up to the front of the classroom. Ashley’s cheeks turned an even deeper shade of red, but she smiled a little as she shot me a bemused look. I took that as a good sign.

      Dereck was standing by the open door, looking way too happy. He even had his arms crossed over his chest, one hand covering his mouth as if to hide his smile—not that he could hide his amusement, with the way his green eyes lit up. The fucker.

      “You might not know me, and you probably don’t care why I’m here. But I fucked up. I had the most amazing girl in the world in my arms and I let her go. I hurt her. And I regretted my words more than she could ever know. But I hope she knows that she is the most important person in my life, and I can’t possibly imagine this life without her.” I took a deep breath and looked at Ashley’s soulful brown eyes.

      I could see several students looking at Ashley, but she was no longer paying them any attention. Her eyes stayed focused on me, and they glimmered with unshed tears. I ran my fingers through my hair, surprised when they came away shaky.

      “I’m sorry, baby,” I said, pulling out the piece of paper with my poem written on there. “I wrote you something. A poem.”

      Ashley gasped and covered her mouth with her hand.

      “It’s probably bad.” I shook my head. “No, I know it’s bad. But, fuck, I wanted to do something for you, but—”

      “Dean?” she interrupted.

      “Yeah?”

      “Read me the poem,” she said.

      I nodded.

      
        
        Roses are red

        Violets are blue

        Her eyes are brown

        And I am lost to her.

      

      

      

      
        
        Roses are red

        Violets are blue

        Her lips are red

        And I realize I am deeply, completely, and utterly obsessed with this girl.

      

      

      

      
        
        Roses are red

        Violets are blue

        Before her, everything was gray

        After her, the world has turned into beautiful iridescent colors.

      

      

      

      
        
        Roses are red

        Violets are blue

        Ashley Morrison, my greatest obsession

        My greatest hits

        My forever girl

        I am, without a doubt, unchangeably and all-consumingly fucking in love with you.

      

      

      

      
        
        Roses are red

        Violets are blue

        I have only one wish

        Forgive me and take me back.

      

      

      

      There was nothing but silence in the classroom when I was done. I didn’t care to look at anyone else but at my girl. My girl with tears swimming in her eyes, my girl with her cherry red lips smiling at me, my girl, who I wanted to hold on to forever.

      Coup de foudre.

      Fucking love at first fucking sight.

      And I was hit.

      “Class is dismissed,” said the professor. I had almost forgotten he was here. I hadn’t realized the class time was over, but it was perfect.

      I quickly approached Ashley and grabbed her hand, moving her out of the room. Dereck was smiling at me when we passed him. I ignored him. Ashley pulled on my arm in the middle of the hallway. I turned to face her.

      “Dean?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I love you,” she said, uttering the sweetest words a man like me had ever heard.

      I pulled her into me, and I kissed her, breathing into her lips.

      I had missed this.

      I had missed her.

      Never again. I didn’t think I could handle it if we were to stay apart again after this.

      She whimpered in my mouth when I took her bottom lip and bit it, before I deepened the kiss, showing her the desperate man she had made me.

      “I love you,” I whispered against her lips before I kissed her again. Something wet and salty hit my lips, and I realized it was her tears.

      I pulled away and cupped her cheeks with my hands, her tears flowing down.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have let my dad get inside my head. He came here, and then every bad thing I had ever thought about myself came up, and I was afraid you might see that, too. I guess I was trying to protect myself.”

      “Shh, it’s okay. I know, baby. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have lost my temper.”

      “You had every right to.”

      I shook my head. All around us, applause broke out. I looked over to see some of the students from her class watching us, with Dereck standing front and center.

      He whistled. “That’s my boy.”

      I rolled my eyes at him and looked at my girl. “Wanna get out of here?”

      “I thought you’d never ask,” she said, grabbing my hand again.

      And we walked out of there, wearing matching grins and leaving the noise behind.
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ASHLEY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THREE AND A HALF YEARS LATER

      

      

      

      My orgasms woke me up.

      I arched my back when it hit, and felt Dean’s grip on my thigh tighten as he moved his lips over my center, sucking in the slick flesh, trying to prolong it as much as possible. He moved one leg up to give him better access to me, before he took the lips of my sex into his mouth.

      I tried to move away when the pressure suddenly became too much, but he held me still and added a finger inside me, fucking me with it as he sucked on my clit.

      “Dean!” I shouted, my hands moving to his soft hair and pulling on it as waves and waves of orgasms hit me.

      I was drenched.

      He moved up and sat between my spread legs. I opened my eyes and took him in. Sleep was no longer present in my mind, and the only thing I wanted now was for him to fuck me.

      “Morning, baby,” Dean said with a mischievous grin, his lips still shiny from me. My thighs clenched from the sight, and I took note of my naked body. I hadn’t gone to bed naked, and I hadn’t even felt him taking my clothes off.

      He was naked as well, his erection standing at attention, the tip wet from a little pre-cum. My hands clenched around the sheets, resisting the urge to reach out and grab him. To trace over his tattoos with my fingers… my tongue… anything, really. I had been and still was, fascinated with his body art. Especially the newest one: the letter A on his left wrist. A tribute to me.

      His big hands moved to me and he grabbed my breasts, playing with them, squeezing them, before he moved to my nipples and pinched the hardened nubs with his fingers. I looked down at the roughness of it all. The backs of his hands were covered in ink and scars, and something about having those hands on my skin—a stark contrast to his, free from ink and scars—was turning me on like crazy.

      “Dean,” I sighed, squirming on the bed.

      “You look fucking amazing like this,” he said, moving his hands down my body. Goosebumps followed the trail his hand left behind as he circled my navel once, twice, and moved down to the one place I wanted him most.

      A small whimper escaped my lips when he put two fingers inside me. He watched my face as he pumped, in and out, and I could hear the sound my slickness created every time he moved, turning me on.

      “You look beautiful like this,” he said, pulling out and massaging my pussy with his hand. I was finding it hard to breathe. I wanted him so bad.

      He moved over to my clit and rubbed the bundle of nerves over and over again, until I could feel myself on the brink of another orgasm.

      “Please,” I said, only I didn’t know what I was asking for.

      He shot me a knowing look, and without saying another word, he crawled on top of my body. He kissed me as he entered me, stilling when he got all the way in.

      I closed my eyes at the feel of him stretching me, my nails digging into the skin on his shoulder.

      He leaned down and nibbled gently on the spot where my shoulder met my neck, as he began to move, slowly at first, then increasing the pace.

      I let out a small moan every time he moved roughly back inside me.

      It didn’t take long for me to reach my peak. I opened my eyes and stared into his bottomless blue ones, and when I felt him tremble above me, I was pushed over the edge.

      With a scream, I came.

      Dean followed me shortly after, his cum leaking out from inside of me and making a beautiful mess.

      We had stopped using condoms two years ago, and I had decided to go on the pill. And I loved the feeling of him inside me with nothing in the way. And I knew he loved seeing his cum drip out of me, like the caveman I had accused him of being.

      He buried his face in my neck as he tried to catch his breath, and I moved my hands up and down his strong muscular back, drawing indistinguishable shapes there.

      “Now this is the way I want to wake up every day,” I told him with a smile.

      He snorted before letting out a chuckle against me, and I tightened my arms around him, so fucking happy.

      “Happy birthday, baby,” he said.

      “Thank you.” Today was my twenty-first birthday. Things were going great for me, which I had never thought would be the case. I had accepted that my life would be nothing more than what it had been before my move to New York, only slightly better because I was away from Kansas and away from my family.

      But Dean made each and every day of my ordinary life an exceedingly extraordinary one, and I was uncharacteristically optimistic about my future. I looked forward to it. We had just graduated college. I would be starting my job soon, teaching freshman and sophomore English. I hoped with more experience, I would be teaching upperclassmen, but for now, I was taking things one day at a time.

      Dean and Dereck got entry-level jobs at a big architectural firm not far from where we lived, but the plan was for them to start their own firm someday. They seemed to really be enjoying their jobs, and I was proud of Dean.

      He pulled away slightly, and I took him in, his blond hair a mess from the morning. Even so, he looked gorgeous and all mine.

      I ran my fingers up and down his jaw, and he moved in closer to my touch, as if he couldn’t help himself.

      The sparkling diamond on my left hand shimmered in the morning sun, and yet, it couldn’t compete with his smile.

      “How did I ever get so lucky?” I asked him. Because sometimes, it didn’t feel real. That I got to keep him.

      He scoffed. “I’m the lucky one. And I won’t ever take you for granted.”

      I didn’t agree that he was the lucky one, but I wasn’t going to argue with him. I would let him think this, as long as he stayed with me forever. “It was worth it,” I said in a whisper.

      “What was?”

      “All the shit I had to go through in high school. Even before that, with my dad. It was worth it. I would go through all of this all over again if it meant I got to keep you.”

      My dad and I were on better terms. He had even apologized for coming to see me, after I called him one night and we talked. He told me he had felt lost since I moved out of the trailer home. That even though we hadn’t seen each other all that often when I was growing up, I had been the one constant he could count on—until he couldn’t anymore.

      He had found a full-time job, and he’d taken out a loan from the bank and said he wouldn’t gamble anymore. I only hoped that would hold and we could slowly build our relationship again.

      Dean leaned down and kissed me. When he pulled away, I took in a huge breath before I smiled at him.

      “Mine,” I said.

      “Yours,” he reiterated.

      “My dirty lover.” I wiggled my eyebrows as I said it, and he threw his head back and laughed. Sweetest fucking sound. Ever.

      

      
        
        end.
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            ABBY

          

        

      

    

    
      As far as first days go, this one sucked.

      I pulled on the shoulder straps of my backpack as I walked through the hallway of one of the buildings on campus.

      Getting lost in an empty hallway with only a couple of lovebirds—who had no problem with public displays of affection—to ask for directions definitely took the cake.

      “Excuse me,” I said, my voice quiet. I’ve never been outspoken. Some might even say I’m painfully shy. I tapped the boy’s shoulder to get his attention, but rather than pulling his tongue away from his girlfriend’s tonsils like I had expected, he continued to kiss her, only now he had his eyes open, and they were staring directly at me.

      His eyes laughed at me as he grabbed his girlfriend’s butt and pulled her in even closer, grinding against her in the most disgusting way possible.

      I blushed and knew I wouldn’t get any help from them. Quickly, I turned around and walked away. I knew I shouldn’t have bothered with them, but I was desperate. Checking the new watch I had brought at Walmart just a week ago, I let out a small groan. I was ten minutes late for class. At this rate, I might as well not go. I hated being late because it only invited unwanted attention.

      I turned another corner and realized it looked just like the one I had passed a minute ago. I let out a whimper in frustration as tears burned my eyes. Maybe I should just ditch. The only problem was… well, I didn’t want to ditch. I had made it this far, graduating high school and leaving my hometown. I didn’t want something as small as showing up late for class to keep me from going. I was damn proud of getting into Columbia University, and nothing was going to keep me from it. I sloppily wiped my eyes, hoping it wouldn’t look as if I’d been crying by the time I got to class.

      “Are you okay?” I looked up and found a tall boy with short brown hair and kind green eyes.

      “Sorry,” I said, looking away. “I’m just lost.”

      He shot me a sympathetic look. Patting my shoulder, he said, “You’re new here, aren’t you?” I nodded. “If you tell me what class you have, I can help you.”

      I bit my lip to keep from professing my love for the boy. He was the only nice person I’d met so far at this horrid school. Not even the campus security this morning was nice. The man had taken one look at me and decided I wasn’t worth his time. With my face flushed, I handed over my class schedule, which was crumpled into a ball.

      “Ah, you have freshman math with Professor Hamilton.” His expression turned into one of pity. Not good.

      “What?” I asked.

      “It’s just, he’s kind of strict.”

      “Oh, God.”

      “Maybe he won’t be as hard on you since it’s the first day and all.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Come on. I’ll show you where room 502 is.” He nodded, indicating for me to follow. I did so quietly, fiddling with the hem of my shirt.

      “My name is Dereck Anderson, by the way.”

      “Abby Hartford,” I said.

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Abby. And it looks like your last class of the day ends at noon. If you want, you can eat lunch with my friends and me. We’ll be in the students’ common at that time.” He winked, and I smiled at his attempt to put me at ease.

      He was cute in a geeky sort of way, and his green eyes were probably the best feature he had. They were bright and expressive. They indicated genuine kindness without motive, something I wasn’t used to, given my family’s circumstances back home.

      “Thank you. I would like that.”

      “Cool.” We stopped in front of a wide wooden door that I had probably passed five times before. I wanted to facepalm myself for having missed it. It seemed so hard to miss now. I stared at the door and hesitated. The classroom inside felt unnerving.

      “Thank you,” I said again.

      He looked at me and said, “You can probably ditch this class today and come back Wednesday. It wouldn’t be so bad then.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t ditch.”

      His eyebrows pulled together in a frown. “Why not?”

      I shrugged, not wanting to go into details about the reason. In high school, I was dubbed as the weird girl who ate lunch by herself. I didn’t want to eat lunch by myself in college, either.

      After a moment of awkward silence, he nodded. “Okay. Look for me at lunch. See you then.”

      He walked away, and I was left staring at the intimidating door. Somehow, I just knew opening the door to the classroom would change my life forever.

      Stop it, Abby. You’re being overly dramatic, as usual, I chided myself.

      Letting out a small sigh, I walked in, and all eyes turned to me. The deafening silence did nothing to calm my beating heart, but amplified it into overdrive, making me feel lightheaded.

      I looked around at the faces of my classmates before moving toward the front. I was taken aback by what I saw.

      Not what, who.

      He was sitting down by his desk, a pen poised in his hand, and he was by far the most handsome man I had ever seen in my entire life. My heart continued to beat loud and fast, only now for an entirely different reason.

      He was huge, at least a foot taller than my 5-foot-2-inch stature, with short brown hair that was longer on the top than the sides, and big brown eyes that locked onto me as if he could see right through me. I felt naked under his gaze. Vulnerable. I had a sudden urge to cover myself up from head to toe, only what I was wearing was pretty conservative, and I didn’t have anything to cover up with.

      Someone coughed, and that broke the spell. The man’s jaw tightened, and he whispered something under his breath that sounded a lot like, “Fuck.”

      I looked away as my face heated from both arousal and embarrassment. Never had I ever felt arousal so strong. It should have left me feeling legless. Fortunately, I was still standing on my own two feet.

      But my desires were quickly forgotten when the man’s eyes turned hard. Then all I wanted was to find a hole big enough to hide in. I didn’t like the look on his face very much.

      “Can I help you?” he bit out.

      I stuttered. I couldn’t even be sure what I had said, not with all the blood rushing to my ears, although I was able to catch a distinctive snicker coming from somewhere in the front row. I didn’t dare look away.

      “Excuse me?” the man asked, his large fingers tapping against the oak desk impatiently.

      “I’m new,” I finally squeaked out.

      “Okay. You’re in freshman math. Almost everyone in this class is new.”

      “I got lost,” I explained as if it was good enough. The excuse didn’t sound good in my head; it sounded worse when I said it out loud.

      But this wasn’t an excuse. It was the truth. So then, why did he look at me like I wasn’t even worth the scum on his shoes?

      Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry.

      “Then please find a seat,” he said unemotionally.

      I nodded slowly, and with my head down, I walked down the aisle. Even though I had terrible eyesight, I picked the empty chair way back in the corner.

      I kept my face down for the whole class.
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      Fuck me.

      I almost lost control in class. And that never happens. Usually, I was composed and sure. Today, I couldn’t even stand up for fear of the whole class seeing the unmistakable hard-on I was sporting. I would never have guessed that someone that small could have affected me in such a way, and she hadn’t even said anything yet.

      She looked like an angel, with big green eyes and long blonde hair, and, for a moment, I almost forgot I was sitting in front of my class. I wanted to move away from the chair, wrap my arms around her and never let her out of my sight again. Surely someone as beautiful and innocent as she was shouldn’t be out and about, where any harm could come to her.

      Even with the distance between us, I could see the little freckle on her bottom lip when she jutted it out in a pout. I knew I was fucked then, which was precisely what I had said out loud without even thinking. The only thing I could hope for was that no one had heard.

      I felt a tinge of guilt when I thought of how I treated her. But I couldn’t treat her with the kind of care I wanted to without letting the other students know that the girl had got me by the balls already.

      I was in trouble.

      Not only was I her professor, but I was also sure there was a considerable age gap between her and me. Was she even legal? I had only been teaching for two years. Would this girl be the one to ruin it for me before my career even started?
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck,” I said to the empty math office located on the north side of the school. What was I going to do? Surely, I couldn’t hide behind my desk every class because I was turned on.

      I looked at the pen in my hand. The cap was ruined from having been my chew toy for the past ten minutes.

      “Fuck!” I said again, throwing the red pen against the wall. It made a satisfying clang before falling to the ground.

      I wasn’t going to get any work done tonight. Shoving all the quizzes I gave out today into my book bag, I slung it over my shoulder and walked out of the school to my car. Just as I threw the bag onto the passenger seat, I looked up and caught sight of a familiar figure walking away from campus. She had her head down, both hands wrapped around the straps of her backpack. I wondered if she always walked like that…despondent, almost. And I wondered whether or not I had a hand in making her walk like that.

      The guilt grew inside of me. Everything in my head told me to just drive away, that she would be fine, and if someone saw her climbing into my car, I’d be in trouble.

      My heart, on the one hand, told me it would be okay; it was just one car ride. My dick, on the other hand, told me to do it if only so I could get her into the enclosed space of my car. So that I could catch another whiff of the vanilla perfume she wore for however long it would take for me to drive her home.

      Both my heart and my dick were idiots.

      I drove past her and pulled over just in front of her, on the side of the curb. I could see her pausing in her steps, eyeing my car warily, before hesitantly moving forward, keeping her head held high, determined not to pay me any attention.

      Just as she passed the opened window, I commanded, “Get in.”

      She seemed surprised to see me, and after a moment or two of hesitation, she got into the car.

      I looked back to make sure no one was around to witness what could possibly be the stupidest decision of my life, and when I found no one, I sped out of there as if the hounds of hell were chasing me.
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      I wasn’t sure what made me get into his car without question, but I did it, and I felt both nervous and excited. I was nervous because I wasn’t sure how he would react; excited because, despite the fact he was mean to me just this morning, I couldn’t stop my heart from pounding somewhat fiercely against my ribcage at the very sight of him.

      I was an idiot.

      His car smelled like him: a hint of coffee, a hint of mint gum, and a whole lot of a unique scent that was wholly his. So damn masculine and alluring, it was taking everything in me not to take in a big whiff. That would just be weird.

      He shifted in his seat before letting out a nervous cough and turned to me at a red light. “Where do you live?” he asked.

      I wasn’t sure why I felt disappointed at the prospect of him just driving me home, but I had thought he had other plans. I quietly gave him my address. He nodded and sped up when the light turned green.

      “Where did you move from?” he asked.

      “From North Carolina,” I said with a nervous laugh. He sneaked in a glance at me.

      “What’s it like there?”

      “Big. Which I suppose isn’t all that different from here. But it’s not as populated, and I’m sure the winters here are much colder.” And everyone here was meaner. I wasn’t so sure if city life was meant for me anymore. Perhaps I’m too soft. I didn’t say any of that, though. Instead, I picked at the hangnail on my thumb as I stared straight ahead.

      “Why did you pick New York?”

      “I just needed to get away. Columbia was the first to accept me.”

      “Can I ask why?” he asked me in a voice different than the one he used on me in class. This was much gentler, making me want to open up to him in every way. And that was very, very dangerous.

      “I had a few problems at home,” I answered.

      “What was it?” His intrusive question should offend me. Instead, it made me feel not quite so alone. I hadn’t felt like this in a very long time. No one had ever asked me so many questions about my life before.

      Usually, when I was being spoken to, it was to command me to do something. Walk like this, talk like that. Straighten out your back when you sit, slow down, walk faster…

      It was getting very tiresome.

      “I was bullied a lot.”

      His hands clenched around the steering wheel, making the knuckles turn white. “Who would bully you?”

      “Teenagers can be terribly cruel,” I muttered. I didn’t tell him adults could be as well. I looked out the window then, not sure what I was really seeing. I didn’t even know he had turned into my neighborhood until he pulled up in front of the building.

      I could see his eyes as they roamed over the not-so-nice area, from a group of questionable-looking people huddled together and smoking to the outdated apartment building and cars that looked like they could break down at any given moment.

      I wondered if that changed his opinion of me. I was still getting used to living as I was living now. But it was a price I was willing to pay for the freedom I attained.

      His posture stiff, he asked, “You live here?”

      I frowned in confusion, wondering why he sounded so mad all of a sudden. I nodded. “Thank you for the ride. You didn’t have to do that.”

      He made a noncommittal sound in the back of his throat but didn’t say anything.

      We both stared out the window. The weather was beautiful, though it wouldn’t stay like this for long.

      “I guess this is it,” he said. I nodded and grabbed the door handle. Before I could pull it open, he spoke again, his voice soft and smooth. “You look disappointed. Why?”

      “I thought…” I hesitated. I wasn’t sure if it was smart to answer him or not. But now that I’d opened my mouth, I wasn’t sure what I could say. That I thought this was more? That I felt this need to be as close to him as possible?

      I shook my head and pulled at the handle. It was impossible, him and me. He was my professor. I shot a small smile his way, and it might have been my imagination, but I could have sworn I heard his breath catch. I climbed out of the car and ran away without a backward glance, so sure he was looking at me.

      When I got home, I ate dinner by myself with nothing more than the soft hum of the TV turned on to some old sitcom to keep me company. As much as I loved the freedom, I also felt lonely. I wished I wasn’t so new to the state, but I found it difficult to make friends the older I got.

      Professor Hamilton never strayed far from my mind, his alluring eyes haunting me until all I could think about was who had given him those eyes? His mother? Father?

      At around nine, I climbed into bed with nothing more than a tank top and panties, the ache between my legs noticeable. I just wasn’t sure what to do about it.

      I had read about masturbation before. I knew what it entailed, but I had never done it. Just thinking about touching myself down there while I thought of my professor was enough for the ache to grow strong enough that it was nearly impossible to ignore.

      I pulled the tank top up, baring my breast, playing with them first. They felt heavy in my hands as I imagined his big hands cupping me, tweaking my nipples. I let out a low moan. Then slowly, I trailed a hand down my body, from my ribcage to my navel, and further down, where I was bare, and wet, and needy.

      The swollen flesh felt sensitive to touch, and I twitched a little when my fingers delved into the most intimate part of me, imagining him playing with me. I nearly came when I entered my finger inside. It felt foreign and tight. I tested the movements by working my finger in and out of my pussy a little bit, and when I finally got the rhythm, I entered a second finger, stretching it out further.

      I imagined the professor kissing me from behind, his soft lips trailing across my skin as his fingers fucked me into oblivion. My hips tilted up, trying to gain more friction, and when I came, I came with his brown eyes on my mind.

      It was the first orgasm I’d ever had, but I could see why people touched themselves as often as I’d heard they did. I wanted to come again, only I felt cheated somehow, because I wanted the professor to be the one to make me do it with his big fingers. And I wanted to look into his eyes as he moved those fingers in and out of me—not just imagine them in the darkness of my room.

      With those lingering thoughts at the forefront of my mind, I finally succumbed to sleep, with the professor in my dreams.
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      I took a big sip of my coffee, trying—and failing—to keep the sleepy expression from my face. I didn’t sleep at all last night. Not when my thoughts were filled with nothing but my green-eyed angel. I really wasn’t sure what to make of it. In my twenty-six years of life, never had I been so hung up over a girl. And especially over a girl I barely knew.

      I wanted to kick myself in the balls for ever letting someone as tiny as Abby get under my skin. I sat down and looked at the quiz I still hadn’t been able to grade—all the words, the numbers, equations coming together in an indistinguishable mess.

      “Are you okay?” Karen Miller asked. Even after only just meeting her the other day, I knew she was one of the best students in my class. Beautiful, popular, and smart. Almost too smart. I could practically see her brain turning in that head of hers, calculating her next move. She was the kind of girl I hoped Abby would stay away from.

      My hand clenched on my lap underneath the desk, but I kept my expression neutral when I answered her, “I’m fine.”

      She opened her mouth to say something else when the door burst open, and a group of students walked in. I turned my attention away from her. She stood there for a few seconds before walking back to her desk with a huff of frustration. Good.

      More students filed in, and I tried to keep my eyes from wandering to the door, seeking out the blonde angel that had haunted my dreams from the very moment I laid my eyes on her. She was the second-to-last person to enter the classroom, her eyes meeting mine from the door before she quickly averted them. A small smile that shouldn’t sear right through me graced her face, giving her whole expression an almost childlike innocence. A pretty blush made its way across her cheeks and lowered down to her chest. I wondered how far that blush went. I shifted in my seat, regretting where my thoughts were heading and what they inevitably led to.

      I waited an uncomfortably long time before I stood up and began the lecture, stalling long enough with attendance—where I learned that my angel’s name was Abby Hartford—and asking the students what they had planned for the weekend. It was the longest ten minutes of my life, and I avoided looking at Abby the whole time, for fear of what a few glances from her would do to me. I droned on about coefficients when all I could really think about was how one of my students could affect me with just a look.

      When class finally ended, I quickly gathered up my things, not making eye contact with anyone. If I pretended to be busy, they would leave me alone. Everyone chatted excitedly amongst themselves as I turned back to the whiteboard to erase it, purposely ignoring Karen’s seductive looks, and ignoring Abby altogether.

      When the door closed behind the last student, I was surprised to turn around and find that I wasn’t alone. Abby was standing there, picking at the hangnail on her finger—a nervous habit, I guessed—her gaze on her shoes.

      I was sure she could feel my eyes on her, but she didn’t say anything.

      “Is there anything you need, Miss Hartford?” I asked kindly. I never wanted to see her nearly in tears in my classroom again, and I would do whatever it took to make that happen. Being kind to her wouldn’t be hard. I couldn’t imagine how anyone could ever hurt her, which made the fact that she was bullied back home such a surprise.

      Didn’t you bully her on the first day of class, you jackass?

      I shook away the thought, but my guilt and regret over my decision still lingered.

      She looked up at me. “I’m not really good at math.” Her reply was soft. I had the sudden urge again to hold her in my arms and never let go.

      “Is there something specific that you’re struggling with?” I asked.

      “All of it.”

      I thought about it for a second. I wouldn’t be violating any rules if I had her come to my office outside class time for extra help. I was the adult in this situation, surely I could keep things strictly professional between us.

      “Why don’t you stop by my office during office hours? Are you free today at 3:30?” When she nodded, I continued, “We can go over some of the things you’re struggling with.”

      She smiled, and if I thought I was fucked yesterday, this smile completely obliterated any self-control I had. I would do almost anything for that smile.

      Even break the rules.

      The thought popped into my head without warning, and I had to grab onto the back of my chair to keep from falling to my knees.

      “Thank you.” And before I could respond, she ran to the door, closing it quickly behind her, leaving nothing but that intoxicating vanilla scent behind.
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      I was going to hell.

      That was all I could think of as the first half of my day dragged on. There was a special place in hell for people like me. People who lied and said they needed help just to spend time with their professors. I was no genius at math, that was for sure, but I didn’t suck at it either. It took a little longer for me to understand the materials, but I always got it just fine.

      All I knew was that I masturbated to the fantasy of the professor, and I was unable to let him go. His voice was smooth and confident, and just listening to him speak was enough to drive away all the ugly things I had stored in my head.
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        * * *

      

      At lunchtime, after I grabbed a turkey sandwich from the nearby sub shop, I walked to the students’ common, where Dereck and his friends sat.

      Dereck saw me first, and his eyes brightened as he waved at me. I gave him a small smile of my own, though I tried to keep my expression from giving away too much. Dereck was nice, but I was worried he was maybe too nice, and that could cause problems for me in the form of the tall, blonde, curvy girl sitting next to him, sending daggers my way. I had only eaten lunch with them once, and already I could tell Katy had a crush on him.

      Slowly, I looked around for an empty chair and was happy to find one across from Dereck. Good. It meant Katy could have all of Dereck’s attention while I ate my lunch in peace.

      “Hi, guys,” I said.

      There were four other people there. Two boys and two girls, Dereck and Katy included. Everyone was really close to Dereck, and they accepted me into their little group without hesitation. Everyone except for Katy, of course. The other girl, Ashley, seemed nice enough, and I could see her and me becoming fast friends. I smiled at Ashley, listening to her tell a funny story to Dean, Dereck’s best friend and the fourth member of the group.
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        * * *

      

      I could feel my heart as it pounded against my chest, in tune with each step I made toward Professor Hamilton’s office. I couldn’t stop thinking about him all day, and the need to see him only intensified with each minute that passed. I didn’t know what would happen once I got there, and since I had no experience with this kind of thing, to say I was in way over my head was an understatement. But to have those warm eyes of his focused my way again…

      My hands tightened around the straps of my backpack as I stood in front of the office door. I hesitated briefly before bringing my hand up to the door and knocking three times.

      “Come in,” came his gruff reply.

      Taking a deep breath, I turned the handle and pushed the door open. My breath caught when I found the professor sitting at a big round table, stacks of papers spread out before him. He was concentrating on grading some papers, and a cute little frown formed between his eyebrows. He was so beautiful, it hurt to look at him sometimes.

      When he looked up at me, his brown eyes brightened a fraction before he tampered down the emotion with a professional mask. It was then that I vowed to make him show me more of his emotions—as many as possible. It made him look more human, somehow. More approachable.

      I shyly closed the door behind me and walked across the room, sitting next to him. His eyes never left me, the mask he wore so well slipping for a brief moment for me to have caught a glimpse of… was it desire?

      I gave him a small smile, which he returned with a bigger one, showing off a row of perfect white teeth and, of course, dimples. If I thought his looks were something, those dimples completely annihilated me.

      “Shall we begin?” he asked.

      I nodded and opened up my backpack for today’s notes.

      For the next hour or so, we went over everything he taught in class, trying one example to the next, so much so that I was sure I would ace the next test. He kept things strictly professional, but there was something off about it. It felt forced, restrained, and when he didn’t think I was looking, his eyes would roam all over my body, which didn’t feel professional in the least.

      Just as I was packing up my stuff, my pencil rolled off the table across from me. The professor and I both reached for it at the same time: me leaning forward, him leaning toward me, his arm reaching out across from me. He was there, so close to me that I could see some of the golden flecks in his eyes.

      His arms accidentally pressed up against my chest, making my nipples tighten to the point of pain. My breath caught, and we both froze, staring at each other.

      I wasn’t sure who had moved first, but we both reached for each other at the same time. His lips were on mine, his teeth biting down on my bottom lip, begging for entrance. And when I opened my mouth for him, we both moaned.

      I wasn’t sure how I had gotten on his lap, and I didn’t really care, because our bodies aligned where my most intimate part touched his. I was soft where he was hard, and never had it felt so good when I applied a little more pressure, moving my hips in just the right way, driving us both insane.

      My shirt was off without a second thought, leaving me in nothing but a lacy blue bra—so thin that when he cupped my breast with his large hand, I nearly came right then and there.

      “More… more… more,” I demanded with each desperate kiss. I needed more. I would beg, but then he pulled the straps of my bra down, leaving my nipples exposed to both the cool air and his hungry stare.

      “So perfect,” he murmured, just as he bent down and took an aching peak in his mouth, sucking on it, biting it, all the while playing with my other breast in his other hand, testing the weight of it before he tweaked my nipples.

      “Professor…please,” I begged, grinding my hips a little faster. I could feel him, and I was desperate for the thin material of my yoga leggings and his pants to disappear. I would have done just about anything.

      “Call me Lucas,” he demanded, his voice dark with arousal, his hot breath fanning across my nipples, making them harden even more.

      “L-Lucas,” I said, my fingers digging into his shoulders.

      He clamped his mouth back on my erect nipple, and I threw my head back and screamed his name, “Lucas!”

      He took pity on me and helped me up a little, sitting me on the desk in front of him as he pulled down my pants and panties.

      My pussy ached just from his gaze. I could feel my arousal dampening it. The scent of it teased my nostrils, and I wasn’t sure if I should run away and hide or just keep sitting there, my legs spread, letting him do with me as he wished.

      I remained where I was, and when he finally touched me, I came in explosive colors, grabbing onto the edge of the desk because I could no longer keep my weight up on my own.

      And he didn’t stop there. His fingers delved into the most sensitive part of me, playing with me much like I had imagined he would do the night before, only this was so much better than any fantasy I could’ve conjured up. His fingers were twice the size of my own, and when he added in a second finger, moving in and out of me, his thumb circling my clit, I couldn’t even think.

      “Watch,” he demanded, and I obeyed without hesitation. I looked down just as his fingers disappeared inside me, before he pulled out, the skin slick and shiny from me. I clenched as he entered those magic fingers back in again, eliciting a moan from him, the sound just as erotic as what the man was doing to me. I came a second time.

      I didn’t even bother to stay upright. I no longer had the energy. Instead, I moved closer to him and buried my face in his chest.

      Heaven. This was what heaven must feel like. And now I understood why sex was so addictive, because I had already become addicted to Lucas Hamilton.
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      Everything I had come to believe about myself had been completely blown into indistinguishable pieces, and there was just no way to get back to it.

      Abby was sated and relaxed in my arms, her hair plastered around her face, her fingers drawing random shapes on my chest. For a moment, I could almost pretend a relationship with her wouldn’t completely ruin me. Ruin us, actually. But one of us had to be the adult, and it had to be me.

      “Abby,” I said softly into her hair.

      She huddled in even closer to me.

      “You have to leave. We can’t do this.” The words tasted like acid coming out of my mouth, but they needed to be said.

      She pulled away and looked me in the eyes. Already, I could see moisture building up there. And it hurt like hell.

      “What?”

      “We can’t do this. It’ll damage both my career and your reputation.”

      “You wait until after we do all that to say that we can’t? I’m sitting on your lap naked, for fuck’s sake!”

      I didn’t need a reminder. Her breasts were out, tempting me in a way they shouldn’t, making me want to lose control in the sweetest way possible. And I needed that control back.

      I gently helped her off my lap and waited for her to put her clothes back on, but she stubbornly stayed standing there, her arms resting on either side of her, making no attempts to cover herself up. Her eyes, although red, held a challenge in them. I was sure she could see the tremors in my hands as I moved toward her and adjusted her bra, covering her up as best as I could. I helped her put on her pants and panties, ignoring the wet spot—a beacon in a dark, stormy night—and found her shirt lying on the ground, a sad heap of fabric, telling something of regret and desire. Couldn’t she see how hard this was for me? I picked it up, too, and dressed her. Somehow, this act felt so much more intimate.

      She held onto my hand, bringing my eyes back to her. “Don’t do this,” she pleaded.

      “We can’t be together,” I told her, feeling like there was lead in my mouth. “It was a mistake, and I’m sorry.”

      Her eyes flashed red hot with anger as she pointed a finger at me. “I know you want this as much as I do. You’re just a fucking coward and a liar.”

      “What have I lied to you about?” I asked, truly confused.

      She shook her head. I watched as the fight left her, and all that was left were sad eyes, taking in the pathetic form of me. Could she see how monstrous I felt under that intense gaze of hers?

      “You didn’t lie to me. You’re lying to yourself when you say it was a mistake. What we did wasn’t ugly, but you made it out to be, and I promise you, as soon as I walk out that door, you’ll regret it.”

      She was wrong. I didn’t need to wait for her to walk out that door to regret it. I was already regretting it. A part of me still wanted to hold her in my arms and never let go. The other part wished I didn’t feel for her what I felt.

      When I didn’t say anything, she picked up her backpack and walked out the door without a backward glance, leaving her scent behind in the empty room, taking a large part of me with her.
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        * * *

      

      That Friday, when my last class of the day finally ended, I packed up my things and walked out. I couldn’t leave campus fast enough.

      Wherever I went, I would see Abby. She was in the lecture slides I taught; she was in the fidgety movements I made all day… she was that frustrating restlessness I felt when I should have been unaffected by her. One girl had ruined it all for me, and the thing was, I couldn’t bring myself to hate her. Not when every part of my being wanted her so badly.

      By the time I got outside, the sun had already set. Walking across the parking lot, I held onto the straps of my backpack, mentally going over all that I needed to do at home. I was just a few feet away from my car when I heard a feminine voice cry out before it was silenced, and a loud thud that sounded suspiciously like a body being slammed against a metal car door.

      I moved quickly to the sound, dropping my bag onto the concrete, as it was doing nothing but slowing me down. Three cars away, two bodies came into view. What I witnessed made me see red, and I could no longer think rationally.

      I kept going, and when I was close enough, I pulled the larger body off the much, much smaller one, and yanked him to the ground. I heard him grunt in pain, but that wasn’t enough. Climbing on top of the son of a bitch before he could recover, I pounded against his face, and I didn’t stop. Not when blood was gushing out from his mouth and nose, not when both of his eyes were swollen shut, and not when I heard a crack and was sure I had broken something.

      The man fell into unconsciousness, and even then, I kept going. I wanted to kill him with my bare hands, and I would have, had I not felt a small touch on my shoulder, stopping my movements. I stopped mid-punch and slowly turned around. My heart clenched at the sight that greeted me. Abby was there, her shirt torn, her hair a mess, and her lips bloody and swollen from abuse.

      I left the man there and, without a word, pulled her into my arms.

      The sob she let out as soon as her face buried into my chest was heartbreaking. I wanted to cry with her, but we both knew I had to be the strong one, so I led her to my car without another thought. Opening the passenger door, I gently pushed her in, bent down to buckle her in, and checked her body for any other injuries I couldn’t see.

      She seemed fine, and I knew the best thing to do was drive her home and let her rest, but I just couldn’t do that. I couldn’t let her go. Not when she looked so frightened and small. Not when my heart ached just looking at her, and not when I needed her in my arms just as much, if not more, than she needed me. I told myself to let her go…what a fucking joke. As if I had the strength to even stay away.

      I closed the door and made my way to the driver’s seat. She didn’t ask where we were going, and I didn’t say. As soon as we got to my apartment complex, I hopped out and opened the door for her, helping her out. She placed her hand in mine without hesitation, trusting me to take care of everything for her.

      The walk to my door was quiet. I let her in first and locked the door behind me, turning on the lights and letting her take everything in. She moved about, looking from one thing to the next, though there wasn’t any curiosity in her eyes. She just seemed tired.

      When Abby finally looked at me, I opened my arms, and she walked into them.

      “Want to go to bed? I just want to hold you for the night,” I said. I wanted to make sure she was okay and was still breathing in my arms.

      She nodded, and that was all I needed. I brought us into my room without turning on the light, and led her to my bed.

      I left her there briefly to rummage through my closet for something comfortable for her to wear and found an old t-shirt that should be enough.

      “Would you like me to give you privacy?”

      She let out a soft whimper, shook her head, and grabbed onto my forearm before I could even move away.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” I told her. “I won’t go anywhere if you don’t want me to. I’ll stay right here with you, okay?” She nodded. “Would you like me to dress you?” Another nod.

      My hands shook as I removed her tattered shirt, which was completely useless now. It would have to be thrown away. I left it on the floor and undid her fly, pulling down her jeans before putting the shirt on her.

      I undressed down to my boxers and undershirt and climbed into bed with her, pulling the covers over us both, our limbs wrapped around each other, holding on tightly, her seeking shelter, and me, seeking guidance.

      She snuggled into me, and before long, she was asleep, her occasional soft snores filling the otherwise silent room. I wished I could fall asleep. Only every time I closed my eyes, all I saw was her huddled up against some stranger’s silver truck, bloodied and bruised and scared out of her mind. And if not that horrid image, then the image of blood—his blood—and the wish that I had inflicted more damage.

      I kissed everywhere my lips could reach—her temple, her jaw, her neck—just to reassure myself that she was really there, and when I tightened my arms around her, she felt solid, real.

      “Sleep, sweetheart. You’re safe with me. I won’t ever let anyone hurt you again.”
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      I woke to a warm body wrapped around me tightly. It was as comforting as it was unnerving. I had never woken up to someone so close to me before. I tried to calm my heart down. Surely if Lucas were awake, the close proximity would make it obvious just how much he affected me.

      After a minute of getting my breathing down and my heart rate back to normal, I tried to wiggle out of his arms without waking him. No such luck, because his arms tightened around me, trapping me into his body a little more before his eyes opened and he looked right at me.

      “Good morning,” he greeted, his voice a little gruff from sleep.

      “Hi,” I muttered.

      Lucas smiled at me, a beautiful smile, and suddenly all the efforts I put into making my heart beat normally were wasted because I could feel my heart begging to climb out of my chest.

      “How are you?” he asked, his eyes roaming over my face.

      He stared at my lips for a long while, his jaw clenched. I licked the particularly tender spot where the guy from last night had punched me and winced a little.

      “I’m fine,” I told him quietly, only I wasn’t sure if I was.

      How could I have only been here for two weeks and already have something like this happen? I wanted to blame it on my carelessness, but I knew that wasn’t the case. Last night I had to keep repeating to myself that it wasn’t my fault I got assaulted to keep from going crazy.

      “Yes,” he said. “You’ll be fine. I’ll make sure of it.”

      I shook my head. “That’s not something you can control. What happened last night was unfortunate, but it wasn’t anyone’s fault but the guy who attacked me. Thank you for showing up when you did, but you’re not responsible for me.”

      I tried to get out of his arms. I didn’t want him to look at me like that. Like a victim. Not when I was feeling vulnerable, not when he had just promised me he would be there, especially when we both knew it was a lie. But Lucas was an unmoving force, and no matter how hard I tried, he was at least twice my size and much stronger than me.

      “Please let go.” I had resorted to begging for him to let go when earlier this week, all I had wanted was for him to hold me close.

      “I can’t,” he said, sounding like he was in pain. “Can’t you see how I’m incapable of letting you go?”

      “You had no problem doing that before when I was naked in your arms,” I said bitterly.

      He pinned me down, his body weight oddly comforting. His body worked like a shelter, keeping me safe from the rest of the world. I didn't think when I snuggled in closer to him, and he kissed me before I could even utter another word.

      The kiss wasn’t sweet or nice. It was frantic and desperate, demanding more from me, and I wasn’t sure I was willing to give it all to a man who would only break my heart. Yet, my body said otherwise. My mind may be all about self-preservation, but my body was all too willing to jump off the cliff with Lucas, consequences be damned.

      I opened my mouth and let him in, the kiss killing me a little each time he moved in just the right way. And each time he pressed in on me, the place where he was hard and I was soft, I couldn’t think. I didn’t stop him when I felt his hand go under my shirt. I wanted him there. I wanted him to touch me, all of me, cause I sure as hell hadn’t been able to think of much else since that day in his office.

      I gasped when his large hands cupped my breasts, tweaking my nipples to harden peaks with his fingers. When he pulled away, I saw desire making his eyes dark and dangerous. I wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he must have found it after a while because he nodded, almost as if to himself, before he helped me remove the shirt he’d given me last night.

      He looked down at my breasts before covering one with his lips, kissing, sucking, biting. I arched my back, moving in closer to him, my fingers running through his soft hair, a silent plea for him not to stop. And he didn’t. Lucas continued to tease me with his mouth while moving one hand down my body to the hem of my panties, and only after a brief hesitation, he moved inside. He cupped my sex, spreading my legs out with his body. We both pulled away from the kiss and looked down at where his hand disappeared into my panties, playing with me.

      “God, you’re so wet, baby. I can’t wait to get inside of you. You’ll let me, won’t you?” he asked.

      “Yes!” I screamed when he pushed a finger inside, moving it in and out at a torturous pace. “Faster, Lucas. I need you to go faster.”

      “Not yet. I don’t want you to come until I’m inside of you.” My pussy clenched at his word, eliciting a moan from his lips. “You like the sound of that, don’t you?”

      I grabbed his forearm, and he stopped moving his finger to look down at me. “I…I’ve never been with anyone.”

      I averted my eyes, staring at the white walls past his shoulders.

      “You’re a virgin?” he asked, seemingly surprised.

      I nodded, my face flushed. He cupped my cheeks until I met his eyes. The desire was still present but softened when he took in my face.

      “I’ll be gentle,” he said before he leaned down and kissed me. This kiss was sweet and nice. It told me everything I needed to know. That I could trust him. That I was safe with him. That I had him.

      I nodded, tugging on his shirt. I didn’t want to be underdressed while he was still fully clothed. I wanted us on equal ground, even though I knew it would be impossible to reach. He was infinitely more experienced than me. I took it off and pressed our chests together as I wrapped my arms around his neck.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “For what?”

      “For trusting me with such a beautiful gift.”

      I nodded. “I do trust you, Lucas. I…”

      I didn’t know how to say what I wanted to say, so I pulled him down to kiss him, my hands moving across the expanse of his back, feeling his muscles strain each time he moved. He pulled at my panties and threw them somewhere on the floor before moving his hand down, rubbing my clit in circles, making my legs shake.

      “It’s going to hurt the first time, baby,” he said, regret filling his eyes.

      I nodded. “I know. But I still want you.”

      “Just let me get you ready.”

      I nodded, though I wasn’t sure how much more ready he could get me. I was so wet. He could easily slip his finger inside of me.

      I moved my hips up, hoping for more friction, but he used his other hand to hold me down. “You’re so tight. I don’t know how I’ll do this without hurting you.”

      I rocked my hips to the rhythm of his finger, and I nearly came when he used his palm to rub against my sex. I moaned out loud and clenched around him as he added more fingers, delving into me.

      “Lucas,” I begged. His fingers quickened in pace until I was brought over the edge. He kept his eyes on me with a world of fascination.

      “What happened to only coming when you’re inside me?”

      His eyes flashed. “Baby, I want you to enjoy your first time. If it meant getting you to relax first, I’d give you as many orgasms as you want.”

      I shook my head. “I just want you, Lucas. Please don’t make me wait any longer.”

      He tugged off his boxer, and I caught sight of him for the first time as he kneeled on the bed. Like the man himself, he was huge, and I was intimidated by the very sight. Lucas covered his body with mine and, cupping my cheek, he kissed me, his tongue moving inside my mouth, exploring, before pulling away.

      “Trust me?” he asked softly.

      I only hesitated for half a second before I nodded. I trusted him.

      “Good,” he said, playing with my sex once more, using his thumb to rub circles around my clit.

      My eyes rolled back as my legs spread out wider, begging for more. I wanted more. More of the pleasure he brought me, more of him, just… more of everything.

      “That’s right, baby,” he said, replacing his thumb with his penis, stroking the tip up and down my opening. I could feel myself going tense, not from fear, but from something else. Something much more potent. Dangerous.

      He slowly entered me, the tip of him spreading me out.

      I gasped out when I felt a stab of pain at my center as he went in, inch by inch. He was met with brief resistance, and he kissed me as he plunged in quickly. I pulled away as tears gathered around my eyes while he covered my face with kisses.

      “I’m sorry,” he said between each kiss. “So sorry. It’s over now, baby. It’s over now, I promise.”

      “Just give me a second,” I told him. The pain was still there, but it wasn’t as bad as the first, and it was slowly dissipating, until only remnants of it were left behind, and in its place, pleasure took hold. I moved my hips, testing out this new feeling of fullness, while Luca hissed out a stuttered breath as if he was in pain.

      “Hold on, Abby. How are you feeling?”

      “Desperate,” I gasped out, hoping he would move soon.

      “The pain?”

      “Gone. Please move, Lucas. I need you to move so bad.”

      He moved slowly, testing me out, and when I didn’t protest but moaned out his name, his movements became quicker, harder… just what I needed from him. I wrapped my legs around his lean waist, pulling him in closer to me, so close that each time he moved, his stomach glided on mine. And that, somehow, felt much more intimate than anything else we had done.

      “How close are you?” he asked as he continued to pump in and out of me. I clenched the wall of my vagina around his engorged penis. He groaned.

      “Close,” I said. “I need… more, Lucas. I need more.”

      He silenced me with a kiss, his hand moving down between us until his thumb found the little bundle of nerves just above my opening. I came so suddenly that I wasn’t sure what had happened until I came back down to him still moving inside of me. He swelled before he shook, and with a shout, he came.

      I stared up at him, fascinated. I had never seen a man lose control before. Especially when I was the one to make it happen. Lucas collapsed on top of me, his face buried into my chest, his cock still buried inside me, half-mast. I was covered in his cum, but at this point, I was too out of it to care. Did that make me stupid and reckless?

      He looked up after a while, his eyes taking me in. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      I could only nod. I didn’t know what to say about the experience, especially since it was my first time, but it was much more than what I had expected. He kissed me, a brief contact of his lips pressed against mine and nothing more.

      “That was amazing,” I said, finding my voice. “Was it…was it good for you as well?”

      He growled. “I can’t get enough of you.”

      “You have me,” I said softly. “Since the first day I met you, I became yours.”

      Lucas hummed in approval. “Mine. Yes, mine. And only mine. Now that I have you, Abby, I won’t let you go.”

      “Good.” I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him toward me. Only, he resisted. “What’s wrong?” I asked. I sounded hurt. I was hurt.

      He groaned. “Ah, don’t look like that, baby. I need to take care of you.”

      “You already do.” I pulled him down again, and this time, he let me kiss him, but only for the briefest moment.

      Lucas gently unwrapped my arms around his neck and sat up, pulling out of me. I shuddered. His eyes darkened as he took me in, his eyes on my core.

      “I didn’t wear a condom,” he said. “I promise you I’m clean.”

      I shook my head. “Lucas, I’m not on any birth control.”

      “Are you worried about getting pregnant? Do you not want kids?”

      “It’s not that. But what about your career? You’ll be ruined if someone finds out you got one of your students pregnant.”

      “How old are you, Abby?”

      “Eighteen.” I had turned eighteen just a week before school started.

      “As long as you stay with me, I promise we’ll figure this out.”

      I nodded. I trusted him to take care of everything. When I made a move to get up, he stopped me. I looked at him quizzically, and he smiled, a sinful, dangerous smile that had my heart beating.

      “I like seeing my cum all over you,” he said, and suddenly, his hand was there, smearing more of his cum over my vagina. I gasped, which quickly turned into a moan. His movements quickened as he rubbed me harder. “I like seeing you come even more.”

      I couldn’t think. I tilted my hips up to his hand, wanting more of him, and after he slapped my pussy a few times, I came again.

      He pulled me up to a sitting position and kissed me tenderly. “Get ready, Abby. I’ll make us breakfast. But I want you dressed in my shirt and nothing else. I would like to have access to you whenever I want without anything in the way. Understand?”

      I nodded. His lips twitched, and with one last lingering gaze down my body, he stood up, pulled on his boxers, and left. I stayed in bed for a moment or two, trying to catch my breath. And finally, when I was sure I wouldn’t fall, I stood up and walked to the master bath.

      Lucas’s apartment complex was much nicer than mine. I walked into the walk-in shower and turned it on, the warm water soothing against my sore back. Grabbing his shampoo, I squirted a generous amount onto my palm and rubbed it through my hair. It smelled like him. I quickly washed and hopped out, thankful the apartment wasn’t cold.

      I headed straight to Lucas’s closet in search of his shirt. My sex clenched just from the thought of wearing his shirt and nothing else underneath. The fact that the only thing protecting me from Lucas’s touch would be this flimsy fabric was enough to turn me on. I pulled it on over my head, and when I walked out to the kitchen, I saw Lucas by the stove, flipping pancakes.

      He turned when he heard me approach, and I watched as his eyes made a hot lingering path up my body.

      “Are you wearing anything underneath?” he asked. I shook my head.

      Lucas stalked toward me slowly, like a predator hunting his prey. I felt like prey. He placed his hands on my shoulder, and I flinched, feeling all too sensitive, and a whole lot more vulnerable. He moved one hand down, cupping my breast and squeezing it through the thin layer of his shirt. My nipples stood out, bringing his attention to them. And when he moved his hand down, my pussy started to throb, knowing exactly where he was going. He used his other hand to pull my shirt up, just past my belly, baring me to his unnerving gaze.

      “You’re wet, aren’t you?” he asked. “I can smell your arousal.”

      So could I. I didn’t need to answer him because his hand was already between my legs, his fingers separating the lips of my sex. He could feel how much I wanted him. How wet I was for him.

      “So soft, baby,” he grunted.

      I moved my hips along the rhythm of his hand, and when he entered two large fingers inside me, I grabbed onto his shoulders to keep my balance, my eyes closed as I felt everything he was doing to me.

      “Pull your shirt higher, Abby. I want to see your lovely breasts move while I fuck you.”

      I clenched around his fingers, and without hesitation this time, I moved it up until he could see all of me. When the shirt slipped out of my grasp, he got frustrated, and without warning, pulled the shirt off of me completely. I was naked in front of him with nowhere to hide.

      His took me in, every curve, every dip, and every arch. It was as if he couldn’t get enough of me. His greedy eyes roamed over my body, revisiting some of his favorite places, and his hands soon followed. The rough callous of his palm was a warm welcome along my much-too-sensitive skin.

      He tweaked a nipple, eliciting a moan from me. I felt him smile when he buried his face between my shoulders, gently kissing the skin there before he moved lower down. I knew what was coming, and my arousal grew stronger, anticipating his next move. He took a rigid nipple in his mouth and sucked before adding a gentle bite.

      I grabbed ahold of his head, holding him there. “Please, Lucas. I need you so bad.”

      “What do you need, Abby?” He grabbed my waist, pulling me in so I could feel his hot, hard length against my stomach.

      “You,” I uttered. “I just need you.”

      He grunted and picked me up in his arms. I sucked in a breath of surprise and didn’t even let it out when he placed me on the countertop. He moved between my legs, spreading them out with his powerful body until the intimate flesh was in his view. He smiled, and it wasn’t nice.

      “Look at how wet you are.”

      I tried to close my legs, but he was there, unmovable, and so much stronger than me. And when he ran a single finger up and down my opening, I wasn’t sure if I wanted them close.

      “Lucas,” I moaned out. A soft plea.

      “Shh, I’ve got you, baby. You know I’m going to make you feel so good, don’t you?”

      I could only nod. One side of his lips curved up, and then his head was there. The first swipe of his tongue across my slit was so gentle, I wasn’t sure if I had felt it or not, but then his movements grew more aggressive.

      “Oh!” I felt his teeth as he took my clit and sucked. And when he added his fingers, I cried out, “Lucas!”

      He didn’t tease me this time. He moved his fingers roughly in and out of me until I felt myself building up. I would have given anything—everything—as long as he let me come.

      “I need you so bad,” I told him. That was what he was making me. Dependent on him with no other way to get out. He needed to be careful. Because I think I had already fallen in love with him.

      He twirled his thumb around my bud, and I came, the pleasure almost too much to bear. When I came back down, Lucas was naked, his cock out, angry looking. I reached for him, but he stopped me, bringing my hands up to his lips and kissing the inside of my wrist.

      “If you touch me, baby, this will be over very soon. You wouldn’t want that, would you?” I shook my head. “Good girl.”

      He laid me back down on the counter, and in one powerful move, he thrust in me. I let out a soft whimper, and he held still when he was in all the way.

      “Are you sore?” he asked.

      “A little,” I said. He made a move to pull out when I held him immobile. “No, it’s nothing—and I mean nothing—compared to how bad I’ll feel if you leave me, Lucas. Please. I need you to fuck me.”

      He made an animalistic sound, then kissed me, his tongue tasting as desperate as I felt. And when he was sure I was ready, he began to move. And he didn’t stop. He grunted as he fucked me until I couldn’t even remember my own name. My nails dug into the skin on his back, urging him on.

      Faster, please.

      I wasn’t sure if I’d said it out loud or not, but he moved faster, hitting all the right spots. He moved his hand down to my breast and cupped it, letting out a shout before I felt him come inside me. His orgasms triggered my own, my thighs shaking as it ripped me into two. Never had I felt like this. Like I wanted this man to stay inside me and let him hold onto me forever.

      I wasn’t sure how long we stayed like that, and I didn’t care. Though the countertop wasn’t comfortable, Lucas was, and he was covering my body with his, sheltering me.

      I had never felt safe before in my life. Certainly, my parents had never protected me, not when they had taken part in making me feel as small as possible.

      But Lucas… Lucas was different. In the little time I had known him, he had been nothing but protective of me. How could such a giant man be so gentle when he held me in his arms?

      He pulled out of me, and I whimpered. “It’s okay. Let’s get you more comfortable.”

      “I am comfortable,” I told him as he picked me up. I wrapped my arms around his neck. His smile was soft as he looked over my face. “More comfortable, love.”

      I nodded, burying my face in his chest, playing with the light scatter of his brown chest hair. He walked us out to the living room and laid me on the couch.

      “I know you’re hungry,” he said softly. “But just let me hold you for a little while longer, and I promise I’ll take care of you afterward.”

      I shook my head and breathed in his scent. It was a heady scent. Masculine. Mine. It was mine. I had already staked a claim on the man, and no one will take that away from me, not even the university.

      “You already took care of me,” I whispered in his chest, feeling self-conscious.

      Lucas cupped my cheek and brought my eyes up to his. “Hey, what’s this? Why are you shy?”

      I shrugged. “I’ve never had sex on a counter before.”

      He threw his head back and laughed a hearty laugh that I felt all the way to my toes. “Love, you’d never had sex before last night.”

      “I know,” I said, focusing my attention on his chest. “But I didn’t think…” I shook my head. He knew I was inexperienced. But he didn’t know the extent of my inexperience. If I said it out loud, would he find it unappealing?

      “I just thought sex was only done in a bedroom.”
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      This girl was going to be the death of me.

      Her innocence touched where the most experienced hands couldn’t even penetrate. And when she turned those green eyes my way, looking like an angel, I couldn’t help but feel like the devil somehow, corrupting something so pure. Our story would be about how the devil fell in love with an angel, because already I could feel myself falling for her.

      “Sweet Abby. There are so many things I want to teach you. First, you should know that I will not be limited to that bedroom when it comes to sex with you. Anywhere, anytime, babe.”

      Her gaze was downcast, she played with my chest hair, a virgin’s blush working its way down from her cheeks to her breasts, drawing my attention to her pretty pink nipples standing like stiff peaks. Was she turned on or was she cold? God, I would love to find out. And it would be so easy. All I’d have to do was run my hand down between her legs. I bet she’d be wet.

      “Anywhere?” she asked softly.

      “Anywhere,” I said.

      “Even on this couch?”

      I hardened. I was sure she could feel it pressing against her side because her eyes widened, pupils dilated, turning those eyes of hers nearly black.

      She moved her hand down between us, traveling seductively across the expanse of my chest and lower down still, past my navel, until finally, her tiny hand gripped me. I nearly came right then and there.

      Her cheeks were still a pretty pink color, but her arousal was probably stronger than her embarrassment because she started to move her hand up and down my dick, causing it to twitch. Her inexperienced stroke caused something to stir in me: One part attraction, one part affection, and a whole lot of love for the one girl who had become my everything.

      When she moved back to the tip again, I groaned and gently pushed her hand out of the way. “Not now, love. I need to feed you. Then we have a lot to discuss.”

      She gently let go of my dick, her blush turning a deeper shade of red before she buried her face into my chest. I smiled and held her there, holding her close. I wondered if she could feel the heavy thump of my heartbeat, how fast it beat, how out of control it was. She did that.

      After a minute or two of enjoying the delicate feminine form in my arms, I moved up so that she was looking at me. “Are you hungry?”

      She opened her mouth to answer, but her stomach beat her to it, letting out a loud grumble. I laughed, and though she seemed embarrassed, she was laughing along with me. She was just too cute.

      “Come now, love, let’s go eat breakfast,” I said.

      She nodded eagerly, and instead of letting her out of my arms, I sat up with her on my lap and carried her to the kitchen.

      Our clothes were in a messy heap on the floor. I quite liked the image it presented. It didn’t speak of regret but passion. Unadulterated passion. Of course, when I set her down, she didn’t stay. She walked over to the clothes and pulled on my shirt. After a brief moment of hesitation, she grabbed my boxers and, avoiding my eyes, held them out to me.

      “You want me to dress?” I teased.

      “You’re distracting me,” she said.

      I laughed but grabbed them from her anyway. If she thought my boxers would protect her from me, she had another thing coming.

      She sat on the barstool by the kitchen island, looking curiously around the modest kitchen.

      “How long have you been living here?” she asked.

      “Two years.”

      She looked skeptical about my response. I didn’t blame her. My apartment was understocked with just the bare essentials to get me by. What this place needed was a woman’s touch. And not just any woman—Abby’s. It needed Abby just like I needed Abby. I needed her here with me every night for the rest of my life. Just the thought of sending her back to her apartment, with the cracked foundation and questionable people, makes me want to punch a hole through the wall.

      Surely she could see the logic in me wanting to keep her forever.

      I scooped up some eggs onto two plates, then stacked some pancakes onto two smaller plates, with syrup, before setting it all out in front of her. She took in all the food with hungry eyes, and I was happy to see the events of last night hadn’t affected her too much. Grabbing the seat next to her, I pulled her in as close to me as possible. She ate with one hand, the other she had resting on my thigh. We didn’t speak for the rest of the meal, and although it should have felt awkward, it was anything but. It was as if we had known each other our whole lives.

      After we finished, I quickly brought our plates to the sink and stood in front of her. She looked up at me with affectionate eyes, and I was sure my expression mirrored hers. Without another word, she raised her arms, an invitation to be held. I gladly bent down so she could hang onto my neck, and carried her up in my arms.

      “I like it when you carry me,” she said softly.

      “Good. Because I like it when I have you in my arms.”

      Her full lips tilted upward in a small smile that almost seared me to the very core. I would do just about anything for that smile.

      I brought us back to my room, sitting down with my back against the headboard and Abby on my lap. I pulled the shirt up slightly and moved my hands underneath, caressing the small of her back, feeling the two dimples there, and moving down to the curve of her backside.

      “What did you want to talk about?” she asked.

      “Us.”

      Her brows furrowed. “I don’t understand. Am I not yours already?”

      My gaze softened. “Yes, mine. You’re mine.”

      I leaned down, and she rested her head on my chest, her arms going around my waist. “Don’t let me go, Lucas,” she whispered. “I’m already too in love with you.”

      My heart skipped a beat. I waited a moment, making sure my voice wouldn’t catch when I said, “I love you, too, Abby.”

      Her arms tightened around me.

      I ran my fingers through the soft strands of her hair until she was looking at me.  She tilted her head up, her eyes begging me to kiss her, so I did that.

      I covered her mouth with my own, adding a gentle bite as my tongue sought entry. She opened her lips for me with a gasp, and I delved in, exploring her mouth as if it were the first time I had ever kissed a girl—hesitant at first until the sensation became too much, and I cupped the back of her neck, holding her to me, my movements growing bolder.

      We both moaned when I pulled off the shirt she was wearing, throwing it somewhere on the ground. She wouldn’t need that for a long while. I played with her nipples, liking the feel of them against my rough palm. Cupping one in my hand, I squeezed the full globe until she was squirming on top of me with need.

      When I thrust my hip upward, letting her feel what she was doing to me, she broke away from the kiss and looked me in the eyes. There was a fire in hers, something that had been absent before. And that fire was her confidence. Confidence in her sexual ability to turn me on like no other woman on the planet could. Confidence in us.

      She moved up a little and tugged at my boxers, letting out a frustrated sigh when she couldn’t get them further over my buttock.

      I grinned. “Don’t you regret making me put them on?”

      She glared at me. Like a little kitten showing claws for the first time. “Take them off,” she demanded.

      “Your wish is my command.”

      I deftly removed them, leaving them at the foot of the bed. My dick sprung out at her, fully erect, just begging for her attention. She didn’t let me wait long. Taking the full length in her hand, she stroked up and down until pre-cum made its way out the tip.

      She licked her lips. My balls tightened.

      “Abby,” I said, moving my hand between her legs and cupping her mound. She was wet and ready for me, but I didn’t want to finish this. Not like this. Not yet.

      I moved her hand out of the way and positioned her so that her back was against the mattress, and I was on my side, hand still touching her tender flesh.

      “Spread your legs,” I said. She did as I asked without hesitation. “Good girl.” I sat up and bent her knees until they touched her chest, exposing her to me like never before.

      “I love looking at you,” I said, one hand holding her in her position, the other running gently down from between her ass cheeks, the tight hole of her ass puckering, before reaching her vagina.

      She gasped when I moved back to the puckered entrance of her backside, inserting the tip of my finger there. “Soon,” I told her. “I’m going to take you right here.”

      “There?” she asked innocently.

      I gave her a devilish smile. “There.” She clenched around my finger. “My baby likes the sound of that, doesn’t she?”

      She didn’t answer. But she didn’t need to. Her arousal running down between her legs was answer enough. I groaned and pulled out of her, rubbing my palm against her pussy. She tried to move, but the position I had her in left her at my mercy.

      “Lucas,” she said. And it was the sweetest sound I had ever heard, hearing my name uttered from those lips of hers.

      “Do you want to come, Abby?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Yes, please. Now!”

      My eyes rolled back, and I held my breath to keep the pressure from building. She was going to be the death of me, but oh, what a sweet way to go.

      “Fuck!” I shouted.

      Without a thought, I let her go and spread her legs, crawling between them until my face was in front of her pussy.

      She grabbed ahold of my shoulders, trying to pull me in, but I resisted. This girl had destroyed what little control I had around her. I needed to at least pretend I still had some left, because I already gave her too much power to destroy me.

      “Abby,” I groaned out.

      “Please, Lucas. I need you so bad. Don’t make me wait.”

      I buried my face between her legs. She let out a desperate cry as I ate her out like a hungry man set before the world’s greatest feast. Because that was what she was to me. I licked her swollen flesh before pushing my tongue inside her, loving how her arousal gushed out, loving the sweet taste of her. I will never get enough of this. I would eat her out for the rest of my life.

      I kept moving until I felt her tremble and then tighten around me before she threw her head back and came. And I kept my eyes on her, memorizing the face she made. The way her lips parted, the soft sounds that were coming from them.

      Afterward, I kissed my way up her body, stopping briefly at some of my favorite places, before I maneuvered us around so that she was lying on top of me. I was still hard, but that was something I could take care of later on. Right now, I just wanted to lay here with her in my arms, counting each precious heartbeat while she ran her palm up and down my arms, comforting me in a way no one had ever done before.
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      I spent the weekend with Lucas. And it was the best weekend of my life.

      We spent a good portion of it with him teaching me all about the art of pleasure. I came so many times, I lost track by Sunday morning. The rest of the time we spent talking. We never left the apartment. Inside, it felt safe. As if the dangers of the world couldn’t hurt us as long as we stayed where we were.

      I wished it were that simple.

      Monday morning, he drove me home to get some clothes. I didn’t want to go. I knew we couldn’t possibly have stayed at his place forever, but I was sad to see the real world penetrating our beautiful bubble.

      Lucas must have sensed my mood, because he held onto my hand tightly on our way to my apartment, never once letting go. He escorted me to the third floor, waited patiently while I unlocked the door, and then we were inside.

      I wasn’t sure what his impression of my place was, but I could feel my cheeks heating in shame. Though his place wasn’t much bigger than mine, it was ten times nicer, and his neighbors weren’t as weird.

      I supposed my place had its charm. Many college kids were living in this apartment complex, and the place was clean, but again, it wasn’t in the nicest parts of town, and living alone in a place like this frightened me.

      I went into my room and looked for clothes to wear to school. Lucas quietly followed me in, his eyes zeroing in on the cardboard boxes stacked up on one another in the corner.

      “Did you just move in?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah, three weeks ago.”

      “Why haven’t you unpacked?”

      I shrugged. I didn’t know what to say. That this place never really felt like home? Despite all my efforts to get away from my family home, I still kept it open as plan B should all else fail.

      I was absently running my fingers along the fabric of my favorite black t-shirt when Lucas made a sound at the back of his throat, drawing my attention back to him. Without another word, he walked over to me and, placing each hand on my waist, pulled me in.

      “Move in with me, Abby,” he said.

      My eyes widened in surprise. “What?”

      “Move in with me, baby.”

      “I…I don’t know what to say. Don’t you think we’re moving too fast?”

      Lucas ran his hands up and down my arms, causing electrical currents to run up my skin. I shivered.

      “You feel that, too? This is what you do to me as well. You make it so that I can no longer focus on anything else but you. Move in with me. We both know how inevitable it is.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t. I already signed the lease.”

      “We’ll figure it out. But I need you in my arms every night. I need you in my apartment, making it a home. I just… need you.”

      I didn’t know what to say. The truth was, I wanted to say yes. But were we moving too fast? And what happens if things went south and I ended up out on my ass? Because as much as I wanted us to last, I couldn’t help but feel like this might just be too good to be true.

      And if he left me, I’d break.

      “Give me time,” I answered softly.

      He looked like he wanted to say more but changed his mind. He smiled at me, though it paled in comparison to the ones he usually shot my way. I knew I hurt him then. But I didn’t want to hurt him.

      I turned away, suddenly unsure of myself, when his arms were there, wrapped around my waist, preventing me from going anywhere.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered in my ears.

      I turned and frowned. “What are you sorry for? For needing me?”

      He shook his head. “I will never be sorry for that. I’m sorry for putting all this on you. I’ve been spoiled with your affection. I wanted you all to myself.”

      I smiled and leaned in against his strong, capable chest. “I want you all to myself as well. But can’t you see how overwhelming this is for me? I spent so long being alone, and now that I have you, I don’t want to lose you.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. You’re stuck with me.”

      “Give me time,” I said softly. “Time to get used to this. To you.”

      He nodded. “Take all the time you need. Just know I’m in this with you for the long haul.”

      I smiled and buried my face in his chest, inhaling his scent and letting him comfort me.

      “Come on, let’s get you to school.”

      “Should you be seen here…with me?” I asked. “We might run into someone we know.” After all, there were at least five other students from the university on my floor alone.

      He smiled, showing his teeth, and I shuddered, a sensation that was becoming very familiar to me, starting deep in my belly and going lower still.

      “I’m careful,” he said.

      I blushed, looking away. My fist tightened around the shirt I was holding, and avoiding his gaze, I said. “Let me go change.”

      I tried to move away, but Lucas wouldn’t let go. I looked at him curiously.

      He smirked. “Let me help you.”

      My sex clenched. “I don’t think we have enough time.”

      Lucas held me still with one hand, while moving the other up and down my waist, so close to touching the bottom of my breast. “Nonsense. I always have time for you.” He cupped my breast through the shirt, eliciting a moan out of me. “Baby, you’ll let me, won’t you?”

      “Let you do what?” I asked, though, at this point, I wouldn’t care what he did as long as I got to come.

      He leaned down and licked my ear before he whispered, “Taste you.”

      I lost all reason beyond that point. How I managed a nod was a mystery. Lucas was looking at me as if I was something to be devoured. I felt too vulnerable in one of his thin white shirts and my jeans. Could he see the outline of my nipples from where he stood? They were heavy and tender, begging for his attention.

      As if he read my mind, he stood behind me, playing with my breast roughly, and when he pinched my nipple, my legs nearly gave out. His hand moved to the hem of my shirt before moving back up again, this time inside the shirt, his palm warm against my sensitive skin. He cupped my breasts, one in each hand, squeezing before moving his hand down once again to the button of my jeans.

      I felt him unbutton them and undo the fly. The whole time, his gaze never left mine. Before I knew what was happening, he had his hand inside my panties, cupping my pussy.

      He let out a feral growl. “I love how wet you get when you’re turned on,” he said, delving his fingers between the lips and entering me. I held onto his forearms, trying to keep balance, but it was all for nothing once he moved his magical fingers, slowly at first, then more forcefully. I closed my eyes against the sensation he brought on. I leaned against him, using his body for support, trying to move my hips along the rhythm set by his hand.

      “Lucas!”

      He pulled out of me, his eyes flashing dangerously. “I need to see all of you,” he said urgently, his hands fumbling for my clothes. I was surprised he didn’t rip anything when he finally removed the last of them, leaving them on the floor in a messy heap before walking us toward my bed.

      He pushed me down gently, standing in front of me, his hungry eyes took in every square inch of my skin as if he hadn’t laid eyes on it before. I squirmed when his gaze paused in certain areas longer than others.

      While he undressed, I moved my eyes straight to his erect penis.

      My arousal was evident to anyone looking close enough, and Lucas was looking close enough. His lips tilted upward in that half smile I was already a little too in love with to think it arrogant. He leaned down and placed both hands on my outer thighs. I gasped out loud when he pulled me closer to the edge of the bed, pulling me closer to him.

      “Spread your legs,” he commanded.

      I did without hesitation. Over the past few days, I learned that Lucas was demanding in and out of the bedroom. And there was just something about it—about a man as powerful as he was, demanding from me more than I thought I could give, using my body for his pleasure—that turned me on like nothing else could.

      He crawled in the space between my legs, and I could feel his hot breath against my throbbing pussy.

      “Lucas,” I breathed out when he licked up the slit, his teeth playing with my clit roughly before he let go.

      My head rolled back against the mattress when I felt his mouth on me again, and this time, he didn’t stop. He placed an open-mouthed kiss on me before sucking on the lips and pushing his tongue inside.

      And when I felt the sensation might be too much, he proved me wrong by adding in a single finger while continuing to eat me out. I shamelessly tilted my hips up, getting as close to his mouth as possible. He didn’t seem to mind. Quite the opposite, as one of his hands tightened on my outer thigh while the other roamed up my body, cupping my breast, squeezing it as he ate out of me more intensely.

      “Lucas, please, let me come,” I begged. I needed to come, but each time I felt myself building up, he’d pull back, leaving me on the edge, restless and frustrated.

      I felt him smile against my sex, then he looked up, his lips glistening from my arousal. My thigh muscle clenched, the image almost too much to bear. He kissed his way up my body, until he was on top of me, his penis at my entrance. Without another word, he entered me, causing the bed to shake from the movement.

      Then he fucked me.

      The bed continued to move every single time he pounded into me, and I moved as well, grunting from both pleasure and pain. He didn’t stop until I came so hard, I blacked out for the briefest moment, brought back only when I felt him tremble and come, burying his seed in me.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck, ensuring he couldn’t go anywhere, and held him to me as we both rode out the waves of pleasure.

      He collapsed entirely on top of me, his weight a welcome anchor. I ran my hands up and down his sweaty back while he buried his face into my chest.

      “That was amazing,” he said after a moment of silence, his voice oddly hoarse.

      “Every time with you is amazing,” I whispered, afraid to make my voice go any higher.

      As long as we stayed with each other, nothing bad in the world could hurt me. I had grown to depend on his arms—on his presence—to make everything well in my life. Couldn’t he see how vulnerable he had made me?
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        * * *

      

      Driving to school was a bittersweet experience.

      For one thing, I loved school. I was always better in school than I was in real life. And going to Columbia had been like a dream, even for the short time I’d been going.

      But if Lucas got caught sleeping with one of his students, everything he had worked so hard for would go up in smoke. I didn’t think he should be driving me to school, but he insisted, and the man was as stubborn as he was beautiful.

      Lucas held my hand over the console the whole time, though we didn’t talk. I didn’t have the energy for small talk, and besides, it was never like that with Lucas. We could sit and talk for hours and hours—something we had done over the weekend when we weren’t fucking—and never get bored because our conversation was never superficial.

      I’d learned he grew up in Colorado and had three older sisters. He told me about his life growing up, and though I’d claimed to trust him, I hesitated when he looked at me expectantly, hoping I would tell him about my family life, too. I opened my mouth to do it but found the words wouldn’t come.

      The truth of the matter was, I was ashamed. The ways we grew up were vastly different from one another. Where he had a big, loving family; I had a big, lonely, cold house. His parents sounded wonderful, whereas mine were only wonderful to their friends. Would he look down on me after he heard about how I had let everyone walk all over me?

      I didn’t know, and I didn’t want to know. Lucas had sensed my hesitation, and instead of being angry, he pulled me to his side and comforted me as best he could. I reveled in his contentment and hoped that he would be my happily ever after.

      But the university loomed over us like a black cloud. I couldn’t very well ask him to give up his job for me, and Lucas would never ask me to stop going to school, so we were back to where we started—being a secret to the world.

      He parked in the parking garage, pulling the keys out of the ignition. We sat in the car for a moment, neither of us wanting to leave.

      “We’ll figure something out soon. I promise,” he said.

      I looked at him and smiled. Yes, I believed he would figure something out. Taking off my seatbelt, I leaned up and kissed him, taking him by surprise. He let me control the kiss at first, though I wasn’t fooled: I knew he would soon take over like he usually did.

      I smiled against his lips when I felt his hand on my waist, keeping me to him, his lips moving over mine, his tongue seeking entry. Teasing him, I bit his bottom lip until he let out a growl. His hand tightened before he completely devoured me with the kiss.

      I moaned into his mouth, letting him take as much of me as he wished. I was his. All his. And when his hand found my tender breast, he fondled it through the thin material of my shirt. I gasped and let go of him when he pinched my nipple, looking up to meet heated eyes.

      He looked around the garage quickly, confirming no one was there, and tugged at my shirt, pulling it up and letting it rest against my collarbone so my breasts hung out.

      “We shouldn’t,” I halfheartedly protested. He silenced me with a kiss, his hands continuing the torturous caress of my breasts before roughly squeezing them. I felt my panties grow wet.

      “Just let me make you come. You looked so down all morning, baby. Let me make this better.”

      How could I resist? I nodded.

      He smiled at me, a wicked smile, as he moved his hand down to the waistband of my jeans. I lifted my hips upward, and he did quick work to pull them down enough that my bare mound was exposed to him. The jeans hindered my movements in the cramped car, but it didn’t matter to Lucas as he cupped me between my legs and began to rub unforgivingly.

      I thrashed about, moving closer to his hand, and his movements never once halting, first against my clit, then down the slit to my opening, not entering me, but playing with me. I threw my head back and screamed his name, so sure that if someone were around, they would have heard.

      I grew lax against the car door after, unable to move, as Lucas looked over my breasts to my pussy. He groaned and reached down. I looked down, too, and found I was still wet from my arousal, and it only grew wetter the longer he touched me.

      “Lucas,” I pleaded. I wasn’t sure what I was begging for. He shushed me, gently pulling my shirt down and my jeans up. He straightened me out as if I were a child and gave me a tender kiss on my cheek.

      “Go, Abby, before I give into temptation and take you right here.”

      I frowned, not seeing the problem with that.

      He pointed at his watch, and I saw what he meant. We were both late… for his class.

      I smiled at him and quickly jumped out of the car, rushing to his classroom, hoping that by the time I arrived, my face would be back to normal and the scent of sex didn’t cling to my skin.

      My face was still flushed when Lucas arrived ten minutes late to class. I didn’t want to know what had kept him in the car that long. I blushed just thinking about it.

      As he had warned me before—to keep the other students from suspecting anything—he would ignore me for the rest of our class, and I was to keep my head down and not draw attention to myself.

      Easy enough.

      At least it was easy until I noticed someone in the front row was eyeing my Lucas with the same expression I probably wore on my face whenever I caught sight of him.

      Barely restrained rage traveled up my spine whenever the pretty girl up front would move a certain way that was sure to expose her assets to Lucas’s gaze, or whenever she raised her hand and answered a question correctly. A question that I could have easily answered correctly to impress him.

      I wished he would stop picking her to answer his questions.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew I was being irrational. But it was harder and harder to remember why I had to remain invisible in his class when all I wanted was to have his beautiful eyes on me.

      I was possessive when it came to Lucas Hamilton, and I hated the way the other girls eyed him. I hated it most when I couldn’t stand in front of the classroom and claim the man as mine. The thought depressed me some, and I deflated in my seat.

      Lucas stuttered in his lecture, and when I looked up to see why, I found his eyes on me for a second, a frown marring his face before he went back to talking about last week’s homework.

      Homework that he’d helped me complete.

      I kept my head down the whole time, and doodled his initials on my notebook until he dismissed the class.

      I kept my gaze on the floor when I packed my stuff and was halfway out the door when I heard my name called out. I paused and slowly turned around, meeting warm brown eyes.

      “A word, please. I want to talk to you about the homework you turned in.”

      I frowned and nodded. I knew he didn’t want to talk about my homework. It was flawless. And I was sure we were violating some ethics code. Perhaps he should stop helping me with my homework and have someone else grade my assignments.

      I waited off to the side, leaning against the brick wall, waiting for the other students to pass. Only one refused to move away from his desk, leaning down so low it was past indecent. Even from where I stood, I could tell her bra was pink.

      She spoke in a low voice, low enough that I could only hear a few words here and there. Still, it didn’t matter, because the expression on her face said it all. I knew she was interested in him, and it killed me that I couldn’t walk up to them and tell her to back the fuck off.

      So I remained quiet, my arms crossed, hoping she would be done with whatever she needed to say soon.

      A headache started to form at the back of my head, and I closed my eyes and leaned back against the wall, not paying any more attention to them.

      I opened my eyes, startled, when the classroom was suddenly enclosed in silence, and found Lucas next to me, so close his lips almost touched mine. I jumped back, but the wall prevented me from going any further, and then Lucas was there, his arms wrapped around me, directing my head to his chest.

      I relaxed in his arms, seeking out his warmth.

      “I know this is hard on you,” he said as he ran his fingers through my hair. I winced a little when it got tangled at the end. Lucas gentled his touch, untangling it before he continued. “This is hard for me, too, you know.”

      I grumbled in his chest.

      “What was that?”

      Tilting my head back so that I could see him, I repeated, “But you’re not the one having to witness other girls throwing themselves at you.”

      He frowned. “No one is throwing themselves at me.”

      My eyes made their way to his desk, indicating the girl that was just there.

      “Karen?” He shook his head. “She’s not throwing herself at me.”

      I scowled. He smiled. “This isn’t funny.”

      “Ah, baby. I’m not laughing at you. Don’t be mad.”

      “Yeah, okay. I have to go to my next class.”

      I moved out of his arms, and then it was his turn to scowl. “Don’t I get a kiss?”

      He pouted.

      My lips twitched as I tried to keep from smiling. I made my way toward him. When I was within reaching distance, he impatiently pulled me into his arms and kissed me.

      Lucas kisses the same way he fucks: passionately and wholeheartedly. I had never been kissed like that before.

      When he pulled away, I gasped out for air, my eyes dazed, and I was noticeably wet between my legs. I wondered how I was supposed to walk out of his classroom now. Not when all I wanted to do was jump him.

      “I’ll see you after, and we can drive home, okay?”

      I nodded and walked away. I didn’t correct him when he referred to his home as mine. Even though I hadn’t given him my answer, we both knew what it would be. The only thing left to do was move everything from my place to his, and we would take our first step toward our life together.

      The thought scared me as much as it exhilarated me.
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      The whole day passed by in a blur. Abby was never far from my mind. Everything in my life thus far was divided into two sections: my life before Abby, and my life after.

      I was always so disciplined in everything I did. I worked my ass off to get to where I was, and suddenly this girl—who weighed no more than a hundred pounds, soaking wet, and was half my size—tumbled into my life and turned everything upside down. And I couldn’t even be angry about it.

      I counted down the minutes to when I could see her again, and when class finally let out, I didn’t stay behind like usual. I collected all my things and walked out of the classroom, heading straight for the parking garage.

      When I found my car, I also found a small body curled up on the passenger seat, fast asleep. A smile burst through as I walked over to that side of the car and opened the door. She didn’t even stir. I was sure it was because of how late I kept her up.

      Just thinking about it got my dick hard, and I shifted around from where I crouched on the ground. I moved a stray hair from her face and leaned in to take her lips on mine. She sighed softly before her arms wrapped around my neck, holding me to her. She didn’t need to worry. Now that I had her close, I wasn’t going anywhere.

      “Lucas,” she whispered against my lips.

      I smiled against hers. “Let’s go home,” I said. And it was home. Even though she hadn’t given me her answer, we both knew she was going home with me. And I’d be damned if I ever let her out of my sight again.

      I wanted her with me, pregnant with my child. Happy and carefree, the expression she only wore when it was the two of us. She never said anything, but I was sure the reason she always looked so guarded was because of her home life. Just the thought of someone hurting her made me want to ram my fist through the wall.

      Abby pulled away, and she smiled brightly at me. “I have something I want to tell you.”

      “Good news?” I asked, taking in her expression.

      “Yes. I found someone to take over my lease for the apartment.”

      My breath caught. “So this means you’ll officially move in with me?” I asked.

      “Officially? When did I unofficially move in?” she teased.

      I growled. “Baby, you moved in the minute I brought you home.” She moved into my heart the minute I laid eyes on her. It was only fair that she moved in with me as well. Especially when she had made me addicted to her.

      She laughed. “Yeah, okay. Drive me back to the apartment? I need to grab my stuff.”

      I agreed. Giving her a brief kiss, I stood up and walked to the driver’s seat.

      “Who did you get to take over your lease?” I asked once I was settled in.

      “My friend Dereck. His lease is ending soon, and he doesn’t want to renew it since his roommate is moving in with his girlfriend. He needed something cheap, so I offered him my place.”

      My eyes narrowed. “And this Dereck, how did you meet him?”

      Her eyes mirrored mine as she looked me over. And when she didn’t answer, I shifted about in my seat, suddenly uncomfortable. I was never the sort of man to let others affect me so easily. But I was beginning to see Abby was the exception to my every rule.

      “What?” I asked when she still hadn’t answered my questions.

      One corner of her mouth tilted upward into a half smile. I was sure she learned that smile from me. “You’re jealous,” she said.

      Denying it was on the tip of my tongue, but she was right. I was jealous—an emotion I had never experienced before. “You sound awfully pleased,” I grumbled.

      “It’s only fair.”

      I raised one eyebrow in question.

      “Now you know how I felt when I saw that girl talking to you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “She’s harmless,” I argued.

      How could Abby even see Karen as a threat? How could she even see any other women out there as a threat? She should know she had already captured my heart.

      “Just like Dereck is harmless.” I didn’t say anything. “Because you know he is, right?”

      I turned toward her and smiled. Cupping her cheek, I took in her big eyes and said softly, “Yeah, I know. Let’s get you home.”

      “What about my stuff?”

      “Later,” I said. “Right now, I really, really need to get you home.”

      She let out an amused chuckle when I quickly started the car, but I could see the heat in her eyes. She impatiently took in my body from where she sat, as if she couldn’t wait to devour me whole.

      She grabbed my hand and kissed the inside of my wrist. “Take me home and make love to me, please,” she said with a smile. I felt the kiss all the way down to my dick, and suddenly, having her home seemed even more important.

      I checked the rearview before I pulled out, and sped my way home, breaking just about every traffic law in the book.

      When I finally pulled into the complex, I got out quickly and carried her up to our apartment, letting her unlock the door for us before pushing it closed with my foot. I kissed her, my mouth moving over hers forcefully, and she was right there with me. When I entered my tongue inside, she suckled on it, and my legs nearly gave out from underneath me.

      I rushed us to the bedroom and set her on the bed on her knees. She looked up at me expectantly. I knew what she wanted then: for me to help her out of her clothes. I gladly did it, pushing her to lay down across the bed when I got to her jeans and pulling them down along with her panties until her pussy was exposed to my gaze. I licked my lips and noticed her thighs clenched.

      “Oh, baby,” I said, almost breathlessly. Crawling on top of her, still fully clothed, I let her feel just how hard I was when I pushed in against her soft parts. “Feel that? Feel what you do to me?”

      She gasped out loud before wrapping her legs around my hips, securing me in place. I rocked my hips back and forth, seeking out that delicious friction. Her moans echoed in the room before my name was uttered from her lips. When I quickened my movement, I felt her tense up before she trembled in my arms, and letting out a cry, she came. I moved my hand between us and petted her clit, prolonging her orgasm.

      Heaven. She was my heaven, and I’d spend the rest of my life worshiping her.

      When she came back, she moved her hand to the collar of my shirt and started unbuttoning it, letting out a low growl when the slight shake of her hand prevented her from doing so efficiently.

      I smiled and leaned down, taking her lips in mine. Her movement paused as I deepened the kiss, only to have her break away first, glaring up at me.

      “Off. I want it off.”

      I didn’t say anything as I moved back from the bed and stood in front of her. She eyed me hungrily as I slowly removed my clothes, my cock only getting harder when I looked at her already-spread thighs and found her pussy still wet from her first orgasm. She squirmed, and when I finally had the last piece of clothing off, her eyes descended upon my body.

      The heat in her eyes was enough to make me desperate for her. Once again, I crawled up her body and entered her roughly, only holding still when I was fully inside. I tenderly cupped her cheeks, a silent plea for her not to look away as I moved.

      I hadn’t worn protection since she and I made love for the first time. She could be pregnant with my child at the very moment. The possibility of her pregnant took hold, and would not let go. I knew she was still young. But there was something about having a part of me inside her…

      She would forever be mine.

      I moved faster and faster until I felt her build-up.

      “Touch yourself,” I told her. I couldn’t bring myself to do it, not when my hands were shaking too much. She did as I asked, bringing her hand down between our bodies, seeking out her swollen clit before she played with herself. She came just like that, triggering my own orgasm.

      I buried my face in her neck, afraid to say anything more. I didn’t want her to know that as strong as she made me out to be, she had become my weakness.

      Abby Hartford was the chink in my armor.
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      I wasn’t sure how long we lay in bed. It was certainly too early to be calling it a day, as much as I wanted to. I could stay in this bed with her forever.

      I knew she wasn’t asleep as I stroked up and down her naked back. But she didn’t say anything, perfectly content to just lay in the afterglow of our lovemaking.

      “Tell me about your family,” I said gruffly. Abby tensed on top of me.

      She avoided the topic so much that it made me more than curious. It made me furious, because whatever her reason was for hiding it from me, I could sense shame in her, and it was enough for me to want to hunt down anyone who had ever hurt her.

      “What do you want to know?” she asked after a long, unnatural silence.

      “Tell me what they’ve done to hurt you. And let me reassure you. Baby, with me, you never have to worry about that. I won’t let anyone hurt you.” Least of all, myself.

      She nuzzled her face into my chest, her hot breath sending goosebumps across my skin. I tightened my hold on her, kissing the top of her head before I went back to rubbing her back in soothing circles.

      “My parents… I grew up in one of the most affluent neighborhoods in town,” she said, still resting her head on my chest. It was probably easier for her this way, not having to meet my eyes.

      My silence encouraged her to continue. “It probably sounds typical, but my father spent too much time away, working, while my mother drank herself to oblivion, completely dependent on the bottles of wine she kept at home. And she was a mean drunk.”

      “Did she ever…did she ever hit you?” I asked. I wanted to know if someone had ever raised their hand on someone so pure, so innocent.

      “No, she was just abusive with her words. The marks she left on me couldn’t be seen.”

      “That doesn’t make it right.”

      I felt her shrug. “She was cruel to me in front of my school one day. And I guess that also gave the other kids incentive to be cruel to me.”

      I saw red, and Abby let out a whimper. I didn’t realize I was holding onto her so tightly. I loosened my arms and begged for forgiveness with my lips, placing butterfly kisses all over her head. “I’m sorry, baby.”

      “There’s nothing you need to apologize for. It's over. And now that I have you, I never have to go back, right?”

      “That’s right. You have me, always. And I will protect you until I take my last breath.”

      She kissed my chest. “I know. I know you will. I feel so safe with you, Lucas. It… it’s not something I’m used to, but I don’t want to ever go back.”

      “And you won’t have to,” I vowed. I would not let anything keep her away from me. Not even the university.
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      I breathed out a sigh of relief when I finally sat down, my swollen ankles thanking me profusely. Pulling my knees to my chest, or at least as far as I could get them in my current state, I started to rub them.

      Lucas walked out with a bowl of popcorn in his hand. He frowned down at me.  “Are your ankles bothering you?”

      I pouted a pitiful pout and nodded. I wanted him to rub my ankles like he’d done every night before we went to bed. His lips twitched to prevent a grin, and he set the bowl of popcorn down on the coffee table. Sitting on the other side of the sofa, he pulled my feet onto his lap and rubbed my ankles. Lucas had the magic touch. I leaned back against the cushion and closed my eyes.

      “God, I love it when you do this.”

      “I know,” he said. “I love doing it for you.”

      I sighed. “You are the best husband ever. I think I’ll keep you.”

      I giggled when he growled. “Woman, now that I have tied myself to you, there’s no way in hell you’ll ever escape.”

      Pulling my legs back, I climbed onto his lap, wrapping my arms around his neck. One hand automatically went to the small of my back, keeping me in place, while the other he had on my swollen belly.

      “I’ll love you forever, Lucas.”

      His eyes softened. “As will I.”

      We both looked down when the baby kicked, and though this wasn’t the first time it had happened, Lucas still stared at my belly with wonder and awe. Like he couldn’t possibly believe there was a life growing inside of me.

      We married two months after we met when I found out I was carrying his child. Lucas quit his job at the university and was currently working as a financial advisor for one of the top companies in New York, working his way up the corporate ladder. And though he was only starting out, he was making enough money that I would never have to worry about getting a job.

      But I still wanted one. I wanted my life to be defined by more than being a wife and a mother, even though there was nothing wrong with that. It just wasn’t me. But as much as I loved school, I knew I wouldn’t be able to attend the following year when the baby was born. And I was okay with that. I wasn’t in a rush. I was enjoying life to the fullest.

      Life was hectic and crazy, but it was good. Things were good. Lucas…he took care of me like no one had ever done before.

      “How did I ever get so lucky?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Baby, I’m the lucky one. The luckiest man to have you as his wife.”

      I smiled and snuggled into him. Lucas reached forward for the remote and pressed play on the TV.

      We stayed like that until the exhaustion of the pregnancy wore me out, and I fell asleep in his arms. Like every other night that it happened, Lucas carefully woke me up, carried me to our bedroom, stripped me of my clothes, and made love to me before I fell back into a blissful sleep.

      Yes, life was good with my dirty professor by my side.
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      I looked up at the apartment complex in front of me. It was to be my home for the next… however long it would take for me to get back on my feet.

      I couldn’t believe that at twenty-three, I had nothing but the clothes on my back and my car.

      That was it. I had lost everything. The fire took everything from me—my home, my clothes… everything. What little savings I had in the bank wasn’t enough for me to start over, and I was still waiting for the insurance check to come in. I knew it would be a while before they mailed me the check.

      Which meant it would be a while before I could actually get back on my feet again, so here I was, standing in front of a luxury apartment complex shared by my older brother and his roommate. Luckily for me, their third roommate had moved out about a month ago with his new fiancée.

      Taking a deep breath, I walked inside the building, took the three flights of stairs up to the third floor, and knocked on the door. Then I waited.

      And waited.

      And waited.

      I sighed in frustration. I knew my brother, Jaxon, wasn’t home, but he had told me his roommate was and would let me in.

      Maybe he went out to pick up some groceries? Maybe he didn’t want me to live with them in the first place, and he was sending a message.

      Deciding to try one last time, I lifted my fist and was about to knock when the door opened, revealing a very huge, shirtless man.

      I may or may not have let out a high-pitched squeak. I couldn’t be sure, not with all the blood rushing to my ears.

      The man’s eyes widened in surprise, and he seemed to sway a little on his feet before letting out a sigh that sounded suspiciously like “Fuck.” But that couldn’t be right, could it?

      I must have imagined it.

      I watched as he slowly recovered from his surprise, then his eyes made a slow perusal up and down my body, and one corner of his lips curved up in a mischievous smile. His blue eyes twinkled with some unnamed emotion. He had playful eyes. The kind that made him look like he was laughing at some joke no one else was privy to. I wanted to get in on the joke with him.

      “Why, hello there. What brings you to my door at eight in the morning?” he asked.

      He looked like he had just woken up, with his messy strands of blond hair all over the place. On him, disheveled looked very, very good. Did he ever brush his hair? I hoped the answer was no because I couldn’t imagine him looking any hotter than he did with bedhead. And he was hot. Like, panty-melting hot. And that blond scruff interspersed with copper that covered his entire jaw made me wonder how it would feel on the inside of my thighs…

      Yeah, I wasn’t going there. I looked up and met his blue eyes again, hoping he couldn’t tell what I was thinking. They were unnerving. Under his gaze, I might as well be naked.

      “Hi… My name is Bethany Cooper. I’m—”

      “I know who you are,” the man interrupted. “You’re Jaxon’s little sister.”

      I nodded, even though he didn’t ask me a question. He opened the door a little wider for me to walk in, but he didn’t move out of my way.

      I waited for him to do so, but after a minute, I realized he wasn’t going to. He wanted me to squeeze by him to get inside. Why? Was he testing me? To see if I would do it or not? I lifted my chin, and his smile widened just a fraction.

      I knew my face was red, but I didn’t look away from his eyes. I walked past him to get inside, tensing a little when the back of my hand accidentally touched his stomach. I knew it would be rock-hard. How could it not be when he was sporting the world’s sexiest eight-pack?

      The man was trouble.

      I set my keys down on the clean granite countertop and looked around my new home. It was big and beautiful. Black leather couches sat adjacent to each other, facing the large flat-screen TV mounted to the wall. Dark hardwood floors covered the entirety of the apartment, and a glass coffee table was centered in the spacious living room. That was all.

      I knew Jaxon had been living here for the past five years. Yet the apartment was sparsely filled with furniture. Apparently, men were a different kind of breed altogether.

      From what I could see, the whole place screamed bachelor pad, but it was clean. Too clean. I almost asked if he actually lived here with my brother or not.

      When I turned back around, I found his eyes on me once again. I tripped on my own feet and would have fallen down had he not been there. He grabbed me around my waist and hauled me up until my body was plastered against his.

      All I could do was stare at him with wide eyes while I tried to think of where I could put my hands that didn’t feel inappropriate. I settled them on his shoulder, yet the very touch felt obscene. My cheeks burned.

      He smiled. “Be careful. We wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself, now would we?”

      I shook my head quickly. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “Um… what’s your name?” That was the one thing Jaxon didn’t tell me. I hadn’t even bothered asking.

      “Callum Greyson.”

      “Callum Greyson,” I repeated. It was a nice name. I gave him a small smile, my hands unconsciously running up and down those hard biceps.

      Gosh, they were huge. Bigger than my thighs, I was sure.

      Why was that so hot to me?

      And when he pulled me in tighter, it finally registered where we were and that we were practically strangers to each other. Yet he was still holding on to me like he didn’t want to let go. I wiggled out of his arms, and he released me after a moment or two.

      “Let me show you to your room.”

      I diligently followed behind him.

      My room was small, but like the rest of the house, it was clean. A queen-size bed that took up most of the space, a dresser, and a small desk in the corner.

      There were gray and green bed sheets and a window that looked out onto the city. A room with a view.

      I loved it already.

      “Thank you.” I smiled at Callum. He smiled back. There was something in his smile that made my heart rate speed up. I could almost see the cogs turning in his head.

      He had something planned, and somehow it felt like I was a part of that plan. I didn’t know if I even wanted to be a part of it or not.

      “Rest up. I’m sure your brother will be home soon.” He walked out the door before I could even say anything.
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      What the hell was that?

      My hands shook slightly as I closed the door to her bedroom. It was no wonder Jaxon was overprotective of her. Hell, if I had a little sister who looked the way Bethany did, I would never let her out of my sight.

      “Fuck,” I said softly to myself.

      She was tiny.

      The top of her head barely reached my shoulders. With innocent gray eyes and a light scattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose, she made me want to do nothing more than hide her away from the world. Surely it was a sin to expose an innocent like her to such a cruel world. I would protect her well.

      Yet her long, luscious brown hair had made a bastard like me think of nothing but how it would feel to grab those soft strands and pull while I pounded into her from behind. She was the perfect combination of innocence and seduction.

      I adjusted myself as I walked over to my own room, my balls feeling too heavy and my dick straining in my gray sweats. Thank God she didn’t notice when we were in her room. I imagined Jaxon would beat the shit out of me if he knew. And it would be well deserved.

      I closed the door to my room quietly behind me and leaned back against the wall. She was going to be living with us indefinitely.

      How could I resist that sweet allure?

      And more importantly, did I want to? I could tell by the way her gray eyes watched me that she was interested. She might be too innocent to know what she was getting into, but the want and desire were clearly written in her expression.

      And I was fucking tempted for a taste.

      I was screwed.

      “Fuck.”
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      Jaxon came home earlier than I had anticipated. I was only able to take a shower, washing the dirt and grime away.

      I had planned on taking a short nap, but that didn’t seem to be in my future.

      When I came out, I ran into Jaxon’s arms.

      He caught me easily enough, lifting me up until my feet no longer touched the ground. “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “I’m okay,” I answered honestly. Yeah, I had lost everything, but at the end of the day, I still had a roof over my head and food on the table. That was something a lot of people had to go without. I was blessed, and I knew it.

      My brother was only four years older than me, though it felt like he was decades older, always playing my protector. He was tall, really tall. He had at least two inches on Callum, who was already tall by anyone’s standards, but Jaxon had always been the tallest man I knew, coming in at six foot five inches of nothing but hard muscle.

      But Callum had him beat in bulk—whereas my brother had more of a swimmer’s build, Callum looked like he could play wide receiver for the NFL. Like me, Jaxon had brown hair and gray eyes. Unlike me, he had a square jawline and high cheekbones. He could very well be considered model-pretty.

      Standing next to him, I had always felt plain, though it had been said a time or two that we did look alike.

      “I can take you shopping for clothes in a couple of days. You think you can make do until then?” I nodded. It wasn’t like I planned on going anywhere. In addition to losing my home, I had also lost my job the day before.

      “Good,” Jaxon said, giving me a brief kiss on my forehead. He held on to me a little longer than usual, as if he didn’t want to let me go, before setting me down on my feet. “I don’t want you to worry about anything, okay, sweetheart? I’m going to take care of you.”

      I nodded and shot him a small, grateful smile.

      And I knew he meant it. Jaxon was more than capable of taking care of himself and me, even without his inheritance.

      Jaxon and I grew up rich. And we’d both had trust funds set up in our names since long before we were even born. But unlike Jaxon, I wouldn’t have access to my inheritance until I reached the age of thirty. That was seven years from now, and my father, the trustee of our funds, didn’t want either of us to depend so much on our money.

      It wasn’t like I could complain. Seven years was nothing, and I could easily adapt to these changes. I couldn’t complain because I knew I was luckier than most people, and I didn’t want to be like most people I grew up with, feeling entitled to things I didn’t earn.

      Besides, I was much better off than Jaxon regarding our inheritance. I only had to wait until I reached a specific age. Jaxon wouldn’t have access to his inheritance until he married. And there was a small clause in there that said Jaxon’s future wife would receive 5 percent of his inheritance. Not a significant amount of money, but more than enough for most people.

      My dad was worried Jaxon would be a forever bachelor, never settling down.

      I knew it came from a good place, and that my dad didn’t want either Jaxon or me to grow up spoiled and unambitious. We’d had to work for a living since our eighteenth birthdays, and even now, when the fire had taken everything from me, my dad wouldn’t relent and give me the funds I needed early. It was times like this when I wished my dad wasn’t such a hard-ass all the time.

      One of the many reasons I chose to live with my brother rather than go back home, like my dad wanted me to.

      I stared after my brother as he walked away from me and into the kitchen, probably looking for something to eat.

      Jaxon had just graduated from law school and was starting out at one of the law firms within walking distance from here. And although he was still pretty new at his job, they were already paying him nicely, so I could see why he could afford a place like this. I wondered what Callum did for a living. I never got the chance to ask him, though I was sure it was something similar to what my brother was doing. They met in law school.

      I turned when movement caught my eye. Callum was in the living room, sitting on the couch. He was back to staring at me, that mischievous grin in place. I both hated and loved the effect that smile had on me.

      I walked over to the couch and sat down next to him. Close enough that if he were to reach out, we’d touch.

      We stared at the TV for a long while, the screen showing some football game and the volume on mute.

      “Do you like football?” Callum asked suddenly.

      Startled by his voice, I jumped a little. I heard his soft chuckle as I tried to remember what he had just asked me. My voice didn’t sound like my own when I finally spoke. “Not really. I don’t really watch it.”

      “We can change the channel if you want,” he suggested.

      “No, it’s okay.” I shook my head and refused to take the remote from him. Shrugging, he placed the remote back on the glass coffee table.

      “What do you do for a living?” I asked after a moment of silence of two. I blushed when he looked over at me, and I realized how demanding that must have sounded.

      “I work at the same law firm as your brother,” he answered, keeping his eyes on me. I stared into their blue depths, and my heart skipped a beat. I could get lost in those Caribbean blues.

      I didn’t realize we had both moved in a little closer to each other until I looked down and found his lips just half an inch away from mine. All I had to do was move forward a little, and our lips would touch. It was so easy.

      “Move over, Bethany,” Jaxon said as he sat down next to me with a bowl of popcorn. Both Callum and I looked away from each other. The moment was officially lost.

      “Who’s winning, man?” Jaxon asked as he looked at the screen. He grabbed the remote and turned up the volume. Callum didn’t answer him, not that Jaxon noticed. He was already too focused on the game. It had always been like that growing up. Jaxon was a football fanatic. I didn’t think he had ever missed a game.

      I looked back at Callum, wondering why he was so quiet, only to lose my breath when I noticed just how close he was to me again. When he turned to look at me, I quickly directed my attention back to the TV.

      Five minutes later, my heart was still beating like I had just finished a marathon. There was something wrong with me. I had never been the type of girl to get so worked up over a guy.

      It wasn’t like me to act so weird just because a man happened to be close by. I’d been a bit of a loner ever since I was little, and the kids from school had found me weird. I’d always thought there was something wrong with me because, even in my teenage years, I’d never found any of the boys to be worth my time.

      I was… content with that. Not happy exactly, but content.

      I never got my heart broken. I never shared a piece of myself with anyone else, and, I supposed, you could find a blessing in that.

      But here I was, hyperventilating over someone I had just met that day, and just because he was sitting so close to me.

      I jumped a little when I felt Callum’s hand on my lower back.

      “Are you okay?” Jaxon asked, taking his eyes away from the TV long enough to look over at me.

      “Y-yeah,” I stuttered out.

      When Jaxon returned his gaze to the game, I turned and looked over at Callum.

      He was smiling that half-smile again. I knew he could feel my eyes on him. But he wouldn’t look my way, even as his hand began to move.

      He moved it up and down at first, causing goosebumps to rise across my arms. I shivered, and his smile widened just a fraction as he made his way down to the hem of my shirt.

      When he moved up again, his hand was touching my bare back.

      He drew lazy circles on my skin with his thumb. My breathing changed, and I hoped the TV was loud enough that Jaxon wouldn’t notice.

      I wasn’t sure what game Callum was playing, and I didn’t know if I wanted him to stop. He moved his hand up a little higher and paused when he realized I wasn’t wearing a bra.

      I should tell him to stop. I should get up and move as far away from him as possible.

      He was a danger to my carefully guarded heart.

      To my prided self-control.

      I didn’t say anything. Instead, I sat there, as still as a statue, anticipating his next move. His movements never faltered. I didn’t know what was happening between us, but whatever it was, I hoped it would never end.

      When the game finally ended, and after we all had dinner on the couch, I told the boys I was going to bed. Jaxon called out, “Good night,” but he was too engrossed in his phone to pay me any more attention.

      Callum spoke next, bringing my attention back to him. “Good night, Bethany. Sweet dreams.” He said the last part so softly, I would have missed it had I not been paying close attention.
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      I watched her go to her room, my heart beating so loud in my chest, I was surprised Jaxon didn’t hear it.

      A glance at him told me he was too busy texting on his phone to notice much. He was probably talking to his latest conquest, Lacey or Stacy, or something.

      Jaxon was a bigger manwhore than I ever was, but now that Bethany was living with us, I doubted he would be bringing anyone home.

      I wouldn’t either, for that matter, considering my dick had taken an interest in Bethany specifically, and it seemed like it would be impossible for me to even work up the motivation to find a stranger at the bar.

      Jaxon looked in the direction where Bethany had just disappeared, and shot me a roguish smile. “I have somewhere I have to be. You think Bethany will be okay if I leave the apartment for a few hours?”

      “Are you sure you need a few hours?” I joked.

      He scoffed. “Please, Tracy is always happy whenever I leave her place. Unlike you, I can go all night long.”

      Jaxon made an obscene gesture with his hips, and I laughed, pushing him off the couch. “I’m sure Bethany will be fine without you here for a few hours. She’s not a child.”

      That was something I had definitely noticed. Bethany had the kind of body men dreamed about in their sleep. Perky tits, round hips, a defined ass, and curves I had fantasized about since I laid eyes on her.

      My eyes couldn’t get enough of her.

      I could watch her for hours.

      Jaxon smiled and stood up. “I know I already said it, but I want to let you know I appreciate this. More than you know.”

      I waved away his thanks, more uncomfortable about it than I dared to admit. “I don’t mind. And we had a spare room.”

      Before we graduated, we needed a third roommate to help with the outrageous rent here. But ever since Jaxon and I started at the law firm, we made more than enough to rent an apartment by ourselves. Possibly even save for a house, though that was in the distant future.

      I had no plans to start a family now.

      Jaxon waved as he grabbed his jacket, car keys, and wallet and walked out of the apartment.

      And then it was me and Bethany alone in the apartment.

      I leaned back against the couch and let out a sigh. No matter what, I couldn’t cross that line with Bethany. Not only was she innocent, but she was Jaxon’s baby sister.

      I didn’t want to cross that line.

      I just had to hold on to my self-control.

      How hard could it possibly be?
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      Bethany was sent to this earth with the sole purpose of driving me insane, I was sure of it.

      It had been weeks since she moved in, and not a day went by that I didn’t want her. She was a temptation I didn’t know if I could resist. The forbidden fruit I dreamed of taking a bite out of every night.

      Just one bite.

      And it wasn’t just because she was incredibly beautiful, though she was that.

      It was the way she laughed, that amusing tilt of her full lips that were always present, and even those innocent glances of hers that didn’t feel so innocent after all.

      My heart begged to claw its way out of my chest whenever I watched her. I felt like a fourteen-year-old virgin all over again around her. I both hated and loved the feeling.

      “Move over, Callum,” Bethany said, coming up to me. I moved toward the armrest while Bethany sat beside me, a large bowl of popcorn on her lap. I eyed the bowl, wondering how she could fit so much food into such a tiny body. We’d just had a big dinner, and I was still feeling full.

      She shot me a grin and shoved a handful of popcorn in her mouth, a running joke between us about her eating habits.

      “Popcorn?” She held out some to me, her hand touching my chest, causing some of the popcorn to fall on my lap.

      I shook my head with a smile. “Nope.”

      I tweaked her side playfully. Despite the attraction between us, we’d worked up a friendship of sorts in the past weeks. One where I pretended I didn’t imagine her naked at least twenty times a day, and one where she pretended that being near me didn’t affect her.

      She scooted farther away from me and shot a glare my way.

      I grinned, snaking my arms around her waist and pulling her back by my side, right where she belonged. She tensed for only a second or so before relaxing into me.

      Had I ever felt so content, just hanging with another woman? I didn’t think so. Jaxon was gone, probably over to Tracy’s house. If his fuck buddy was curious why he no longer brought her home, I didn’t know.

      I didn’t even think she was all that important to him, or else he would have introduced her to Bethany already. And if Bethany was curious where Jaxon went off to some nights, she never asked.

      “Why are we watching this?” Bethany complained like I knew she would.

      “Because you got to pick last time. Now it’s my turn.”

      “Yes, but a scary movie, Callum?”

      I flashed her an impish grin. She was the biggest scaredy-cat I’d ever known. And I liked that she usually sought my protection during the gruesome scenes. I’d come to love these stolen moments between us.

      I didn’t say anything when she rested her head on my shoulder, and she didn’t say anything when I wrapped one arm around her shoulders, pulling her in close. It was an unspoken agreement between us. To get close, yet not acknowledge it.

      We were playing a dangerous game.
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      Bethany fell asleep halfway through the movie, and I watched her profile, knowing I had to move her soon. Jaxon would no doubt be coming home at any moment.

      He never spent the night with Tracy. He was trying to be here for Bethany as much as possible, which I thought was a little silly.

      Bethany wasn’t some child who needed constant supervision.

      I checked my watch for the time and found it was a little after eleven. I stayed where I was for the movie’s last fifteen minutes, though I had stopped paying attention to it about halfway through.

      I was too aware of her solid form resting against me to really take notice of anything else.

      And when the credits finally rolled, I reached for the remote and turned off the TV. Then, I removed a strand of brown hair that had fallen into her face and tucked it behind her ear, my fingertips making contact with her cheek.

      Bethany had the softest skin.

      Carefully, I moved her back to rest against the couch, and stood up. Then I lifted her up into my arms and walked to her room. Bethany didn’t even stir. Her nose wrinkled a little when I set her down on her bed. It was cute.

      I moved to pull the covers out from under her when I felt small hands on my neck. I paused, not really sure what she was doing, until I stared down at her and found her eyes looking up at me, half-lidded.

      “Bethany?”

      “Stay.”

      My entire body felt taut and stretched thin as I battled with indecision. But this was the kind of decision that I shouldn’t even entertain to begin with.

      “Please?” she asked softly, her warm hands moving across the skin on my neck.

      I let out a small exhale. “We shouldn’t do this, Bethany.”

      “We’re not doing anything. We’re going to sleep. I just need you to hold me in your arms for the night. Please, Callum.”

      She didn’t give me a chance to answer. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me down until I lay on top of her. I braced my weight on my elbows and met her eyes.

      We didn’t say anything for a long while, and then I moved us until we were both under the covers, with Bethany plastered against my side.

      She wrapped her arms around my waist and rested her cheek on my chest.

      My decision was made.

      I didn’t have the will to stay away from her. At least not tonight.

      I would stay with her for the night. And when morning came, we would go back to the way we were before.

      My arm tightened around her at the thought, while everything in me said not to let her go.
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      I resisted the urge to yawn and tried to focus on what one of our interns was saying. Something about a team meeting this afternoon.

      How long had she been talking for?

      I didn’t know.

      I took another long sip of my coffee, nodded, and leaned back against the chair.

      “So, um, what do you say, Callum?”

      Tiffany shot me an expectant look, and I tried to remember what she’d just asked me. It couldn’t be about work, could it? The longer I stared at her, not saying anything, the redder her face got.

      “I’m sorry, can you repeat that?”

      “Oh, I was just asking if you’re free this Friday. And if so, would you want to go out… with me?”

      I stared at her for a moment, unsure of what to say. On the one hand, Tiffany was an incredibly beautiful woman. With long blonde hair, big Bambi-like brown eyes, flawless skin, and a porn-star body, I could see why almost every male at the office, and some females, turned stupid at the sight of her.

      She was smart too. And super ambitious. She was going to Columbia University to get her law degree and was putting herself through school by bartending on the weekends, while interning here on the weekdays.

      She was… admirable.

      I doubted a girl like her would stay single long.

      On the other hand, there was no spark.

      I could look at her all day and appreciate the pleasing features of her perfectly symmetrical face and still not feel an ounce of what Bethany makes me feel simply by being in the room.

      My gut clenched in the most uncomfortable way. I shouldn’t be lusting after my best friend’s little sister. I should be going out with women like Tiffany, who was more compatible with me in every sense of the word, and yet…

      I couldn’t stop thinking about Bethany’s wide gray eyes, or the innocent way she moved about the room, or even the way her smile gutted me every time. A smile that looked as if she held a world of secrets that no one would ever be privy to. A smile that affected anyone and everyone nearby.

      I shook my head. Tiffany’s eyes dimmed in disappointment and understanding. I didn’t have to say anymore.

      “That’s okay,” she said, smiling a little, showing off two small dimples on her cheeks. “When you don’t feel it, you don’t feel it, right?”

      I offered an apologetic smile but didn’t say anything.

      She quickly gathered the files she had laid on my desk earlier and stood up.

      She looked at me then. “Can I just say, whoever she is, I hope she knows how lucky she is to have such a dedicated man by her side.”

      I looked past her, taking in the chaos outside my office through the glass wall.

      “I don’t have her… yet.” The last word was said in a whisper. I hadn’t even allowed myself to entertain the idea that Bethany could be mine. But… what if she could? I could make Jaxon understand that what I felt for his sister wasn’t casual. I didn’t see Bethany as a one-night stand but a forever girl.

      My girl.

      I met Tiffany’s eyes then, the weight that had been bearing down on me in recent weeks lifting. “But when she’s mine, I’ll be the lucky one.”

      And she would be mine. There was no other way around it.

      Tiffany shot a sad smile and pivoted around, walking out of my office without a backward glance.

      I stared after her, though I wasn’t really seeing anything. I was thinking of a plan of action. Things I needed to do to convince Bethany to take a chance on me.

      We could deal with her brother after. Surely Jaxon would understand once I made him realize just how serious I was about this.

      Bethany was going to be mine, now and forever.
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      My plan had been simple.

      Tell her.

      I wasn’t a man given to whimsy or complication.

      I liked things direct and candid. And I didn’t want to waste any more time that Bethany wasn’t mine.

      But when I came home from work, that plan was quickly shot to the ground, and in its place was a six-foot-five man, all dressed up and keeping his baby sister close.

      Jaxon was a suspicious bastard by nature, but I didn’t think he knew just how far I had fallen. Yet there was something in his eyes that didn’t sit well with me.

      “Callum!” Bethany said when she caught sight of me by the door. My breath caught as I took her in, from those shapely legs clad in skin-tight jeans to the light-blue top that did amazing things to her skin tone, to her full lips painted in red and bright gray eyes that seemed bigger somehow.

      She was stunning.

      And I found it hard to breathe in her presence, as usual.

      “Good. You came home in time,” she said, tugging on my arm and bringing me further into the room.

      I nodded my head in greeting at Jaxon, and he shot me one back. That suspicious look was gone from his eyes now, his lips no longer pressed in a thin line but a playful grin.

      “Hey, man,” he greeted me.

      “Hey.” I turned back to Bethany. “What exactly am I in time for?”

      “To take me out to the bar, silly.”

      “The bar?”

      She nodded, and she looked almost… eager. Which was so unlike her, but I found myself getting caught up in her happiness easily enough. I couldn’t imagine there would ever be a time when Bethany was happy and I wasn’t. How effortless it was for her to make her happiness my own.

      I could feel my eyes softening as I took her in. 

      She was so fucking beautiful, my heart hurt. 

      “Why are we going to the bar, sweetheart?”

      “To drink, of course.”

      Then she proceeded to crack up, as if her joke was really funny. Honestly, it was kind of lame, but I was digging that sweet laughter of hers too much to care. 

      “A whole bunch of us are meeting at the Blacklist Bar,” Jaxon said. “We’ll get to meet Abby, Lucas’s wife. Kind of looking forward to meeting her. Especially with the way he’s always talking about her.”

      The glimmer in Jaxon’s eyes told me he wanted nothing more than to play with Lucas’s possessive side when he finally met his wife.

      Lucas Hamilton worked at the same firm Jaxon and I worked at, but he was in the finance department. He was a little older than us and fucking brilliant when it came to numbers. We formed a strong friendship when Jaxon and I started at the firm and were given a case based on a corrupt tech company whose CFO had been laundering money from the company right into his own pocket.

      It was the first big case Jaxon and I had helped win for the firm, and it was thanks to Lucas’s guidance.

      I rolled my eyes. “Give the dude a break. He obviously loves his wife.”

      The glimmer in Jaxon’s eyes didn’t go away. If anything, it deepened in anticipation.

      I laughed. “I will thoroughly enjoy the sight of Lucas kicking your ass.”

      “I would like to see that pretty boy try.”

      I shook my head on a chuckle. Jaxon was one big motherfucker, that was for sure, but Lucas was scary in his own right. He was as wide as Jaxon was tall, and I had no doubt he was only soft with his wife.

      Rumor had it that Lucas and Abby met when he was teaching at Columbia University and she was his student. I didn’t much care for rumors, and even if it was true, I didn’t see anything wrong with the way they fell in love.

      “I think it’s sweet how much he loves his wife,” Bethany said with a sigh, and a flash of envy went through her eyes. I wanted nothing more than to gather her up in my arms and hold her close. It didn’t surprise me that Bethany wanted that.

      Like most girls her age, she wanted romance and love, a huge family, and a white picket fence. What surprised me, however, was that I wanted to be the man to give her that.

      And that said something because I never thought that would be the case for me. The Cooper siblings didn’t notice my tense reaction to my thoughts, too busy bickering over something. All the while, I took in Bethany, with only one thought running through my head.

      Mine.
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      The bar was surprisingly crowded.

      It was one of the newer ones, barely opened six months ago, and it was already a favorite of most locals here.

      We were lucky that Lucas and Abby had gotten here first and could reserve a table for us. I led Bethany to the table while Jaxon went to the bar to order our drinks. Her hands moved to clutch the back of my shirt when a drunk man got too close to us.

      I turned around and moved Bethany in front of me, shooting the drunkard a glare over her head. He raised his hands and backed away sloppily. I leaned down so she could hear me over the noise. “All right?”

      “Yeah,” she said, her voice small.

      “Not your kind of place, huh?” I asked, moving her a little closer to me.

      She relaxed in my arms and shot me a small smile. “How can you tell?”

      “Babe, you look about as comfortable as a papillon dog in a wolf pack.”

      “Papillon dog?” she asked, amusement glinting in her eyes, like I knew it would.

      “Yes. A cute little puppy. Apt, don’t you think?”

      She laughed then, making my heart squeeze tightly in my chest, before she said with a serious face, “It’s just a little bit more crowded than I expected.”

      I nodded. “Tell me if you want to go home. I’ll drive us whenever you’re ready.”

      “You don’t mind? I thought…” She trailed off, her cheeks turning a little red.

      “You thought what?” I asked, moving in a little closer until I could see the gold and brown flecks in those magnetic eyes of hers.

      “I just thought you would want to pick someone up. You know, go home with them.”

      She moved her gaze down to my chin, and I swore I heard a hint of jealousy in her voice. Or it could be wishful thinking on my part.

      “I don’t want to go home with anyone tonight,” I said, tucking a dark strand of brown hair behind her ear.

      “Really?” She looked back up at me, and I knew I didn’t imagine it when her light eyes turned hopeful.

      “Really.”

      A movement ahead caught my eye, and I looked up in time to see Jaxon pulling out his wallet to pay for the drinks. It wouldn’t be long before he made his way to the table. He didn’t see us, and I didn’t want him to witness such an intimate moment between Bethany and me, so with a smile, I gently moved her forward and led her to the table I saw Lucas and his wife at moments before.

      Lucas stood up and smiled wide when he saw us, patting me roughly on the back. “Hey, man.”

      “Hey,” I said, offering an easy smile, before indicating Bethany. “This is Jaxon’s little sister, Bethany.”

      She gave him a shy smile before saying “Hi” in the softest voice. I resisted the urge to carry her over my shoulder and walk out of there.

      Shaking away the ridiculous thought, I looked at the petite woman sitting at the table, with long blonde hair and possibly the biggest green eyes I had ever seen. She was beautiful in a way that made it hard to breathe, and I could acknowledge that, yet she did nothing for me.

      Not with Bethany standing by my side.

      “Ah, you must be Abby,” I said, holding out my hand to her.

      She shook it delicately, and I could see why Lucas was so in love with her. I could also see why he was so protective.

      “It’s nice to meet you.”

      I smiled at her because I could see she was just as shy as Bethany, if not more so, and something about that made me want to do everything in my power to put her at ease.

      We all took a seat around the table, and Jaxon chose that moment to come back to the table, a tray in hand filled with our drinks. He passed them out to Bethany and me, and I watched as she took a small sip of her mojito, my cock going to half-mast just thinking about what those lips could do to me.

      Jesus.

      I was going crazy for this girl.

      I looked away and caught Lucas’s eyes, one of his eyebrows raised in question. I shook my head slightly and looked back at Jaxon, who was saying something to make both women laugh.

      The last thing I needed was for Jaxon to figure out my feelings for his baby sister.

      I took a long sip of my beer when Abby sat a little higher in her seat. “Ooh, look, Dereck is here.”

      I turned to follow her gaze, and sure enough, another man about my age and heavily built was looking around before his eyes homed in on Abby. They brightened considerably, and then he made his way over to us.

      I looked at Lucas, so sure he wouldn’t like that another man was looking at his wife with obvious adoration in his eyes, yet he didn’t look angry. If anything, he seemed happy to see the man.

      “Hey, Dereck,” Abby greeted, her smile widening.

      “Hey, sweetheart. How is my favorite girl?”

      “Careful, man. My wife is not your sweetheart or your girl,” Lucas warned, though there was a playful glint in his eyes that told me he didn’t much mind.

      “Oh, please. Abby will always be my girl.” He winked at her, and she shot him an admonishing look, obviously telling him to behave himself. Dereck patted Lucas on the back roughly before his gaze moved toward us, his eyes moving over Jaxon and me quickly enough, and staying on Bethany way longer than I would have liked.

      I glared at the other man and wrapped my arm possessively around Bethany. I swore the bastard’s grin widened a fraction.

      “Ah, you must be Lucas’s friends.”

      He said the word friends like we were playground buddies. The dude couldn’t be any older than I was, and I knew Lucas was older than us by several years at least.

      I met Jaxon’s eyes over Bethany’s head, sure my expression mirrored his, before Jaxon threw his head back and laughed.

      That helped ease the tension a bit, and Dereck grabbed the seat between Abby and me. He wrapped his arm around the small woman, and I watched as Lucas’s eyes narrowed at the close gap between them. Dereck winked at him, and I lost the battle then and laughed too.

      Dereck was obviously trying to get a rise out of Lucas, though I wasn’t sure why that was.

      Lucas held out his hand toward us. “This is Jaxon and Callum. We work together, and this is Jaxon’s little sister, Bethany.”

      “Jaxon’s little sister, huh?” And I saw Dereck briefly look over at me before turning back to her. I knew he was wondering why I was being so protective over my friend’s sister, and I wasn’t going to explain.

      “Yeah,” Lucas said, and I might have imagined it, but I heard a small warning in his voice.

      “Well, I don’t know if anyone has ever told you this, but you are definitely the more attractive sibling.”

      Bethany flushed and looked down, a small smile tugging at the corners of her lips. My fist clenched underneath the table, though I knew I had no reason to be jealous of Dereck.

      But the bastard was flirting with my girl, and it was taking everything in me not to sucker punch him in that pretty face of his.

      “What do you guys do?” Dereck asked us.

      Before I could answer, Lucas spoke up. “They work at the same architectural firm as me. But they’re in the legal department.”

      “Lawyers, huh? Are you any good?”

      My eyes narrowed at such a question. But Jaxon only shook his head and laughed, giving off that easygoing demeanor everyone thought he had.

      Everyone but me. I knew better. I’d competed with the bastard for the number one spot at Columbia Law, and still lost to him by a small margin. Would have kicked his ass, too, had he not taken me out partying the night before our last final exam. I’d taken that test while nursing a hangover, and though he’d drunk as much as I had, it didn’t seem to affect him much.

      Jaxon raised his beer bottle to me, as if thinking the same thing I was, and took a long sip.

      “We are,” I answered Dereck’s question.

      He nodded. “Good. Knew Lucas wouldn’t make friends with dumbasses.”

      Abby rolled her eyes and playfully socked Dereck on the arm. “Be nice.”

      “I am nice. Can’t you see I’m trying to make new friends? Before you know it, I’ll be the most popular kid in school.”

      Abby let out a snort of laughter and shook her head in exasperation. I turned to Bethany then. She had been a little quiet, and I knew it was because we were sitting here with a whole bunch of people she didn’t know.

      Though she seemed to be enjoying herself, taking in the amusing little banter between Abby and Dereck. They were obviously close.

      Bethany must have felt my stare because she turned to me then. Our eyes met, and suddenly, it didn’t matter that we were in a room full of drunks. She became the only thing that mattered.

      It couldn’t have happened overnight, how much this tiny girl had come to mean to me. Yet I still felt out of balance over it. Still felt unprepared for my feelings for her. She shot me a shy smile, affecting me more with that small gesture than she would ever know. Absently, I moved a hand over my heart, rubbing away the pinch of pain there, before lifting it and tucking her hair behind her ear to get a better view of those big gray eyes of hers. Like diamonds.

      Unwavering, shiny, and just too goddamn beautiful.

      Mine.
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      Jaxon left early when he caught the eye of a redhead.

      I didn’t think Bethany knew why Jaxon was leaving so soon, but he extracted a promise out of me that I would see Bethany home safely.

      As if I would ever let anything happen to her.

      Bethany and Abby had gotten closer, and the two women were currently laughing about something over martinis in one corner of the table. The men sat on the other side. Dereck turned out to be all right, once you got over the shock of meeting him.

      The dude could even be considered funny.

      Not that I would ever tell him that.

      I drank the last of my beer and called it good since I was driving Bethany home tonight. She didn’t seem to be in any state to be driving. By my count, she’d had a mojito and one and a half martinis. She should be feeling the effects of the alcohol by now, which seemed to be true enough, considering she and Abby were giggling themselves silly.

      Lucas smiled a little when his wife threw her head back and laughed at something Bethany said, and I did the same when Bethany followed Abby’s lead.

      God, she was perfect in every way possible.

      How could I have lived the past twenty-six years of my life not knowing her?

      “You guys are smitten,” Dereck commented, his voice low so as not to catch the girls’ attention.

      We both turned to him, and he smirked.

      “I know Lucas is in love with Abby. I mean, the man practically worships the ground she walks on, but you.” He pointed at me. I stared back at him. “Does Jaxon know you’re in love with his little sister?”

      I scoffed at that. “I’m not in love with Bethany.”

      I was only halfway there. Not that I would tell Dereck or Lucas that. It wasn’t any of their business.

      “Right, man. You’re not in love with her. You only watch her every chance you get. You’re only possessive and protective of her because she’s your friend’s sister. And you only nearly bit my head off because I showed a slight interest in her.”

      I growled at that, and the bastard had the nerve to smile.

      “Lie to yourself, or don’t, I don’t care. But Bethany is a beautiful woman, and if you don’t make your move and tie her to you, someone else will.”

      My fist clenched at the thought of Bethany with anyone else. She was mine. I wasn’t going to let anyone else have her.

      Dereck shot me a knowing look before looking at Lucas, who shrugged. “He’s got a point. I tried to fight what I felt for Abby in the beginning, and for a short time, I hurt her with my rejection. Take it from someone who’s been in your shoes. Don’t wait too long, or you’ll end up causing unnecessary pain for both you and your woman.”

      I didn’t say anything to that, but his words hit closer to home than I dared to admit out loud.

      Suddenly, Bethany stood up. She stumbled on her feet a little, and I stood up too, a frown marring my face.

      “Whoa there. Where do you think you’re going?” I asked, taking ahold of her elbow to steady her.

      “Bathroom. I have to go to the bathroom.”

      I nodded. “Come on. I’ll take you.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise, and she took a step back from me, shaking her head fiercely. “Uh, no, thanks. I think I got it.”

      I frowned. “What’s wrong with me taking you to the bathroom?”

      “I’ll be going into the girl’s bathroom, Callum. You can’t come in. And even if you could, I wouldn’t want you to. I don’t want you to listen to me go.”

      I let out a small laugh. “I won’t go into the bathroom with you, I promise. Just make sure you can get there without tripping over your own feet.”

      She scowled at that, and I bit back a smile. Bethany was cute when she was ruffled. She crossed her arms over her perky tits, and it took everything in me not to look down at the way her tight little black dress clung to her curves in just the right way. “I don’t need you to take me. I’ll be fine.”

      I shook my head. “Not negotiable, sweetheart. I promised your brother I would take care of you, so that’s what I’m doing.”

      “Is that the only reason why?” she asked quietly, and I didn’t know what that tone in her voice meant. Abby and Lucas were pretending not to listen to us by looking at the drink menu. It was upside down, so I doubted they were actually interested in it. Dereck wasn’t pretending at all. He was staring over at us with blatant interest in his eyes.

      I grabbed Bethany’s hand and led her to the girl’s bathroom. There wasn’t a line, thank God, but I could tell the inside of the bathroom was crowded with women. I gently pushed her in the direction of the door. “Go to the bathroom, sweetheart. I’ll just be waiting over there.” I pointed to the wall in sight of the door.

      Bethany wrinkled her nose at me but didn’t put up any more protest as she pivoted around and walked away from me. I resisted the urge to grab her and bring her back to me so that I could kiss her. She was just too damn adorable for her own good.

      I shook my head and laughed. I didn’t think I had ever thought of another girl as adorable, but Bethany was that and so much more.

      I took out my phone while I waited for her, so I had something to do, and found a text from Jaxon that said he would be out all night and thanked me for seeing his sister home. Guilt hit me like a sledgehammer.

      If he knew all of the thoughts I had been having about his sister, he wouldn’t be thanking me. He would take her away, as far from me as possible. With a grimace, I tucked my phone back in my pocket and wiped a hand down my face. I was tired of all this. I wanted to tell Bethany she was mine, and I wanted to tell Jaxon.

      But I couldn’t do that until I had Bethany’s agreement first, yet I still hesitated. I knew she wanted me. I could see how she sometimes stared at me when she thought I wasn’t paying attention, but I was. I had been paying attention to her since the very beginning.

      Yet I didn’t act on it, half afraid that she might want me, but not as much as I wanted her, and not so much that she would be willing to risk the relationship between her brother and me, and the relationship between her and Jaxon.

      It was all so fucked up.

      I looked up when movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention, and my breath caught as panic and anger surged through me, making my heart beat frantically inside my chest.

      Bethany must have been out of the bathroom for a while now, and I didn’t notice. But she was stopped in the middle of the bar by another dude, and she was smiling at him.

      I saw red then.

      Logically, I knew she wasn’t doing anything, and I knew I had no right to claim her as mine, but I was doing it anyway.

      I walked over to them just in time to hear the guy ask her for her number.

      Before she could answer him, I placed a hand on his shoulder and pulled him away from my girl. The fucker was shorter than me by a few inches and weighed less than I did. I could take him. And even if we matched physically or he was bigger than me, I could still take him, especially with all the anger and frustration warring inside me now.

      “Hey,” he protested and looked up to meet my cold eyes.

      “Leave,” I said. I saw him gulp and unconsciously take a step back. I let out a sinister smile, and it wasn’t long before he stuttered out an excuse and backed away.

      Bethany grabbed my attention then when she placed a hand roughly on my chest. It wasn’t a slap, but it wasn’t a love tap, either.

      I turned my attention to her and found fire in her eyes.

      “What was that?” she asked me.

      My nostrils flaring, I closed the gap between our bodies and leaned down. “You tell me. What the hell was that? Did you want to go home with that motherfucker?”

      “What? Why would that even matter to you?”

      “Of course it matters to me. I’m supposed to be watching out for you!” I was glad the noise in the bar drowned out my voice.

      “For Jaxon, right?” she asked bitterly, leaning in even closer to me, dishing it out as good as she got it.

      “Yes, for Jaxon.” And for me. I didn’t want her looking at anyone, and I certainly didn’t want her smiling at them either. That smile was mine!

      “Ugh. Right, well, you don’t have to do that. I can protect myself, and I can go home with anyone I want. It’s none of your goddamn business.”

      And then she shoved me. I stumbled back, more from surprise than her actual strength, and watched as she walked back to our table. Dereck saw her coming first. His eyes widened a fraction as he took her in, before they moved to me, one eyebrow raised in question.

      And maybe that was what pushed me over.

      Without thinking, I stalked over to her. I didn’t give her a chance to protest. I grabbed her by the hips, turned her around, and slung her body over my shoulder.

      “Callum! Put me down, you bastard!” She used her tiny little fist to hit my back. I laughed, holding one hand over her so she couldn’t escape, and reached into my pocket for my wallet, flipping it open on the table and pulling out three twenties. That should cover the tab plus tips. I slammed the cash on the table, ignoring Abby’s surprised stare, Lucas’s quiet amusement, and Dereck’s laugh.

      “We’ll see you guys later,” I said, winking at Abby, who bit her lips.

      “Should I help?” she asked Lucas.

      “No, sweetheart. Bethany is in safe hands, trust me,” he said, letting out a small chuckle. I didn’t hear what else they said.

      “Quiet down, Bethany. You don’t want to cause a scene, do you? I mean, everyone is already staring at you.”

      “What? If everyone is staring, it’s because of you.”

      I placed my hand over her out-of-this-world ass, curving my palm over it. Bethany stopped wiggling in my arms then.

      “Callum, what are you doing?”

      “Taking you home,” I said, adding a squeeze to her supple flesh. “Is this okay?”

      We both knew I wasn’t talking about taking her home.

      “Y-yeah.”

      I smiled and walked out of the bar. Thankfully, Bethany was quiet on the way out.

      She was quiet on the drive home as well, and I didn’t know what that meant or how she was feeling. At least, not until we got back to the apartment and Bethany slapped both hands on my chest.

      “That was out of line!”

      “Why is that?” I asked, moving in closer to her. She backed away from me, and I had to work hard to keep my satisfied smile from showing. Didn’t she know she was backing herself into a corner?

      “Because you’re not my brother or my dad.”

      “Thank fuck for that,” I said, still moving closer. She shook her head and kept moving backward.

      “Why is that?”

      Her eyes widened a bit when her back hit the wall, and I had one arm on either side of her, caging her in.

      “Do you really have to ask?”

      “Callum. Be serious.”

      “What makes you think I’m fooling around?”

      “Because!” I tilted my head to the side in question. She shook her head and jutted her lips out in a slight pout. “You don’t want me.”

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “Because it’s been weeks. You’re only doing this because Jaxon asked you to look out for me.”

      “Are you sure that’s the only reason?”

      “Y-yeah.”

      “You don’t sound sure.”

      “Then do something about it,” she said, suddenly sounding bold and throwing me off a little.

      I moved back and looked down at her. “What do you want me to do about it?” I whispered.

      And then she said something I never expected her to say. “Come to my room tonight.”

      She didn’t give me time to answer her. She placed a wet kiss underneath my jaw before breaking away from my hold and running to her room.

      I stared after her, even when she disappeared from sight, my dick so fucking hard, it was taking everything I had in me not to chase after her right then and there, to find the release I had been hoping to find in her pussy.

      “Fuck.”
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      I was roused awake when I felt my bed dip. I didn’t open my eyes.

      He came!

      I couldn’t believe he came. I went to bed disappointed because I had stayed up later than usual, yet there was no sign of him.

      But he was here now.

      I should kick him out. Tell him to leave me alone. A man like Callum would only break my heart in the end. I was already getting way more invested in this than I should have. I knew better than to fall for those baby blue eyes of his. Instead, I stayed silent, anticipating his next move.

      I felt calloused fingers run across my face and couldn’t help but lean toward it. It felt too good… too fragile. It was as if I opened my eyes, those fingers would go away.

      When the fingers traced my lips, I let out a soft sigh. No one had ever touched me like that before.

      And then a finger ran down my jawline to my collarbone, and I lost all rational thought. I felt the finger pause before making its way down to my breast, drawing soft circles on top of the flimsy fabric. My heart rate sped up.

      Callum’s large hand fondled my breast. My breath hitched. His hand squeezed gently, making my nipples poke through the thin camisole I was wearing.

      He moved up to the straps of my camisole. I didn’t stop him when he pulled the straps down, baring my breasts to his unnerving gaze.

      I didn’t want him to stop. It felt too good.

      I arched my back, letting out a soft moan when he tweaked one of my nipples. Then his large hand covered it once more, squeezing a little harder with each moan that passed my lips. When his other hand made its way down, I pressed my thighs together. I wasn’t sure if I wanted him to go there or not.

      He patiently waited for me. I didn’t think he would do anything without my say-so, which was confirmed moments later when Callum gently moved my hair away from my face and leaned down, giving me a chaste kiss on my forehead.

      I opened my eyes then and looked at him. His blue eyes burned to the deepest part of me, seeking permission for things only I could grant him.

      Had it not been me who invited him to my room? Well, he was here, and I didn’t want him to leave without giving me a taste, at least.

      I smiled, and he reflected it, a small side dimple making its appearance. His smile eased something in me, and without thinking, I parted my legs for him.

      Callum’s eyes darkened, but still, he didn’t touch me. His head cocked to the side, asking permission. I nodded.

      His smile widened, yet it didn’t look or feel sinister. If anything, I felt… cherished. As if what I was offering him was a gift, and he didn’t want to abuse it. He cupped me between my legs, and my breath hitched. And when he moved my panties to one side, revealing my pussy to him, I knew I was wet. He could probably see it too, as the bedside lamp had been left on.

      He rubbed my clit in circles, and I bit my lip to keep from screaming out, aware that Jaxon might be in the next room over.

      Suddenly, my panties were pulled down, and I was naked from the waist down. He moved then, putting each of my legs on his shoulders, my pussy so close to his lips. I squirmed. Did I want him there?

      “Tell me to stop, and I will,” he said, his hot breath fanning across my inner thighs, his hands flat on my abdomen, holding me down. My stomach dropped.

      I didn’t want to tell him to stop. Not when he was making me feel like no other man had ever made me feel.

      “No, Callum. I don’t want you to stop.”

      “Good.”

      And without warning, he leaned forward and kissed my pussy up and down before he sucked on the lips. When he separated them, moving his tongue in shallow thrusts inside me, I didn’t question him any more. If it were possible, I wished his lips would never leave.

      I moved my hips up to meet his mouth, but he held me still with one hand cupping my bottom.

      He inserted a finger inside me, and we both moaned at how easily it was for him to slip in.

      It didn’t take long until I was pushed over the edge, until I was no longer coherent. I was up so high. So high… My heart stopped, before picking back up at a frantic pace, and I found it hard to breathe.

      I was falling then.

      Falling, falling, falling…

      Wow.

      I didn’t even realize I’d had my eyes closed until I opened them again and saw his large form hovering above me.

      He kissed me as he lowered his body into mine. He was still dressed, but I could feel his hardness pressed against me. I wanted him inside of me.

      I was going to tell him as much, but he didn’t let me. As soon as he let go of my lips, he leaned down and whispered in my ear, “Sleep naked tomorrow.”

      I could only nod at his request. He smiled, and with one last gaze at my naked body, he pushed himself off my bed and stood up.

      He put his finger in his mouth as he walked out my door, sucking on it. I was sure he could taste me all over that finger.

      I pulled the blanket up, covering my body, suddenly feeling too cold since he was no longer in the room with me.

      With his blue eyes taking up most of my thoughts, I closed my eyes and, once again, went to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up to Callum’s mouth on my pussy.

      I jumped when I realized something was touching me down there and sat up, only to have him pull at my thigh to get me back where he wanted.

      “Shh, I have to go to work soon, but I couldn’t help myself. I needed a taste because I know I won’t be able to get to you until tonight. Just give me this,” he said, his tongue moving back to my slit.

      The orgasm was already building. He licked at my center as his thumb moved down and massaged the puckered hole of my back end.

      I moved up a little in surprise, and Callum met my eyes, his movements never ceasing. I didn’t say anything as his thumb made its way back to that forbidden place. He pressed his thumb there, never really entering me, but giving me just enough pressure that I couldn’t think of anything but his taboo touch. I knew my face was flushed with both arousal and embarrassment, and I didn’t know which one Callum enjoyed seeing more—my obvious innocence or my obvious desires.

      I arched my back, bringing myself closer to him, and still, it didn’t seem close enough. I was so close to exploding, but I just couldn’t quite reach it.

      “Callum,” I begged, suddenly frustrated. “I need…” But what exactly was it that I needed? How could I ask him when I didn’t even know myself?

      “I know. I know exactly what you need, sweet girl,” he spoke, kissing my inner thigh before biting the sensitive flesh there. I grabbed a fistful of his hair and pulled. He let out a low growl before bringing his mouth back to my center and covering my mound.

      He pushed a finger inside my back hole. Moving just a little each time, making me feel strange. I didn’t know if this was a good thing or not.

      I let out a stuttered breath.

      “Do you like this?” he asked, his lips still on me. I could feel the vibration caused by his voice all the way down to my toes.

      When I didn’t answer him, he paused his movements, and I tried to move my hips, to get back that strange feeling I had been bombarded with just moments before. He placed his other hand there, stopping my movements.

      It was definitely a good kind of strange.

      “Yes, Callum. I-I like it.”

      He shot me a wicked smile and picked up his pace again.

      All he had to do was pump in and out of me three times, and I was done for.

      “So beautiful,” he said. Leaning down, he gave me a tender kiss on my lips, and then he was out the door, and I was left lying in bed with nothing but my jumbled thoughts to keep me company.
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        * * *

      

      I spent the day trying to look for a job. It was not easy, considering I was a college dropout. It was one of those impulsive decisions I was really questioning now.

      What if I had stayed in school?

      I would have graduated by now, with a stable job, and at least had more money in my savings account to help me get by.

      I wouldn’t be in the mess I was in.

      I sat on the bed, my laptop open to all the recent job postings, yet nothing caught my eye. I had been a bookkeeper for a clothing company before they fired me for speaking out against another employee. That employee also happened to be my boss’s daughter’s best friend. It was a complication I’d wanted no part of, and even I could admit I was much happier after leaving that toxic work environment.

      But now my bank account was dwindling down to a pathetic pile of nothingness. At this rate, I wouldn’t have enough to buy clothes. Jaxon had given me his card to buy new clothes weeks before, but I didn’t want to use so much of his money. I’d brought only enough to get by until my insurance check came in.

      I supposed I didn’t need to worry about buying sleep clothes.

      Callum wanted me to sleep naked.

      My thighs clenched just from the thought.

      I felt butterflies in my stomach at the thought of what would happen when he came to my room again.

      Would we be going all the way?

      I couldn’t believe I was actually entertaining the idea. I’d never thought I would be willing to give it up to just anyone, let alone to someone I had only known for weeks, but with him, I wanted to. I wanted to know what it felt like to actually have someone inside of me.

      To feel his muscles tense up as he moved above me, feeling the sweat form between both of our bodies. I wanted to feel what it would be like to come while he thrust in and out of me.

      I wanted to experience it all with him.
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            BETHANY

          

        

      

    

    
      I made dinner, seeing how I would live off of Jaxon for… who knew how long it would take me to find a job.

      I’d applied for several, but so far, I hadn’t gotten any callbacks.

      Going back to the food I had set out on the counter, and away from my depressing thoughts, I started preparing it so that it would be cooked by the time the boys got back.

      I decided to make chicken casserole because Jaxon actually had all the ingredients in his kitchen. For someone with a stainless-steel-appliance kitchen, his fridge was poorly stocked. It was such a waste of such a beautiful kitchen.

      Just as I pulled the dish out of the oven, I heard the front door open, and then Jaxon’s voice. He was talking about something. A case, maybe? But he sounded excited. I felt a flutter of excitement and nervousness when I heard Callum’s deep voice responding to whatever my brother had just said.

      And when they came into the kitchen, my eyes quickly jumped to Callum, devouring him. He looked incredibly handsome in that dark-gray suit of his. His gray tie with blue stripes made his eyes stand out even more than usual.

      His mouth curved up into a small smile when he saw me checking him out.

      With a furious blush, I turned away and looked at the food on the table.

      “Smells good, Bethany,” Jaxon said, wrapping his arms around me.

      “Thank you. I already set the table. If you guys want to go freshen up a little, we can have dinner soon.”

      “Cool.” Jaxon was out of the kitchen as soon as the word left his mouth. That left me with Callum, alone in the kitchen.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” he said, walking up to me.

      “Hey.” I twiddled with the hem of my dress. It was one of the first things I’d picked out at the store, and I wondered if he liked me in it. I didn’t have the courage to ask him.

      He grabbed ahold of my hand, bringing it up to his lips. And almost as if he knew what I was thinking, he said, “You look beautiful.”

      I didn’t get the chance to respond. Jaxon’s door opened, and a few seconds later, he came out in a white T-shirt and cargo pants. I pulled away from Callum, grabbed the chicken casserole, and headed to the table.

      The three of us sat down, with Jaxon between Callum and me.

      “Man, I missed a good home-cooked meal,” Jaxon said around a mouthful of food. I smiled at him. “Never leave me, Bethany.”

      “You’re such a dork. Eat up before it gets cold.”

      I looked over at Callum, and he licked his lips. The fork I had held up to my mouth paused midway. Was he licking his lips because of the food or something else?

      “This is good, Bethany. Almost as good as what I had last night… and this morning.”

      My eyes widened as my face turned red.

      “You had something good to eat yesterday, and you didn’t share?” Jaxon asked. I choked on my food.

      Callum was laughing as he got up and made his way over to me, rubbing my back. “There, there, Bethany. You have to slow down.”

      I glared at him, which only made him laugh harder. I stepped on his foot, twisting a little before easing off. I heard him let out a soft grunt of pain, and I smiled in satisfaction.

      That didn’t seem to deter him, though, because he leaned closer to me and whispered, “I don’t share what is mine. With anyone.”

      He left me there with my mouth agape while he made his way back to his seat.

      The rest of dinner was spent with me ignoring him.
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        * * *

      

      At a quarter past ten, I stood at the foot of my bed, debating. Callum had told me to go to bed naked, but what if he didn’t come? Then I would feel like an idiot.

      I had the towel wrapped around myself, fresh out of the shower. And I was cold. October wasn’t really known for its gentle weather in New York.

      Then I heard the soft click of my doorknob turning, and I knew then that all of my worries had been for naught.

      Callum had come for me.

      I froze for a moment or two, before finally turning around to meet his dark blue eyes. We didn’t say anything to one another. I didn’t know what to say. I knew why he’d come tonight.

      He took a step toward me, and I took one back without thinking. He gave a small shake of his head. He didn’t want me to move, and his eyes warned me.

      I should know better than to run away from a predator.

      I held still, my pussy throbbing when he was within reach, his eyes taking in my towel-clad body, his arousal obvious.

      A shudder made its way through my body as he traced his finger down my nose to my lips, and further down still, over my collarbone.

      My hand tightened on the towel when I saw the small package in his hands. Condoms. He came prepared. He threw them casually on my bed and looked back at me, pulling my hand away from the towel.

      “So beautiful,” he whispered as he gently tugged the towel until it fell to the ground. My first instinct was to look for something to cover myself up again. Although he had seen me naked last night, I was still not comfortable standing there without a stitch of clothing while he was still fully clothed.

      It made me feel vulnerable somehow, a feeling I was not accustomed to. He shot me a wicked grin when I used my hands to cover my breasts. “Do you think that will protect you from me?” he asked. My throat felt tight, the throbbing between my legs much more prominent, making it the only thing I could focus on.

      Unconsciously, I looked down and was mortified to find my arousal running down my thigh. Callum followed my gaze and groaned loudly, closing the distance between us until we were only a couple of inches apart.

      “Spread your legs for me, baby.”

      I did as he asked, never once questioning him. I let out an embarrassing high-pitched whimper when he cupped my sex, his middle finger dangerously close to my entrance.

      I moved my hips, suddenly frantic. I wanted—no, I needed—him to ease the ache that was slowly building, and I didn’t know how to go about it.

      “Callum, please,” I begged. “I…” I cried out in frustration.

      “I got you. You just stand there, and I’m going to make you feel good.”

      He gently petted me, separating the lips of my sex before pushing a finger inside.

      His thumb found my clit, and he rubbed circles against it, his eyes focused on me. And when he moved faster, rougher, harder, I grabbed onto his massive biceps to keep myself from falling down.

      “More,” I said. I needed more.

      He smiled and leaned down to kiss me. “Your wish is my command,” he said softly, just before he kissed me again.

      His finger moved in and out of me along with his tongue, and I was nothing more than a body with limbs I wasn’t sure would be able to hold me up any longer. Not when I could feel my orgasm building, and all it would take was a few more strokes from him before I lost control.

      He pulled out of me before I could, though. A noise I didn’t know I was capable of making made its way out of my throat.

      “Did you just growl at me?” he asked, his eyes dancing with laughter.

      “I was close,” I said, almost bordering on yelling.

      “I know.” He leaned down until his lips were close to my ear. “I won’t let you come until I’m inside you.”

      I stared up at him, speechless. My thighs clenched together at the thought. Callum noticed the movement, and he nodded, making a hum of approval at the back of his throat. “You like the sound of that, don’t you?”

      I didn’t know how to answer. I wanted that more than I had ever wanted anything.

      He picked me up easily enough, and I wrapped my legs around his waist, my arms going around his neck.

      He walked us to my bed, laying me down until my back hit the soft mattress, his large body coming down on top of me. He kept most of his weight off of me by placing his arms on either side of me.

      “Are you ready, baby?”

      I nodded vehemently, and he laughed softly, leaning down and kissing along my jaw. “So eager, aren’t you?”

      He kissed his way down, not waiting for a response. One hand cupped my breast, his thumb and forefinger pinching my nipple, harder than I had ever done to myself, while his mouth descended on the other one, biting softly until I was squirming beneath him.

      He let my breast go with a pop and continued downward. I moved my hips up in anticipation, knowing just where he was heading next, and I felt him smile against my navel.

      He laid both hands on my thighs, keeping them open, as he buried his head between them. I would have jumped off the bed had he not been holding me down.

      He licked up and down my pussy lips, his tongue entering me. I grabbed onto a fistful of his hair—punishment for torturing me—but that only seemed to turn him on more.

      He gently pried my hands away and sat up between my legs. Licking his fingers, he brought them back to my sex and rubbed gently.

      His other hand moved to my breast and squeezed. I arched my back, trying to get as close to him as possible. If I could, I’d climb inside his body and never leave.

      “Please don’t stop,” I pleaded. He couldn’t possibly be so cruel as to leave me on the edge twice, right?

      He stood up suddenly and moved off the bed, his eyes never leaving my body. I blew out another breath in frustration.

      My frustration was quickly forgotten, however, when he pulled the black shirt he was wearing up and off. I stared at him in fascination as he pushed down his jeans, and then his boxer briefs. My breath caught as I took in the sight of him.

      It was the first time I had seen him naked. And I couldn’t help it when my eyes moved down, from his defined pecs to his abs, and then to the impressive size of his penis.

      He gave himself a few strokes, and I saw liquid seeping out. My mouth watered at the sight.

      “You look like you have never seen a man naked before,” he said, closing his eyes and letting his head fall back slightly as he let out a groan. He didn’t notice my cheeks getting hot. Of course I had never seen a man naked before. He was my first. My eyes moved back down to his penis as he squeezed the head. It looked painful, but I could tell he was enjoying it, and I was enjoying myself watching him. I could watch him all day.

      I wanted to. I would if he’d let me.

      God, he was big. So much bigger than me. He made me feel small and fragile next to him, and I couldn’t wait to feel his hard body pressed against my much softer one.

      He let go of himself and grabbed one of the condom packets. I watched him closely as he wrapped the rubber around himself.

      Then he climbed back on the bed, hovering over me once again. He moved his hand down between our bodies, petting me a few times, getting me ready.

      It briefly registered in my mind that I should tell him it was my first time—that he would be my first. But I didn’t get the chance. Without warning, he thrust all the way inside of me.

      “God, you’re so tight,” he grunted out as he began to move.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him down so that I could bury my face against his neck. My teeth clenched together as I tried to keep from screaming out in pain.

      I knew it was going to hurt the first time, and I knew I could have made it more bearable had I told him it was my first time, but soon, very soon, the pain was gone, and in its place was an intense pleasure.

      It felt good every time he moved in and out of me. And I liked that he took his time. It was almost as if he knew I needed the gentle side of him then, despite that desperate lust-filled haze we’d found ourselves in moments before.

      I wrapped my legs around his waist, urging him on. And he complied.

      “Are you close?” he asked.

      “I-I don’t know.”

      His hand moved down our bodies once again, playing with my clit. Just a few strokes, and I was off. I had never felt anything quite like it. I closed my eyes, my sex tightening around him. He shook above me, and I felt it when he climaxed. He buried his face in my neck, almost as if he could no longer hold himself up.

      “That was…” He moved up until he was staring down at me.

      “Amazing?”

      “Yes, and so much more.” He kissed me, biting my bottom lip to get me to open up to him, and then his tongue was inside, moving against mine, all the while, he cupped my cheeks. He slowed down the kiss before pulling away.

      I flinched a little when he pulled his cock out of me. His eyes softened as he looked over my face. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I’m perfect.”

      I watched as he took the condom off and tied it off, his eyes never leaving me. Why was that so hot?

      It shouldn’t be.

      But it was, and I could feel the ache between my legs again, not as prominent as before, but noticeably there.

      He wrapped the used condom in a tissue from my nightstand and threw it in the wastebasket by the door. I wondered if it would look obvious, and made a mental note to take out my trash in the morning.

      He gave me a quick peck on my lips and then arranged me beside him, my back to his front. “Sleep, baby.”

      “You’re sleeping here tonight?” I asked.

      “Are you going to kick me out?” I shook my head just as his arms tightened around me. “Good, then I’m staying.”

      I smiled at that and snuggled in closer to him. I closed my eyes. I knew it was going to be the best night’s sleep yet.
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      I didn’t know it could be like that.

      I’d had sex before. Lots of sex.

      Good sex, bad sex, messy sex, and hot, passionate sex. But nothing had prepared me for how it would feel once I was inside her tight heat.

      I wanted to stay buried in her and never leave. I wanted to wrap myself so wholly around her, there wasn’t a way to tell where she began and where I ended.

      Her deep breathing told me she had fallen asleep in my arms, and I couldn’t help but move my finger across the expanse of her soft skin. I started at her shoulder. The moon let in enough light through the cracked curtains for me to see her creamy, flawless skin.

      She didn’t stir when I moved a single finger in circles there, before moving up to her delicate jawline, her high cheekbones, and across the bridge of her nose, where I knew just from memory alone that a scattering of freckles lay.

      I moved a strand of brown hair away from her face and leaned down, placing a chaste kiss on her forehead. I couldn’t get enough of her.

      She didn’t wake but wiggled closer to me, as if seeking my warmth and protection.

      Good.

      I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      My arms moved around her middle, and I pulled her in closer to me. I needed to get up and clean up soon, but I didn’t want to leave her warm embrace. I had never felt the need to get close to another woman like I did with her.

      Usually, I couldn’t wait to leave the bed of my sex partner as soon as both of us had come, my mind already on other things, going a million miles a minute. My job, my work, my plans… anything but my one-night stand.

      With Bethany, I found it hard to will the strength to leave her, even if it was just for a few minutes to get cleaned up.

      I squeezed her tighter against me, getting in my fill, before carefully climbing off the bed.

      She let out a small sigh, her hands moving around, as if seeking my warmth, but she didn’t wake.

      I smiled at the sight.

      How did I ever get so lucky to have the attention of an angel?

      I didn’t know, but I wasn’t going to question it.

      We hadn’t talked about where this was going, and I didn’t want to scare Bethany off by showing her my possessive side too soon, but that was what I was already.

      Too damn possessive of her.

      She was mine, even if she didn’t even know it yet.

      I smiled, a self-satisfied smile, and reached down for the tissue-wrapped condom in her wastebasket. I knew better than to leave it there. I didn’t want Bethany to feel like she had to get rid of it, and I didn’t want Jaxon to see it, on the off chance that he went inside her room.

      Quietly, I made my way to the door. I didn’t think Bethany realized Jaxon was no longer at home, but instead had gone over to Tracy’s house an hour after dinner.

      But he would no doubt be home soon.

      I needed to be stealthy.

      I needed Bethany’s agreement to be mine before we came clean to her brother because I didn’t want Jaxon’s influence to convince Bethany that she was so much better than me.

      It was true.

      I knew it, and so did Jaxon, but that wasn’t going to stop me from trying to own every delectable inch of Bethany’s body.

      I opened the door in the quiet apartment and made my way to the en suite bathroom in my room. Things would have been easier had Bethany spent the night in my room, but I doubted that she could be sneaky about it without getting caught, and something about Bethany having to sneak in and out of my room didn’t sit well with me.

      When the time came, and I could bring her into my room, we wouldn’t be sneaking around, that was for sure.

      She would come into my room with her head held high, like the queen she was.

      Shaking myself out of my musings, I turned on the light and took in my reflection. My blond hair was a mess, my blue eyes bright, and my lips swollen. What was more noticeable and most definitely out of place was the smile on my face.

      I had never smiled like a prepubescent boy about to touch his first pair of tits after sex before.

      Perhaps I had become hardened in my view, but sex no longer held the same appeal to me as it once did. It was no longer a novelty I wanted to seek out every free chance I got.

      Sure, I enjoyed the act, and I liked getting off as much as the next person. But I wasn’t controlled by my hormones. Sex with Bethany was something entirely different.

      In a lot of ways, I was more experienced than she was. I didn’t know the extent of her sexual history, but anyone with a pair of eyes could see the innocence that was burrowed deep in her skin.

      It was why Jaxon was so protective of her.

      It was why I was so protective of her.

      But in some ways, I felt about as innocent as Bethany, especially when she let me touch her… play with her… bring her to the brink of a powerful orgasm.

      Everything with her was a new experience all by itself, and I never wanted that off-the-charts chemistry we had to ever go away.

      And based on past knowledge, I knew it wouldn’t.

      I knew what I felt for Bethany was a once-in-a-lifetime thing, and I needed to hold on tightly with both hands.

      My parents were a prime example.

      Even after thirty-five years of marriage, my dad still looked at my mom like she was the goddess on his altar, and he was lucky enough to spend the rest of his life worshipping her.

      I didn’t realize how far my lifestyle had set me back from finding the love that my parents shared.

      At least, not until Bethany, when I found myself wanting to experience with her what my parents had.

      I threw away the tissue-wrapped condom in my wastebasket and splashed cold water on my face before wetting the white cloth nearby and cleaning myself up. I would have to clean Bethany up while she slept, and something about that act, about taking care of her, even while she was unaware, sent a surge of pleasure through me.

      Satisfied with everything, and feeling a little better after cleaning up, I was about to throw the soiled cloth in the dirty hamper when something caught my eye. I frowned, not really sure what I was looking at, or what it meant, as I examined the cloth a little closer.

      A smear of pink on the towel, looking too much like blood for my liking.

      But why would there be blood?

      My heart thudded fiercely in my chest as different scenarios ran through my mind, none of them good.

      Was I too rough with her?

      I tried to think back, but I couldn’t remember anything but how good she had felt wrapped around me.

      But no, if I had been, she would have said something… wouldn’t she?

      Yet, if I hadn’t been too rough, there was only one explanation for the blood. My heart rate picked up again, but for a completely different reason.

      I always thought Bethany was too innocent for the likes of me. But exactly how innocent was she?

      Throwing the dirty cloth away, I leaned down and grabbed the used condom, unwrapping the tissue around it.

      My heart stalled at the sight. It was just as I suspected but didn’t dare think about.

      Bethany was a virgin.

      Was!

      She wasn’t anymore.

      I couldn’t think about how I was when I was inside of her. Had I prepared her enough for my intrusion? Had I hurt her? Who was I kidding? Or course I had hurt her.

      There was no other way around it.

      I should have paid better attention to her. I shouldn’t have let my hormones control me. Never had I felt more out of control than I had when I was with her. My hands shook as I ran my fingers through my hair.

      If I had hurt her more than what was necessary…

      I shook my head, a slight nausea moving up my throat.

      The thought was reprehensible, making me feel like the worst kind of monster.

      I threw away the blood-stained condom and grabbed another clean hand towel, wetting it with warm water before walking back to her room. She was still asleep, and I didn’t think she would wake up even if an earthquake occurred.

      Carefully, I moved the blanket away from her and pushed the towel between her legs. Bethany didn’t fight me in her sleep. Instead, she let out a small sigh and burrowed deeper under the covers.

      I quickly cleaned her up and threw the towel in a dirty laundry basket nearby before climbing back into bed with her, wrapping my arms around her waist, and pulling her close. She automatically sought out my warmth and buried her face in my chest. I wanted to protect her from all that was bad in the world, including myself.

      Never again.

      I would never hurt her again, I vowed.

      Sleep evaded me the whole night, and before I knew it, dawn was breaking through the dark sky.

      I moved away from her, sitting on the edge of the bed, a range of emotions waging war inside me, from pure male satisfaction at being her first, to anger at myself for losing control, and yes, even at Bethany for not telling me.

      I would have handled the situation and her with more care.

      I would have…

      I shook my head. I didn’t know what I would have done, but I knew we sure as hell would be talking about this.
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      I woke up with a start, but I wasn’t sure exactly what it was that woke me. The sun was just beginning to rise, and I could still see the light blue sky outside. I knew without opening my eyes that Callum was no longer wrapped around me.

      Looking around my room, I finally saw his large form sitting by my feet on the edge of my bed.

      “Good morning,” I greeted. My voice sounded a little hoarse from sleep.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked. His face and tone were expressionless as he stared out the window.

      “Tell you what?”

      He looked at me, then down to the comforter wrapped around me. “That last night was your first time.”

      “How did you know?” He didn’t answer me, instead continuing to stare at me with that expressionless look in his eyes. “Does it matter?”

      “Does it matter?” he repeated. “Of course, it does. I would have been gentler. Last night…” He closed his eyes, and I finally saw something other than the blank look he’d been wearing since I woke up. He looked tormented. “Jesus, you must think I am some sort of animal.”

      I shook my head and sat up. “I don’t think that. Last night was amazing, and you know it. Don’t do that. I’m glad you weren’t gentle.”

      “Don’t say that. Did I hurt you?” I opened my mouth to tell him he didn’t, but he interrupted me. “And don’t lie to me.”

      I moved closer to him until my front was plastered to his broad back. He was hard there too, and I found myself growing wet. “It hurt initially.” I felt him tense. “But that’s normal. I heard the first time usually does,” I added quickly.

      He didn’t say anything as he continued to look out the window.

      “Callum.” I tugged on his arms until he looked at me. “Don’t do this. I really enjoyed myself last night. And you’re ruining the mood.” I pouted. “I want to do it again. Please.” My pussy just ached from the thought of getting him back inside me.

      I tugged at the sheet, revealing my naked body to him. His eyes went straight to my breasts, and I smiled, satisfied.

      I grabbed his hand and placed it between my legs so he could feel how wet I was for him, and when he didn’t move away but instead started petting me gently, I rocked my hips, trying to find my pleasure.

      I threw my head back when his movements grew bold, until I felt my climax building, and then I was falling, and falling, and falling.

      I closed my eyes, the feelings too much.

      When I came back down, I noticed Callum was also naked, his briefs discarded carelessly on the floor.

      He gently pushed me back until I was on my back. “We’re not done,” he all but growled out.

      I didn’t think I could take anymore, not when my sex still tingled from my first orgasm, but I didn’t stop him.

      I let him do with me as he wished.

      With one hand, he closed my legs and pushed them backward until my knees almost touched my breasts. In this position, my sex was exposed to his unnerving gaze. And then his mouth was on me, his tongue lapping around the sensitive skin. One hand was used to hold my legs back where he had put them, and the other he placed around my hip.

      He sucked on my sex, eating me out like his life depended on it, and all I could do was try to hold still as he brought me to the peak. I was so close to coming I could weep. His life might depend on it, because I would probably kill him if he didn’t let me come soon.

      Callum laughed against me, and I felt the vibration all the way down to my toes. I realized I must have said that out loud, but I couldn’t bring myself to be embarrassed over it.

      I tried to lift my hips up, to bring him closer to me, but Callum pushed me down until I held still. I looked down and met his eyes.

      He winked at me.

      I laid my head back down, my fingers running through the soft strands of his hair. “Callum, please!”

      In this position, it was hard to move. In this position, I was completely at his mercy.

      My pussy quivered from the impending release as I felt his tongue inside of me before he lowered his mouth, licking the quivering flesh from the bottom up.

      I closed my mouth around my fist to keep from making so much noise.

      I fell hard and fast, and Callum doubled his efforts to prolong my pleasure. When I landed, he slowed his movements, giving my pussy one last lick before he looked up at me, lips shiny… from me.

      “Oh, God.”

      He smiled and licked his lips. “Now that I made you come twice, I want you to do something for me.”

      “Anything.”

      He smiled. “I want you to touch yourself.”

      I hesitated. “Right now?”

      He nodded. “Touch yourself, baby. And let me watch. I want to see you make yourself lose control.”

      “I-I…”

      “Come on, Bethany. I know you want to. I can still see your arousal. You’re turned on by the thought of touching yourself in front of me, aren’t you?”

      I nodded. I was turned on. How could I not be? But could I come again so soon after? My abused flesh still trembled, and I knew it would be sensitive to touch. But with the way he was looking at me…

      I wanted to please him.

      My sex clenched, and with shaky hands, I brought them up to my breasts.

      My nipples tightened as I cupped both of my breasts, squeezing them the same way Callum had done many times before.

      I closed my legs tightly while pinching my nipples. A quiet moan escaped my mouth, and my movements became frantic, desperate, as my hands moved down and down… and oh.

      When I looked at Callum, I found his eyes intently on me, his hand wrapped around his thick cock. God, the image was almost too much.

      “Keep going,” he said, his voice a little rough. I didn’t realize I had stopped, so engrossed in watching Callum pleasure himself.

      My cheeks were flushed, and I suddenly felt too self-conscious to continue. I tried to pull my hands away from where they rested between my legs, but Callum stopped me.

      “No,” he said, moving my hand up and down until my fingers were gently rubbing my clit. “Are you thinking of me?” he asked.

      I couldn’t speak. His voice was already bringing me to the brink of orgasm. He stopped the movement of my hand, and I wanted to yell at him.

      “Answer me,” he demanded softly.

      I nodded. “Yes.” My voice was breathless. “Yes, yes. Please, Callum. I need to come so badly. Please.”

      “Then keep touching yourself. Get as rough as you want, baby, I just want to see you come.”

      I rubbed harder, listening to his voice, moving my hips at the same time.

      But I couldn’t get there. I grew frustrated. Callum must have known that, because he helped me by gently placing his thumb over my clit and rubbing a little. I came.

      And when I came back down, Callum was there. He laid on top of me, kissing me and swallowing my moans. He settled between my legs and plunged into me before I even came back down from my orgasm, then moved in and out of me, bringing me to the verge of the next one.

      “Callum!” I screamed.

      I tightened around him before I came, and he followed soon after, coming inside of me.

      It was by far the best way to wake up in the morning.
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        * * *

      

      I spent all morning cleaning up the already clean house and daydreaming about Callum.

      Everything that happened the night before didn’t feel real. It felt fragile and fleeting. As if a wisp of smoke could and would blow it all away to pieces.

      I needed to be held in his arms again, much like he had done while we were sleeping the night before. I needed to feel his callous hands on my skin once again. Or even run my fingers through the soft strands of his hair. Something to tell me that last night wasn’t just my very overactive imagination but real and substantial.

      I had expected to feel somewhat different, but aside from the delicious ache between my legs every now and then, I still felt like me.

      The ache was more noticeable than not for most of the day, whenever I moved about in the large apartment.

      I also went grocery shopping, and it briefly registered in my mind that I wasn’t sure what kind of food Callum liked.

      It was odd. To have done some of the things we’d done and know so little about each other.

      So I bought all of Jaxon’s favorites and hoped that Callum liked the same things.

      When late afternoon hit, I decided to make grilled salmon and serve it with a side salad. That should be enough to satisfy them for the night.

      When the door opened promptly at seven o’clock, my heart felt like it was going to jump right out of my chest.

      Just the anticipation of seeing him alone could make me crazy. And then I heard his voice as he spoke to my brother in the foyer. He said something and then laughed. His laugh. Jesus. Could I please record it on my cell phone so that I could play that beautiful sound whenever I felt like it? I was half tempted to ask him when we got some alone time later.

      Both men walked in, and Jaxon came over to me first. “Now I know you are definitely spoiling me. I might never let you leave,” he said in a playful tone.

      I pushed him away. “You might think differently when you find someone to settle down with.”

      He scoffed. “Like that’s ever going to happen.”

      “You never know.” It was Callum who spoke. We both turned to him. “You could be getting on with your life and think everything is fine, but the next thing you know, the perfect woman walks in, and you find yourself unable to leave her alone.”

      He was talking to Jaxon, but he was looking at me. I held onto his gaze, unsure if he was talking about me or not and how I wished he were.

      “Whatever.” Jaxon walked to the kitchen and took in all the food I had laid on the stove. He made a low rumble at the back of his throat. He approved.

      I looked back at Callum and found his eyes on me once again. I didn’t think his gaze had ever moved away.

      I started to squirm underneath his unnerving cobalt-blue eyes. When I flashed him a tiny smile, his eyes softened. He winked at me and, without another word, walked into his room.

      When I turned back to the stove, I was surprised to see that Jaxon was no longer looking at the food but at me.

      He eyed me curiously, his eyebrows lowering in a small frown. He’d caught the small exchange between Callum and me, and I wasn’t sure what he thought of it.

      I wasn’t even sure if he would approve or not, though, at this age, I didn’t need his approval. But it was easier if he did, considering that I lived with him and he and Callum were obviously close. I didn’t want to be the reason their friendship ended.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was quiet, and I wasn’t sure if it was tense or comfortable.

      For me, it was tense. I could feel Jaxon’s eyes jumping from me to Callum every now and then.

      But he didn’t say anything, and I wasn’t sure if Callum noticed either.

      Both men were a picture of calm. They ate dinner slowly, obviously enjoying the home-cooked meal, and when they did talk to each other, it was friendly and relaxed.

      Maybe I was being way too paranoid.

      After dinner, Jaxon volunteered to clean up the kitchen since Callum cleaned last night. I was only too happy to hide in my room for the rest of the night.

      I took a quick shower and then climbed into bed naked.

      Even though I was still wary about Jaxon finding out, I was too addicted to Callum to stop. I wanted him to come into my room and do all sorts of naughty things with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            BETHANY

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun barely rose when I opened my eyes and found Callum next to me.

      He was still asleep, his face peaceful, making him look younger than his twenty-six years of age. It was funny. I didn’t think he was so young when we first met, but he was. He was only four years older than me, yet it felt like a lifetime of experiences were embedded in those four years. Callum was… hardened by life more than I was, more cynical, and less trusting of the world and the people in it.

      Yet he was soft with me.

      I ran my hand through the soft strands of his hair, only pausing when he moved a little. But when he settled again, I slid my fingers down his face, from his closed eyes to the pointed nose to his strong jawline, and finally, to those incredibly soft lips.

      I might be in love with you.

      He opened his eyes then, his gaze going directly to me. He smiled, and everything in my world righted again, along with the heavy beat of my heart just moments before.

      “Hey,” he greeted, wrapping his arms around my waist and pulling me closer to his body. At some point in the night, I had fallen off of him. He was no longer inside me, and I couldn’t help but feel lost somehow.

      I tilted my face, asking for a kiss, and he complied, pressing his lips softly to mine. I cupped his cheek with one hand, holding him there for a little while longer. I rested my other hand on his chest, right where his heart was, beating just as fast as my own.

      He broke away first, breathing heavily. I did that. I took his breath away. His eyes brightened when he spoke. “That’s probably the best thing I have ever woken up to.”

      I smiled, moving closer to him until my face was buried in his neck.

      “Hey, what’s this? Why are you getting all shy on me?” he asked gently, bringing my face out of his neck so that he could meet my eyes.

      I shook my head. I wasn’t even sure why I was feeling so self-conscious all of a sudden. Not after all we had done. Maybe because I realized I had just fallen for my brother’s best friend, and I didn’t want to hide us anymore.

      I wanted to yell to the world that he was mine. I wanted to claim him, as much as he had done to me, body, heart, and soul.

      “Do you have to work today?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “It’s Saturday. I get the day off.”

      “Can we do something… together?” I avoided his eyes as I said it. Instead, I looked down at his few chest hairs, playing with them.

      He grabbed my hand and squeezed, drawing my attention back to him.

      “Like a date?” he asked.

      I bit my lip and nodded. He kissed me then, prying my lips open with a gentle bite of his teeth until his tongue was inside my mouth, exploring.

      I moaned and deepened the kiss, climbing on top of him. His hand went from my shoulder, down my spine, and cupped my ass, pulling me in until my sex touched his erection.

      God, this felt so good. I moved my hips without his urging, and felt his hands tighten around my hips. I might bruise there.

      I didn’t mind.

      “Where do you want to go?” he asked moments later when he pulled away so that we could both catch our breath.

      “I don’t care, as long as I’m with you.”

      “Hmm, sounds perfect.”
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        * * *

      

      We spent the whole day holed up in my room. I wasn’t sure where Jaxon had gone off to, but he’d left early in the morning, and hadn’t come home since.

      It was fine with me. I didn’t have to try and be quiet. And trying to be quiet when Callum Greyson was fucking me into oblivion was not easy.

      When six o’clock finally rolled around, Callum left me to get ready in his room. I could feel the flutter of a thousand butterflies in my belly.

      Our first date.

      I chose something simple to wear. Fitted skinny jeans that made my butt look good, black leather boots that were quickly becoming my favorite, and a gray knitted sweater covering a white tank top. The outfit looked like something I had in my old closet before it burned down.

      I came out of my room once I did my hair and makeup, and walked out to the living area. Callum was already there.

      My steps faltered as I took him in, my breathing quickened. From the black leather boots, dark blue jeans, and a simple white T-shirt, he looked casual and fuckable.

      The image alone could fuel some of my filthiest fantasies for weeks to come. His eyes lit up when he caught sight of me standing there, staring at him with my mouth agape, and then they twinkled with amusement.

      “What?” I asked.

      He pointed at me. “We match.”

      I looked down and laughed a little too. We did match. He crooked a finger at me, beckoning me to come over, and I did so without a thought.

      He cocooned me with his big, warm body, and a soft, satisfied sigh passed my lips as he tightened his arms around me.

      “Much better. You were too far away.”

      I smiled and buried my face in his chest. He smelled like clean laundry and body wash. It was the best smell in the world. Especially when it was mixed with a scent that was uniquely his.

      “As much as I’d love to hold on to you all day, we have to leave now if we want to make the reservation.”

      My arms tightened around him briefly before I reluctantly let go. Without another word, he grabbed my hand and led me out the door.
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        * * *

      

      He took me to a steakhouse. As if he needed any more ways inside my heart. It was absolutely perfect.

      We sat together side by side, talking about the most random things. I told him about my family, but considering he’d already met half of them, there wasn’t much to tell.

      I grew up with Jaxon and my father. For the longest time, it had always just been the three of us. My mother died in a car accident before I was two months old, so it was understandable how protective my father and brother were of me.

      I learned that aside from Callum, he had two older sisters. He was the baby of the family, and both of his parents were still alive, happy, and together for thirty-five years and going strong.

      Both his sisters were happily married and popping out babies left and right, so I imagined his family gatherings were somewhat crowded.

      Not once, though, did he mention his plans for the future. I wasn’t sure if he ever wanted to get married and start a family of his own, and I didn’t ask. We were still so new to the relationship, but starting a family was definitely something I wanted.

      And I’d just found a man who had stolen my heart from the tight grasp I always had on it. And he’d done so with just a look.

      Next, he took me to the movies. Callum specifically picked a horror movie that had just come out. Something about wanting to see my reaction so that he could swoop in as my hero. I smiled as he said that, but I didn’t tell him that he was already my hero. I couldn’t imagine being in more capable arms.

      And when the night was over, he drove me home, holding onto my hand the whole drive there. It was, by far, the best night of my life.

      We walked through the front door, kissing and laughing, with Callum holding onto me tightly, as if he wished never to let me go.

      I wished he wouldn’t.

      But all good things must come to an end. We couldn’t possibly have stayed inside that blissful bubble forever. Especially when we walked through that door and found Jaxon sitting on the couch. The TV wasn’t on, so he was obviously waiting for us, and he did not look happy.

      We stood at the threshold of the front door, both looking at Jaxon, our expressions somber.

      I tried to move away from Callum, but his hold only tightened around me.

      “Well, where have you been?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but Callum beat me to it. “We were on a date.”

      “A date?” Jaxon asked. He seemed too calm for my liking.

      Callum nodded. “Yes, a date.”

      “You’re dating my baby sister, and you didn’t think to mention that?” Jaxon asked, standing up.

      I quickly pulled away from Callum and ran toward Jaxon. “Stop,” I told him, my hands on his chest to keep him from moving closer to Callum.

      “I like her, okay? And I’m sorry if you’re not happy, but I won’t stop seeing her just because you don’t approve.”

      Jaxon took another step forward. “You think this is about me not approving?” I felt a slight tremor coursing through him, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold him off.

      “You know I will treat her right. You know me.”

      And that was when Jaxon lost it. He carefully lifted me out of the way and put me behind him. Before I could actually recover from being manhandled, Jaxon was already in front of Callum. He clipped Callum in the jaw, and although it pushed Callum back a little, he didn’t fall down.

      “I won’t fight you, man.”

      “Good, then this should be easy for me.” He punched Callum again, and would have come back for more had I not wrapped my arms around him from behind.

      “Please stop. You can’t just do this every time I date someone.”

      “Date?” Jaxon turned around so he was facing me. His eyes softened a little. “How is it called dating when he’s fucking you behind my back and can’t even man up and tell me about it?”

      My eyes widened in surprise. “How did you know?”

      Jaxon actually looked embarrassed when he answered. “I could hear you at night. At first, I thought Callum was just sneaking in girls. But then I heard the noise coming out of your room.”

      Okay.

      I looked away, my cheeks red. At that point, I wished there was a hole big enough to swallow me up. Anything to get me out of the awkward conversation I was having with my older brother.

      “You deserve better than to be someone’s dirty little secret,” Jaxon said softly.

      I shook my head. “No, you’re wrong. We’re not hiding it.” I looked over at Callum, perhaps for confirmation.

      His eyes grew pained before he nodded, and I wasn’t sure why he looked the way he did.

      “Not hiding it?” Jaxon’s eyes grew incredulous. He turned back around to Callum. “Then why didn’t you tell me?”

      Callum’s eyes moved to me, warming when he took me in, as if telling me he would take care of everything.

      And I believed him.

      “I didn’t know how to tell you,” Callum said. “At first, it was because I didn’t know where I stood with her. I needed to make sure she was on the same page as me without your influence. And yes, I can even admit that I was a little confused myself. I didn’t know why I was feeling the way I felt. I just knew that I like spending time with her, and I like being around her. But I’m sure now. I won’t hide her. How could I? Not when all I want is to show the world that she is mine.”

      He was talking to Jaxon as he said it, but his eyes never left mine. He was telling me as well. Reassuring me that he didn’t want to hide us and that he really wanted to be with me.

      I gave him a bright smile, and I could see some of the tension leaving his body. I could feel Jaxon relaxing as well.

      “Okay,” he said.

      My head whipped toward him. “Okay?”

      He nodded. “As long as he makes you happy and isn’t hiding you away, I’m okay with it.”

      I looked at Callum, and while he looked relieved, he was also gently rubbing his jaw. No doubt he would have a bruise there by morning.

      Jaxon shrugged as he took Callum in. “You should have told me from the beginning, instead of letting me find out the way I did.”

      Callum nodded. “Fair enough.”

      “Okay, I’m heading to bed. And as much as I love you two, please, for the love of God, keep it down.”

      I was sure my face had turned an even deeper shade of red, as I looked anywhere but at the two men.

      When I heard Jaxon’s door closing softly behind him, I turned to Callum. He was smiling at me, his eyes roaming my body from top to bottom. Without saying a word, he made his way to me and effortlessly lifted me in his arms.

      “I think it’s time for bed,” he said softly.

      I yawned just as he said it, and he let out a soft chuckle. “Come on, let me take you to bed, make love to you, and sleep with you in my arms for the rest of the night.”

      I nodded, wrapping my arms around his neck and snuggling closer to his chest. He walked us down the hallway, but instead of going to my room, he took a detour and went to his room instead.

      My heart skipped a beat. I had never been in his room before.

      “Open the door for me, baby.”

      I did as he asked and turned on the lights once we entered. He kicked the door closed and walked to his bed. My eyes roamed eagerly around the room, trying to find anything that would tell me more about the man I loved.

      I was left sorely disappointed.

      I wasn’t sure how I had imagined his room, but this wasn’t it. His room was… plain.

      I supposed that was better than finding his room covered in posters of half-naked girls. Frankly, at his age, it would have been kind of creepy.

      There was a huge desk in the corner, with stacks upon stacks of books on top of it. Even from here, I could tell they weren’t fiction books or anything like that. I was sure they had something to do with U.S. law.

      The only other things in his room were a dresser and a huge king-size bed.

      He set me down there, and I let out a soft moan at how comfortable the bed was. I wondered why he’d insisted on sleeping in my room, in my bed, when his was obviously better.

      When I looked up at him, he was shifting uncomfortably. “What?”

      “You can’t make noises like that and not expect me to be affected.” I smiled sheepishly but didn’t respond. “Let’s get you out of these clothes,” he added wickedly.

      My thighs clenched together. “That sounds nice.”

      He let out a laugh as he bent down so that we were at eye level. He started with my sweater. Removing it, he placed it on the back of his desk chair before coming back to me. Then he took off my boots, caressing my calves before he put them on the floor by the bed.

      “Get on your knees, baby.”

      I moved to my knees on the bed.

      He unbuttoned my jeans, and I sucked in a sharp breath. Then he pulled them and my panties down, only stopping when he could longer get them off. He ran his fingers gently around the lips of my sex, petting me, playing with me, torturing me.

      “Look at how wet you are,” he said, sliding a single finger inside me. I clenched around him. “Just waiting to be fucked by me.”

      He pulled the straps of my tank top down until my breasts were revealed to him, and my arms were stuck at my side due to the straps.

      Then he climbed on the bed, and with one hand on my shoulder blade, he moved me forward until his mouth was wrapped around my nipple. I arched my back, bringing myself closer to him.

      And when the hand still touching my pussy quickened in pace, I threw my head back and screamed his name, which he promptly shut up with a searing kiss.

      I came shortly after he inserted a second finger.

      When I came back down, Callum was helping me out of my clothes. He took off the tank top and threw it somewhere on the ground. Then he gently pushed me backward until I was on my back on the mattress. He pulled off my jeans, and they joined the tank top.

      He licked his lips as he took me in and quickly removed all of his clothing. He pulled out a condom from his jeans pocket, wrapping it around himself. I watched him, enraptured by the very male sight of him.

      And when he laid on top of me, I tangled my arms around his neck and pulled him down. I kissed him when he entered me. And when he moved, my arms tightened around him.

      He stared down at me, unblinking, almost as if he wanted to remember the moment forever. I felt the same way.

      I never wanted to let him go.

      We came shortly after, the both of us lost to the passion.

      I watched as he lay down next to me and enveloped me in the warmth and safety of his arms.
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      I woke up sometime around ten the following day. It was the latest I had ever slept in.

      My muscles were sore in the best way possible, bringing me back to everything I had done the night before with Callum.

      I felt his arms around me, and they tightened a little when I started squirming. Callum was still half asleep.

      “What is it, Bethany?”

      “I have to use the bathroom.”

      His sigh was exaggerated, but he finally let me go. I jumped over Callum’s body and almost kicked him in the one place I enjoyed most. Luckily, he moved away quickly enough. I gave him a sheepish smile when he glared at me.

      But the glare didn’t stay on his face long. He softened a little, and giving me a quick kiss, he said, “Hurry back.”

      “Okay,” I said, sounding a little too breathless. With my cheeks slightly red, I added, “And when I’m back, I’ll pay extra attention to the one place I almost hurt.”

      His eyes heated as he watched me move around the room, looking for clothes.

      “Why are you getting dressed? Use the bathroom here.”

      I shook my head. “I’m getting a drink of water too.” Plus, I didn’t think we were at that point in our relationship where I was comfortable going where Callum could possibly hear.

      Yeah, that was a hard no.

      Maybe if we were married…

      Probably.

      I settled on the shirt Callum had had on the night before, along with sweats that were too big for me. I heard a soft groan when I made my way through the door. I couldn’t help the smile that came out. It was a bold move, promising him something I obviously had never done before, but I wanted to try it with him. And knowing Callum, he was bound to make it another memorable first for me.

      I quickly went about my business in the bathroom and washed my hands. When I emerged from the bathroom, Jaxon’s door opened.

      My brother’s eyes widened when he saw me, and he took in the clothes I was wearing. I looked down to avoid his gaze. He obviously knew what was going on. Still, it was all kinds of awkward just standing there.

      Should have just risked it and gone in Callum’s bathroom.

      “Hey, you slept in late.”

      I nodded with a small smile. “Yeah, late night.”

      As soon as the words left my mouth, I wished I could take them back. Jaxon shifted around uncomfortably, and when I looked up at him, his skin had reddened a little. I didn’t think I had ever seen my brother blush this hard.

      “Yeah, okay.”

      “I should probably get back.” My fingers twitched. I almost lifted them to point to Callum’s room.

      “Wait. Bethany, be honest with me, okay?” I nodded. “He’s not making you do anything you don’t want to do, right?”

      I frowned. “Of course not. He treats me right, Jaxon.”

      “Good. Are you… are you happy?”

      I was smiling then. “I am. But we’re still so new. Just trying to get the hang of everything.”

      Jaxon smiled back at me. His posture finally relaxed. “Good. I’m happy. And if he ever hurts you, I’ll kick his ass.”

      I rolled my eyes as I made my way to Callum’s room, though I knew Jaxon wasn’t kidding. He really would hurt Callum. And their friendship would end. I wondered if it was worth it. And I wondered if Callum thought it was worth it.

      When I walked back into his room, Callum was sitting up on the bed, playing with his phone. I smiled when he looked up at me, and his eyes brightened. Oh, yeah. It was worth it.

      Without another word, I took off my clothes and threw them on the floor. Callum’s eyes tracked my movements, and when I was standing in front of him fully naked, I could see the heat in those eyes as they lingered in some places over others.

      Walking over to him, I pulled the blanket off him, revealing his naked body to my greedy eyes.

      His cocked jumped out at me, ready to play. I licked my lips as I slowly made my way onto the bed and settled between his legs.

      With shaky hands, I brought them to his erection and wrapped them around his length. Callum’s hips bucked off the bed before he leaned his head back against the wall, his eyes closed.

      “Oh, fuck. What are you doing to me, baby?”

      I smiled, leaning forward and planting a swift kiss on his chest. My hands started to move up and down his length, tightening a little each time I moved. I’d read somewhere that men really liked that.

      “Yes, just like that, Bethany.”

      I kissed my way down his body, sucking on each of his nipples on my way down to his rock-hard abs, before following the happy trail leading to his thick, hard penis.

      When I closed my mouth around the tip, Callum let out a few more words that I was sure would make the devil blush.

      I moved my hands to his balls and took in more of his length. And when the tip hit my throat, I gagged a little before pulling back.

      I did that several more times, careful to avoid using my teeth. Based on the way his hands fisted around my hair, I was pretty sure he was enjoying it.

      Finally, I sucked a little harder and quickened my pace as I let him fuck my mouth. He tapped my jaw, indicating that he was about to come, which only made me double my efforts. I wanted to taste him. See what it would feel like when I swallowed every last drop, to drive him crazy.

      I felt him swell up a little before he came, and then his cum shot into my mouth. I tried to swallow as fast as I could, but some still made its way out, but that was okay too, because Callum was relaxed against the bed, completely sated.

      I let go of him and looked up, meeting his eyes. “Was that okay?” I asked.

      He pulled me to him until I was lying down close to his side. “That was… completely mind-blowing.”

      I let out a soft chuckle, which quickly turned into a moan when he cupped my sex. “Your turn,” he said, spreading my legs out a little.

      He lay on his side, his elbow bracing him as he stared down at me. I moved my hips up a little when he started to rub in small circles.

      And then he quickened his pace, not quite entering me, but so, so close. “Callum.” I sighed.

      “I know, baby. I know exactly what you need.” He pushed two fingers inside me, moving them in and out roughly until I moved my hips with him.

      And it didn’t take long until I was pushed over the edge. He wrapped me tightly in his arms as I came back down.

      I didn’t realize my eyes had been closed until my orgasm subsided. And when I opened them, Callum was staring at me with clear adoration in his eyes.

      Yup, totally worth it.
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        * * *

      

      Sunday night, probably to get away from Callum and me, Jaxon went on a date.

      Callum told me that Jaxon wouldn’t be home until morning.

      I didn’t really want to think about my brother’s sex life, as I was sure he didn’t want to hear about mine.

      This living situation was getting harder and harder.

      I loved my brother, but I was falling in love with Callum. I wanted him all to myself. And perhaps that was selfish, but I didn’t want to live in the same place as Jaxon anymore.

      Not when every time I looked over at Callum, I could see the lust in his eyes, only to be tamped down in Jaxon’s presence.

      But tonight, as temporary as it was, we had the whole apartment to ourselves.

      I didn’t have to worry about making too much noise, and we didn’t have to go to either of our rooms to have sex, which was fine with me, especially when Callum stalked toward me after dinner with a determined look in his eyes.

      He deftly pulled at my clothes until I was naked before him, his greedy eyes taking me in from head to toe.

      “I love your body, Bethany.” He cupped my sex. “And I love how responsive you are to me.”

      “Oh, God. Callum. Please, just fuck me already. I don’t want to play tonight.”

      He smirked. “You love it when I play with you. Watch, Bethany.”

      We both looked down as he inserted two fingers inside me, stretching me out in the most delicious way.

      I groaned and closed my eyes, earning a quick but hard slap on my clit. My eyes widened as I looked at him.

      “Don’t look away. Or I’ll have to punish you.”

      I nodded, training my eyes back on those magical fingers of his. He moved them in and out of me roughly. My hands balled into a fist.

      His thumb found my clit, and he rubbed it in circles. “Callum,” I groaned out.

      He brought me closer to him, taking an aching nipple into his mouth. He sucked and bit and licked his way around my areola until I was nothing more than a mess of incoherent thoughts and words.

      I love you.

      I’d shouted the words in my head a thousand times. But if I said them out loud, would he accept them or run away?

      When I was almost to my peak, he pulled back and fumbled with his jeans. They fell to the floor, revealing him to me.

      I would never get tired of the sight of him.

      And hard in all the right places, the roughness a stark contrast to my delicateness.

      He lifted me in his arms until I wrapped my legs around his waist as he made his way to the couch. Sitting down so that I was straddling him, he touched my pussy with the tip of his erection.

      I placed both hands on his chest, trying to catch my bearings.

      It was pointless because, without warning, he entered me, holding still when he was fully inside.

      I clenched the walls of my vagina around him, feeling him tremble.

      This man.

      At six foot three and with nothing but muscle and strength, he was trembling beneath me.

      How could I not love him more when he made it known that I was obviously his weakness?

      I looked into his eyes, so there was no mistaking my next words. “I love you.”

      He stilled and looked at me, his eyes roaming over my face.

      And after a moment, when I wasn’t sure if I should say something else, his arms wrapped tightly around me, and he pulled me in close.

      “God, Bethany. You’ll be the very thing to ruin me if I let you.”

      I pulled back, testing my movements a little. We both moaned. “Haven’t I already ruined you for all the other women out there?” I moved again. Faster this time. He palmed my breast and squeezed. “You ruin every other man out there for me,” I said quietly, and that was the truth. Couldn’t he see how dependent he had made me?

      “Bethany.”

      I moved then, and I didn’t stop. My one and only goal was to make him come. Make him lose his tightly held control, much as he had done to me.

      I felt him swell inside of me before he shook, and then he was coming, burying his seed in me.

      The very thought triggered my own climax, and then I was coming, my nails digging into his skin, my lips screaming his name.

      When I came back down, Callum was looking at me with wonder in his eyes.

      I wanted to know what he was thinking, but I was too scared to ask. As much as I loved him, the man also scared me.

      I had thought I was strong, but he made me like this.

      Made me defenseless when it came to him.

      I played with his chest hair, unable to bring myself to be the first to speak.

      Though I didn’t have to wait long.

      “I love you too, Bethany,” he said gruffly.
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      Seven Years Later

      

      I cursed to myself when the floorboard squeaked beneath my foot.

      The baby was up again, and I was sure it wasn’t time for her feeding, considering she’d woken Bethany up for one three hours before.

      A smile tugged at my lips when I turned back and found my wife still asleep,

      She was exhausted after bringing home baby Lucy, but she was no less beautiful.

      We had been married for six and a half years now, with our second kid, and life couldn’t be any better.

      We married soon after we found out Bethany was pregnant with Ridge.

      And she had been the most amazing mother to him. I couldn’t imagine her not being in my life.

      The baby let out another soft cry through the monitor, and I quickly turned it off before opening the door and walking out and into Lucy’s room.

      Her eyes were wide open as she took me in, a small frown forming between her eyebrows as if she was disappointed it was me and not her mother.

      I picked her up and cradled her small body in my arms.

      “You’re just going to have to deal with Daddy. Mommy needs her sleep, sweetheart, but I’ll keep you company.”

      I never thought I could ever love someone as much as I loved my wife, but God proved me wrong both times when he blessed me with my son and daughter.

      I sat down on the rocking chair Bethany had insisted we needed to buy, and looked down at my daughter’s face.

      She was only a week old, but every single one of her features was all mine.

      The only thing she’d gotten from Bethany was her nose. An unmistakable nose.

      But her smile? That was mine.

      Her frown was mine too.

      It was still too soon to tell what her eye color would be, but their shape was 100 percent me, and I was absolutely fascinated with her. Whereas Ridge took after his mom, both in looks and manner, Lucy had already proven to be her father’s daughter, down to her boisterous attitude.

      “I love you so much, sweetheart. I promise to always love you. And I’ll probably fuck up along the way, so you have to promise you’ll be patient.”

      I moved her up and placed a tender kiss on her forehead.

      “You shouldn’t curse in front of her, you know,” Bethany said from outside the door.

      She had bags under her eyes, and her hair was a mess, and still she got my dick hard without any effort. It was going to be the longest six weeks of my life.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she teased. “I’m not strong like you. I won’t be able to resist jumping you the first chance I get if you keep looking at me like that.”

      I smiled at her and patted my thigh. She moved to me and crawled into my lap, her arms wrapping around my neck as she stared down at our daughter.

      As soon as her mother was in view, Lucy settled.

      I didn’t blame her. There was just something calming about Bethany, even during the most restless of times.

      “Thank you,” I told her.

      “Why are you thanking me?”

      “For giving me this. A family. For giving me the best gift of all.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “You.”

      Her smile was soft, and her eyes glistened with unshed tears.

      “I didn’t mean to make you cry,” I said.

      She shook her head. “These are happy tears. You’ve given me everything I need and want in life, too, you know. I love you so much, Callum.”

      “I love you too.”

      “Mom? Dad?”

      We looked at each other with small smiles at the sound of tiny footsteps running across the hardwood floor. Then a tiny body appeared, wearing the same defiant expression that was on Bethany’s face when I’d first laid eyes on her.

      Ridge smiled when he caught sight of us, but he knew better than to climb into my lap like he used to do. Not with baby Lucy in my arms. His big eyes begged to join us, and Bethany laughed, holding out her arms for him until he was settled on her lap.

      He stared down at his baby sister with the same fascination he’d had on his face ever since we brought her home. “Uncle Jaxon said I need to care for Lucy when she grows up.”

      Bethany laughed. “He said that, did he?”

      Ridge solemnly nodded. “He said I need to watch out for boys, especially boys who are my friends, because they’re going to take one look at Lucy and want her to be their girlfriend.”

      Bethany’s whole body shook as she laughed, tightening her arms around Ridge, while I frowned. “I’m going to kill him. He needs to stop retelling that story as if I were some sort of villain who seduced you.”

      Bethany raised her eyebrows in question. “But you did seduce me.” Her gaze softened as she looked over my face. “It’s not as if I had a chance. You had me the very moment I laid eyes on you.”

      I leaned over and took her lips with mine, kissing her until Ridge used his little hands to push at my chest.

      He was frowning, his lips jutting out in a pout as he turned those gray eyes my way. Bethany’s eyes.

      He already knew they were my weakness.

      I thanked God every day that my daughter didn’t inherit her mother’s eyes. I was already weak when it came to her. She could probably burn down the house, and I’d let her get away with it. I didn’t know what else I would actually let her get away with if she had Bethany’s eyes.

      “Okay, Ridge. What did you want to tell me?” I asked.

      He smiled. “I love you, Daddy.”

      My heart softened. That line still got to me every time. “I love you too, buddy.”

      I turned to Bethany. “I love you all.” My arms tightened around my family.

      Bethany mouthed the words back to me as she smiled.

      Life was wonderful.

      I couldn’t believe that when I opened my front door seven years ago, I was going to fall in love so thoroughly that there was no way back from it.

      Bethany had been my roommate then, and we went on to purchase a house of our own a year later.

      Since then, I had lived with no one else but my beautiful wife.

      She liked to joke sometimes and call me her dirty roommate.

      How apt that description was.

      I would live the rest of my life making her blush by being her dirty roommate.
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      I covered my yawn and tried to look more interested in the conference, but all I could think about was when it would be over.

      It had been an hour, and my partners and I still hadn’t made any progress with the overseas team in Paris for the new hotel we were constructing for Oliver Kempton, a man whose reputation preceded him. This business deal had been going on for about two years, and barely a few months in construction, we were running into some problems.

      Mark Duncan was the project manager we put in charge, and I already regretted that decision. He had shown nothing but incompetency since day one, and now he was eating away most of my time.

      I turned to my partners, Dean Thompson and Jaxon Cooper, my annoyance showed clearly in my eyes. Dean and I met in college. We had been friends ever since and decided to go into business together after graduation.

      We had planned to make enough to live on; we didn’t plan on our business taking off so quickly that in only six short years since we had been opened, we now had contact with five of the biggest corporations in America and one more overseas, Oliver Kempton’s being one of them.

      He was not a patient kind of man. He would expect nothing less than perfect, especially with the kind of money he was investing, and I was no different.

      “And why hasn’t the shipment gotten in?” Jaxon asked, a tinge of irritation in his voice. He joined our firm three years after we opened, bringing Lucas and Callum along with him, and the five of us had worked our asses off to make the firm into what it was today. We had formed unbreakable friendships with each other ever since.

      “I-I am not sure,” Mark stuttered out. I’d had enough. Walking up so that I was in front of the screen, I stared down at the much smaller man until he started to fidget.

      “Figure this out,” I said. “And I expect the answer to that question by tomorrow morning.” Without waiting for his reply, I turned off the screen and turned to my partners. “I think we need to bring in a new project manager.”

      Dean nodded in agreement. “Let’s hope the new guy knows what he’s doing, coming in so late to the game and sorting out the mess that Mark will surely leave behind.”

      Jaxon sighed. “I can’t believe we are just learning about the problems with the shipment now.”

      I looked down at my Rolex watch. It was well past the time we should have been out of here. Most of the employees had already gone home for the day.

      “I’m going to head down to the bar and find someone to warm my bed tonight,” I said with a smile.

      Dean laughed. “I don’t how you’re not tired of that kind of life already. Don’t you want to find someone to settle down with?”

      “Why?” I asked. I worked hard, there was no time for love in my life. I wasn’t like my friend.

      Dean had married young, right out of college, and he and his wife, Ashley, were expecting their first child in a few short months. He met his wife, and I supposed that was it for him. For months, he’d followed her around like a lost puppy, begging for just one date. She finally gave in on the third month, and they quickly tied the knot mere weeks after our graduation.

      Dean shook his head. “I guess you just haven’t met the right one. You’ll know why when you see her.” He shrugged. “I’m going home to my wife.”

      I looked at Jaxon. He was probably a bigger player than I was. I raised an eyebrow in question. He nodded. “Yeah, a drink and a warm bed sound nice.”

      Dean laughed, walking out the door with a stack of papers in his hand. I frowned after him. Jaxon and I had our own stacks that we needed to go through. I wasn’t sure if going out and looking for my next conquest was such a good idea anymore, but the thought of going home to an empty bed held no appeal.

      We made our way out to the elevators, our things in hand. When the doors opened on the first floor, I told Jaxon I would meet him there and walked over to my car, a sleek black Ferrari, which was the love of my life at the moment.

      The car purred when I turned her on, and without looking back at the office, I sped out of there and to the bar.
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        * * *

      

      Blacklist Bar was crowded. Not surprising, since Fridays usually brought in a lot of the locals. I weaved my way through the crowd to the bar top. Jerimiah Winthrop nodded his head my way in greeting before walking over to me.

      Jerimiah was the owner of Blacklist Bar, a chain along with steakhouses, bar grill restaurants all over the US, and a distillery located about two hours away from here, which he used to make most of his famous house drinks for his business.

      Which was to say, Jerimiah wasn’t exactly hurting for money, nor was he short-staffed enough that he needed to come out here to take my drink order personally.

      No, I understood the determined expression on the other man’s face.

      He wanted something from me.

      I sat patiently at one of the open barstools until Jerimiah walked over to me.

      “You’re here late,” he said by way of greeting. I was a known regular at the bar, and Jerimiah and I had formed a friendship of sorts, although I wouldn’t say we were close. But he was the one who’d pointed Oliver Kempton my way, so I owed him.

      “Some problems at work. I need something strong.”

      He smirked and walked away. Moments later, he returned with a bottle of old scotch in one hand, and a glass in the other.

      “I got you the good stuff. On the house.”

      I looked at him, my eyes narrowing. This must be some favor if he was willing to part with even a glass of his famous house scotch for free.

      “What?” I asked.

      He smiled. “I need a favor.”

      “Depends on what it is.”

      “My sister just graduated from school, and she’s coming back home.”

      “Okay,” I said evenly, still not sure where he was going with this.

      “She graduated at the top of her class with a degree in architecture design from Yale.”

      Impressive. Still, I shook my head. “I don’t hire people. That’s all on HR.”

      He laughed. “That’s not what I’m asking. She would kill me if I even tried. She already got a job.” He paused, and when I didn’t say anything, he continued. “She got the job at Anderson, Thompson, Cooper, Grayson, and Hamilton Architectural Firm.”

      “My company?” Jerimiah nodded, his expression solemn. “Are you asking me to look out for her?” I supposed I could do that. Make sure she was treated well.

      Jerimiah surprised me when he shook his head. “No, man. I’m asking you to stay away from her.”

      “What?”

      “I’ve seen how you work. You’re here at my bar almost every weekend, and every weekend, you leave with a different girl on your arm. Lily’s not like that.”

      “You make me sound like some sort of monster,” I grumbled, though what he’d said was true.

      “Not like a monster. I’m only saying this because I know you. After all, I’m the same way. But Lily is different. She is… she’s just different.”

      I shrugged. “What makes you think I’d even be interested in her?”

      He pointed to something behind him. No, not something. Someone. I turned and found a petite girl with long black hair in a fitted server’s uniform. Her back was to me as she bent down and placed the drinks on the table.

      The patron she was talking to eyed her up and down hungrily. I didn’t miss the growl coming out of Jerimiah. I didn’t blame the man. If I had a little sister and someone was looking at her like that, the man wouldn’t be standing.

      She straightened and pressed the drink tray to her stomach, saying something to the man before she turned, giving me a full view of her face for the first time.

      Fuck me.

      I froze in my seat, unable to move as the girl effortlessly walked across the bar, easily garnering the attention of every single male in the room.

      She had a heart-shaped face, a slender build, and impossibly beautiful gray eyes.

      I felt my heart stop before it beat again, hard and fierce.

      I was wrecked. Ruined. Completely and utterly destroyed.

      Done for.

      “Fuck.”
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      I was late.

      Today was turning out to be the worst first day ever.

      I hated being late. Not only did it look unprofessional, but my senior project manager in the design department, Josephine Tracy, was a mean, no-nonsense lady who frankly scared the shit out of me.

      I’d met her only three times before I got the job, and two of those times were for the extensive interview she ran. Nothing during those meetings told me she would be a kind boss. Or a kind person, for that matter. Yet I envied her. I might not like her as a person, but I admired the career woman in her. Something I was determined to be, even if it killed me.

      And that started with not being late on my first day of my first professional job.

      Running to the building, I was glad to see the elevator door open, but not for long. I yelled for someone to hold the door, and to my relief, he did.

      “Thank you,” I gasped out, once I was safely inside and the elevator started to move.

      “Welcome,” came the gruff reply.

      I turned around to look at the owner of the voice and stuttered in my steps. I would have fallen had the large man not placed his hands gently around me, keeping me upright. My God. He was beautiful.

      “Careful,” he said softly. “Wouldn’t want you to fall.”

      I pulled back a little and looked up to meet the brightest green eyes I had ever seen. “T-thank you.”

      A lock of the man’s brown hair fell into his face, and I had the sudden urge to push it back for him. Until I remembered it was my first day on the job, and how inappropriate would it be, to be seen in the arms of a strange man in the elevator? So, with an awkward cough, I pushed away and stood in the far corner of the elevator.

      My whole body tingled from where he’d touched me.

      I couldn’t get over his looks, or my body’s reaction to him. He was tall, at least a head taller than me, with broad shoulders, amusing eyes, and a playful smile that seemed to be perpetually fixed on his face. His lips were full, and he had the scruff that I wondered what would feel like against my palm, along with short brown hair, though it was a little long on the top, which told me he was overdue for a haircut.

      Yet I quite liked the look of his hair. Not too groomed, just enough to make him look presentable in the business world, but wild enough for any woman who looked at him to think of nothing but a messy, passionate time.

      I knew from before, when he’d had me in his arms that he was fit. Briefly, I wondered what the man would look like shirtless. My mouth practically salivated at the innocent imagery, which quickly turned not-so-innocent when my thoughts wandered to darker territory. I wondered how he would look naked. Or when he was in the throes of passion. I bet a man like him didn’t take things slow.

      No.

      Everything about him spelled rough, frantic… desperate fucking.

      And I couldn’t believe I was here having these thoughts about a stranger.

      It was so unlike me. Plus, I could feel my face heating, and I wondered if he could tell what I was thinking just from looking at me.

      I looked down at my shoes, feigning interest in the little speck of dirt I must have caught on the way to work. These heels were new. In fact, my whole outfit was new, a gift from my brother.

      I had thought I looked professional enough this morning. Beautiful, even. But standing in this small, cramped space with a man who looked like he’d just stepped out of a GQ magazine, in his tailored-fit black suit, sky-blue tie that did wonders for his eyes, and white button-down shirt, I felt like nothing more than a little girl playing dress-up with her mom’s clothes.

      I could feel the man’s eyes on me the whole way up, the heat of them scorching me to the very core. I had this urge to cover myself. And there was a deep pounding in the lower half of my body, which seemed to be getting stronger the longer he looked at me.

      My face grew hot, and I hated how uncomfortable I felt then. How self-conscious.

      Attraction was a weird, wonderful, and ugly thing.

      The ding of the elevator door announced our arrival on the fourth floor. My floor. I was both oddly relieved and disappointed to no longer be in his presence.

      I walked out, and to my surprise, the man walked out behind me, staying so close I could feel his hot breath on my neck. I shivered and felt him move in closer.

      It was on the tip of my tongue to ask what he was doing when Josephine—or, er, Ms. Tracy, as she had instructed me to call her—came out, her eyes widening before she plastered on a smile so fake, a Barbie doll’s smile would have been more convincing.

      “Mr. Anderson. What are you doing here? Is there something I can help you with?”

      Anderson.

      My heart stopped upon hearing the name.

      The man was Dereck Anderson, the one Jerimiah had warned me about.

      He was a dirty player, and he was my boss.

      Good God.

      This couldn’t be any worse. I was crushing on my boss within minutes of meeting him.

      I turned around and found his eyes still on me, though he was talking to Ms. Tracy in a low voice, so low I strained to hear what he was saying.

      He must have known I’d recognized who he was, because his expressionless face suddenly transformed around the smirk curving up one side of his full lips, and his eyes gleamed with some sort of challenge in them.

      I unconsciously took a step back.

      His smile widened. His next sentence was spoken loud enough for the whole office to hear. “I need some extra hands today.” He pointed at me, and I felt very much like prey. “I will be taking her, indefinitely.”

      Ms. Tracy’s eyes widened in surprise, but she didn’t say anything as Dereck reached out for my hand and pulled me back toward the elevator.

      I was too in shock to put up any protest.
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        * * *

      

      The ride up to the top floor was silent as I played with my hair and avoided his eyes. And I knew he was looking at me. He hadn’t looked away from me since the first moment we met.

      I jumped at the ding of the elevator. Dereck didn’t say anything as he took my hand again and led me out.

      I didn’t fight him.

      His hand felt nice wrapped around mine. It was so big, it covered mine completely.

      I wondered how someone working an office job could have such rough hands, but they felt nice around my softer skin.

      I wondered how that hand would feel running up and down my naked body. And lower still…

      I shivered over the scandalous thought, and almost tripped over my own feet, but luckily caught myself in time. Dereck looked back at me, amusement clear in his eyes.

      We got to his large office, and his assistant, a lady who seemed to be in her mid-forties, stood up from her seat.

      “Cancel my morning appointments today, please, Gretchen.”

      Gretchen nodded as she eyed me curiously before sitting back down at her desk and typing away on the computer.

      Dereck closed the door behind us, and with one hand on my lower back, he led me further into the room.

      Into the lion’s den.

      He moved around me and sat down on the edge of his dark cherry wood desk, facing me, taking me in from head to toe.

      “Why am I here?” I asked quietly.

      There was silence for a moment or two before he answered me.

      “You’re here because I want to know what it is about you that’s got me tied up in knots?”

      I frowned. “What are you talking about? I don’t even know you.”

      He smiled. And it wasn’t very nice. “I saw you last Friday at the bar.” He stood up and took a single step toward me. I resisted the urge to move back. I wasn’t going to let him know he intimidated me.

      “Now, usually, I go to the bar to look for anyone willing to warm my bed for the night.”

      A surge of irrational jealousy made its way up my spine at his words. His smile brightened. “I see you’re already as possessive of me as I am of you. Don’t worry, sweetheart. I didn’t take anyone home. I went home alone and masturbated to thoughts of you. Of your gray eyes that I am unable to escape from, even in my dreams.”

      I gasped, but my shock wasn’t due to outrage. I should be outraged.

      But I wasn’t.

      I was…

      I was…

      I wasn’t sure what I was. I squirmed a little, and his smile turned knowing. He took three more steps and suddenly he was in front of me.

      “Shall we explore this together? Tell me I’m not the only one who feels this charge between us. Tell me I’m not crazy,” he said, almost pleading. He wrapped his hand around my arm, and my skin tingled from the contact.

      He tightened a little when I still hadn’t answered, so I nodded. “Yes. I feel it too.”

      “Will you let me touch you, Lily?” he asked. He bent down until his lips were mere millimeters away from my ear. “Will you let me make you come?”

      My thighs clenched together, and I felt light-headed. But I didn’t want him to take away my tightly held control. My chin jutted out in a stubborn tilt. “And if I say no? What will you do to me then, Mr. Anderson?” I emphasized his name as I spoke.

      He watched me for a quiet moment or two. “Then you’ll walk out of here, get back to your job, and I will leave you alone until you give me your consent. What we do or don’t do will have no bearing on your job. I hope you realize that, and if it makes you feel better, I can have my lawyer draft up an agreement looking out for your best interests.”

      He said it so matter-of-factly, I didn’t know what more I could say. And I knew he was serious. I knew that if I said no, he would let me go back to my job, and I wouldn’t have to worry about his advances toward me ever again.

      So then, why wasn’t I saying it? Why didn’t I walk out of his office without a backward glance? Why couldn’t I be one of those women who was strong enough to walk away from a man like Dereck Anderson? A man who had the power to break my heart.

      Because I knew, before this—whatever this was—even started, that I wouldn’t be walking away from him with my heart intact.

      Never had I responded so strongly to another man before. A big part of me was scared of all these wonderful, albeit foreign feelings he was able to evoke from me, but another part was thrilled.

      I could still feel the pounding between my legs that told me I was aroused just from being in close proximity to him. And I wasn’t the only one affected. A glance down told me Dereck was sporting a pretty impressive erection.

      I blushed and looked back up to meet his knowing forest-green eyes.

      I wasn’t even aware that I had nodded until he smiled and picked me up in his arms.

      I went willingly, my skin suddenly feeling too hot.

      He brought me to the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city. Then he turned me around, taking my body in, his eyes pausing on my breasts. I looked down too, and saw my nipples poking out through my shirt.

      With a groan, he plucked at them. My knees grew weak, and I held on to his shoulders when he cupped my breasts in his large hands and squeezed harder than I had ever done to myself.

      It hurt, but in the best way possible.

      I bit my lips to keep from crying out in intense pleasure while he looked at me, a world of fascination in his bright eyes. It was as if he couldn’t believe I was real.

      I didn’t know it would feel like this, but having him touch me so intimately was already driving me insane. I couldn’t imagine him touching me without the barrier of my clothes in the way.

      As if he read my thoughts, he began to unbutton the pink blouse I had on until he got to the last one and pushed the defenseless fabric out of the way, baring my naked upper body to him for the first time.

      My nipples tightened from his gaze alone. “No bra?” he asked. I shook my head no. “Oh, baby. You’re trying to drive me out of my mind.” And then he covered an aching tip with his mouth, and I suddenly lost the ability to speak.

      When he added in the bite of his teeth, I grew desperate.

      “Dereck, please.”

      “Please, what?” he asked.

      I shook my head, not sure exactly what I was asking him.

      I didn’t need to direct him, though. He knew just what I needed when he tugged on the black skirt I wore, along with everything else, from my black pantyhose to my black thong, and let them fall carelessly to the ground, where they lay in a messy heap.

      Dereck helped me step out of them. Without my heels on, he was even taller than me. So much bigger. So much more intimidating.

      He moved back a little and took in the sight of me. Suddenly self-conscious, I covered my breasts. But that just brought his gaze to my aching pussy, and somehow that felt much more dangerous.

      He stalked toward me, and suddenly his lips were on mine.

      I was so surprised that I stood frozen, until I felt something wet touch my bottom lip.

      It was his tongue, begging for entrance. Tentatively, I opened my mouth, and he was there, the erotic slide of his tongue was suddenly too much. I was feeling too much, and before I knew what was happening, my thighs quivered, and the swollen flesh between my legs shook, and I came.

      He continued to kiss me, and when I felt his probing fingers between my thighs, I startled, still sensitive from my first orgasm.

      Dereck pulled back and looked at me, a frown marring his face.

      He took in my flushed face, and then he was smiling, a satisfied smile. “Baby. Did you just come from my kiss alone?”

      I nodded, mortified, though I wasn’t sure what for, considering I was standing in the man’s office without a stitch of clothing on.

      “God, you’re so responsive. It’s like you were made just for me.”

      He wrapped one arm around my lower back and kissed me as he pulled me in close to him, until I could feel his erection against my stomach.

      Oh my God.

      He kissed me again, this time much slower than the first, as his other hand slid down over my skin, around my navel, and farther down still, until he was cupping my sex.

      “Oh,” I said when he started to move his hand. “Oh God,” I said, louder this time, when his hand movements quickened.

      He inserted a finger inside me, and my sex clenched around him. My thoughts were nothing more than a hazy, unfocused thing, my desperation for him clouding everything reasonable.

      He moved his finger in and out of me at a torturous pace, and my fingernails clawed into his shoulder, begging for the release I knew only he could give.

      “That’s it, baby,” he said, moving faster. “I can feel how wet you are for me. You want to come, don’t you?”

      “Please, Dereck,” I begged. I needed to come more than I needed my next breath.

      “I got you,” he cooed. And he did. His thumb did something magical as he pressed and swirled, and I was lost. Lost to him, and I clung to his strength to keep me up.

      I grew weak and would have fallen had his arms not been there. And then he was moving me, picking me up as if I weighed nothing, and settling me on top of his desk.

      “Get on your knees and hands, baby.”

      I shot him a bemused looked but did as he asked. I was bent over on his desk, naked and wanting. Dereck moved behind me, until he had a full view of me. My sex clenched, my arousal becoming that much more obvious.

      He grabbed my hips and forcefully pulled me to him until his face was buried between my legs. I would have jumped off the desk had he not held on to me so tightly.

      He ate me out.

      Fuck.

      How could this affect me so much? It wasn’t like I was inexperienced to a man’s touch, but I was inexperienced to Dereck Anderson’s touch, and that somehow made all the difference in the world.

      He used the flat of his tongue and licked me from one hole to the other, and my hands tightened into fists as I looked down at all the documents he had laid out on the desk, the words on the papers nothing more than a jumbled mess.

      And when he used his teeth on me, gently tugging on the lips of my sex, I found I could no longer hold myself up. I laid my head down until the side of my face touched those important documents, so sure I was ruining them with the perspiration covering my forehead, and still, I didn’t care.

      I closed my eyes and let out a small groan when I felt his finger inside me, moving easily against the slick arousal of the drenched flesh there.

      “Dereck, Dereck, Dereck,” I chanted. I was so close to coming again. I needed him to keep doing what he was doing.

      Yes, like that. Just like that. God.

      I bit my palm when I came to keep from making too much noise. Dereck slowed his movements, but didn’t stop, prolonging the orgasm until I was nothing more than a useless thing, laid out bare on his desk, my tender flesh still quivering.

      I moved my head slightly back when Dereck moved away from me. I missed his warmth instantly, and almost begged for him to come back.

      Dereck stood up to his full height and took me in. He licked his lips, licked away my arousal that was on him, and my thighs clenched together in the most delicious way. Why was that so hot?

      We didn’t say anything to each other as I watched him unbuckle his belt and pull out his huge cock.

      Gosh, I couldn’t believe how insanely beautiful he was. I watched, mesmerized, as he stroked himself, harder and rougher than I would have dared to had that been my hands on him.

      Dereck was bigger than the average guy, and even though I liked the way he looked, his size alone left me feeling apprehensive… and vulnerable.

      What would I know what to do with a man like Dereck? The boys I dated before were all in college. They had about the same level of experience as I did, and we had fumbled our way in the dark like the careless college kids that we had been.

      Dereck was the furthest thing from a college kid possible.

      He was a man.

      And I didn’t know what to do with him, and a few moments later, I didn’t care, because I realized what he was doing now. He was jerking off to the sight of me on his desk. The thought alone brought on another bout of arousal that ran down my thighs. Dereck homed in on that and, with a small growl, doubled his efforts.

      He moved his hand up and down his length, his face flushed, and his eyes bright with hunger.

      I would never forget the way he looked now. Even when I was old and gray, and no longer had the sexual appetite I had now, I would still remember this.

      I continued watching him, resisting the urge to move my hands down between my legs to help ease the ache I was feeling. Something told me he wanted me to stay as I was and let him get off to the image of me.

      Oh, how I must look.

      “You’re so beautiful,” Dereck said gruffly, as if reading my mind. And in that moment, I believed him. I was beautiful. I was a goddess because his eyes made me so.

      I flushed with pleasure and kept watching him, not wanting to miss out on a single second of the glorious sight before me, and when he closed his eyes and his fist tightened around himself, moving violently up and down his length, I held my breath.

      Why was this so hot?

      He moved his thumb over the tip before going back to his length, and on one big exhale, he came over his hands and onto his office floor. My chest constricted with a slight pain, and I let go of the breath I was holding.

      We didn’t say anything for a long while, both of us trying to catch our breath, our eyes never leaving each other. I felt… weightless under his gaze. As if this had been nothing more than a dream. That would explain my unorthodox behavior from the very second we met.

      Slowly, he moved toward his desk, where I still lay, and grabbed some tissues to clean himself up. There was just something about the act that did funny things to my insides. That was why it took me so long to pull myself out of my thoughts to realize I was still at work, and this was in no way appropriate.

      I made a move to get off the desk, when suddenly Dereck was there. A quick glance his way told me he had already cleaned up and tucked himself back inside his trousers. I was oddly… disappointed. He pulled me into his arms without another word and walked across his office to a door I hadn’t noticed before. I might have let out a small, high-pitched squeak, I didn’t know, and when he finally walked inside of what happened to be an en suite bathroom in his office, I didn’t care. 

      He had his own bathroom. That was... crazy. My brother did pretty well for himself, so I wasn’t a stranger to luxurious things. I knew how the other half lived, though it hadn’t always been that way. We had been poor once, left orphaned when Jerimiah had just turned eighteen and I was seven, in a freak accident that took both of our parents. My memories of my parents were often hazy at best. My brother had been my entire world for as long as I could remember. And now… Jerimiah would be so disappointed to know that the fifty thousand a year he spent the past four years to put me through Yale had all led to me being nothing more than a plaything for my very rich boss. 

      I stiffened in Dereck’s arms, hating the direction of my thoughts then, and hating myself more because I wasn’t coerced into this. Dereck said he would have left me alone had I just said the word, and despite my only meeting him today, I trust that he would have kept his word. Perhaps that made me naïve, but he had looked very serious when he said it, while I had been doing nothing more but wondering what he looked like naked.

      Dereck pulled me away from my thoughts when he pulled the handkerchief from the pocket of his suit, and after wetting it, he gently pried my legs open and proceeded to clean me up. The act was oddly intimate.

      I watched him, his brows furrowed in concentration, and he was extremely tender with me, as if I were breakable.

      I didn’t want to be breakable, least of all, in his arms.

      I wanted to be the strong woman my brother raised me to be. And I hated how that might have just been obliterated beneath Dereck’s touch.

      I felt like crying then.

      When he was done, he carelessly threw the handkerchief on the floor and gathered me in his arms. I went pliant against him, my face buried in his chest, seeking his warmth.

      I was still naked, but I didn’t feel self-conscious. And I loved the way he held me, as if he didn’t want to let me go, and I loved the strong beat of his heart against the side of my face, as if he was just as affected by me as I was by him.

      He rubbed my back in soothing circles, and all the turmoil I was in moments before vanished like smoke, if only for a small moment in time, offering me this temporary reprieve.

      “What am I going to do with you?” Dereck said softly. I didn’t think he was looking for an answer from me, so I stayed silent.

      Letting out a small sigh, I pushed away from him. He pulled back and took me in, a small frown causing a slight indent to form between his eyebrows.

      “I have to go. I have to get back to work.”

      His frown increased, and I fisted my hands at my sides, resisting the urge to smooth it away with my touch. “I have excused you for the rest of the day. You can spend it doing whatever you want. You can… stay here with me.”

      He said the last part hesitantly, as if saying it made him vulnerable. I wanted to laugh at the ridiculous notion. Dereck was invulnerable.

      “I can’t just ditch work. Today is my first day, and I was looking forward to it.”

      Dereck’s eyes widened in panic before he gathered me into his arms once more. “Ah, Lily, please don’t cry. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

      I didn’t realize I was until he said it.

      “What am I going to do?” I asked thickly. How would I face anyone after walking out of Dereck’s office?

      I pulled away from him once more and hopped off the counter. I hadn’t felt self-conscious about my nakedness before, but I did now. Avoiding his eyes, I quickly walked out of the bathroom and back into his office. My clothes were in a messy pile, lying on top of one another on the office floor.

      The image nearly sent a fresh bout of tears to my eyes. It looked so… crude.

      This wasn’t me.

      I was a good girl.

      I was ambitious.

      I was determined to make my own way in the world, without having to live off of my brother for the rest of my life, but that all seemed to be blown to bits now, and it had been done so without much effort.

      I pulled my clothes on, noting with distaste how my skirt had become wrinkled. I no longer looked professional. And despite what I said to Dereck, I knew I couldn’t return to work after this.

      What a mess this whole day had turned out to be.

      When I turned around, Dereck was standing near the doorway to the bathroom with a look of uncertainty in his eyes. He didn’t wear the look well. And I didn’t know what to say to him.

      “I have to go. I have to think, and I can’t do that here, with you.”

      I moved toward the door when Dereck stepped in front of me. I looked at him questioningly, and he bit his lip in contemplation.

      “Tell me when I can see you again,” he said, and I was almost convinced I heard a desperate pleading in his voice, but that couldn’t be right. Why would he be desperate to see me again? We barely knew each other.

      I shook my head, not sure what to say. I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to continue my employment here. Surely I could find another job elsewhere. Start over.

      “I have to go, Dereck.”

      “Lily?”

      I didn’t respond. I walked around him and out the door.

      His assistant looked at me, her eyes widening in surprise, and I could feel myself blushing. Was his office even soundproof? I didn’t know.

      Thankfully, she didn’t look at me with scorn or judgment, and aside from her initial surprise, she seemed genuinely concerned about me. And even though I didn’t know her, I felt uncomfortable that I might have disappointed this sweet lady, who was old enough to be my mom.

      My lips trembled, and I looked away before I lost it right then and there.

      I took the stairwell down to the first floor and left through the back door. I was lucky enough not to run into anyone. I called that my one and only blessing today.
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      I went to the Blacklist after work because I didn’t know where else to go.

      I could have used my position as the CEO and looked at Lily’s file. I would have gotten not only her phone number but her home address as well.

      Yet it didn’t feel right.

      It felt like an invasion of privacy, probably because it was, and I didn’t want Lily to feel violated.

      I went to Blacklist, hoping I would find her working there again, although I wasn’t sure why she had been working there to begin with. Jerimiah was not hurting for money. His net worth was probably as much as mine. Surely he could provide for Lily without making her work in one of his bars where any bastard could ogle her, or worse, grope her. 

      My fist tightened at the thought, and I had to remind myself that she wasn’t mine to protect. 

      Yet, whispered a small voice. 

      I shook my head. 

      Could I make Lily mine?

      And if that did happen, what the hell was I supposed to do with a girl like her? Even at a glance, I knew she wasn’t like the girls I usually took home. Jerimiah was spot-on when he said Lily was different. 

      She was better. 

      She was so out of my league, it wasn’t even funny.

      Nevertheless, she had let me touch her this morning. Not only that, she had let me make her come. And that had felt like nothing short of a blessing. That a girl like her would let a tarnished bastard like me touch her. 

      I shook away the thought and opened the door to the bar. It was busy for a Monday night, and a quick look around told me Lily wasn’t here. 

      My heart felt heavy with disappointment. What if she didn’t show up tonight? Or worse, what if she’d decided to quit? It would be within her right, but I didn’t want her to disappear on me. I just found her…

      I didn’t want to lose her before we even started, and the thought was so out of character that I didn’t know what to make of it. 

      What exactly was I hoping we would start?

      I grabbed a seat at the bar and waited until the bartender finished taking another customer’s order before coming to me. If I couldn’t see Lily tonight, I would get blasted drunk so that I wouldn’t have to think of her gray eyes.

      I didn’t know why she affected me so much. What about this girl that got me all tied up in knots? I wasn’t a fifteen-year-old virgin anymore. I was my own man. I was in control of my own body and emotions… wasn’t I?

      So why this girl?

      Lily was beautiful, there was no doubt about it, but I was sure my fascination with her went beyond that. And I didn’t like who I had become under her gaze. Or perhaps, I liked it just a little too much. 

      That was a problem. 

      I let out a tired sigh and looked back at the bartender to see he was still in conversation with another patron. I really needed that drink. Something, anything, to get my mind off the one girl I shouldn’t be thinking about. Which was funny, considering I was at her brother’s place of business, with the hope of catching even a tiny glimpse of her. 

      Okay. 

      That was a lie. 

      A tiny glimpse wouldn’t be enough. I wanted to devour her whole. 

      A small shadow fell over me, and I looked up and met the emerald-green eyes of a beautiful woman with long brown hair falling straight down her back, a full sleeve of tattoos on each arm, and a small smile that looked more like a smirk.

      She wore a tight black vest with no shirt underneath, leaving very little to the imagination. I didn’t blame her. If I had a body like that, I would be showing it off too. Yet this woman, who was the kind of woman I wouldn’t have minded taking home before, did nothing for me now. Lily had my dick wrapped around her little finger, and the little imp didn’t even know it. If she did, she wouldn’t have run away from me. She would have wielded her obvious power over me like the goddess that she was. I needed to be careful, because at the rate I was going, I would offer her the world if she only asked for it.

      The female bartender leaned forward on her forearms across the bar top, offering me a glimpse of her tits. And I was man enough to admit that she had nice tits.

      The old me would be all over her within seconds of meeting. She was the kind of woman who screamed a wild, good time. But apparently, my dick only got hard for one gray-eyed and obviously-too-young-for-me woman.

      I shot her a small, watered-down smile so she wouldn’t think I was interested. Her bright eyes gleamed, however, so she obviously wasn’t fazed by my disinterest. She was that confident. That was hot. Usually.

      Now, I was just annoyed. All I wanted was to be left alone with a good glass of scotch and my obsessive thoughts about Lily Winthrop.

      “What can I get for you?”

      “A glass of your house scotch,” I said.

      She gave me a flirtatious smile before turning away to make the drink. My eyes didn’t follow her. Instead, I directed my gaze to the huge flat-screen TV hanging above the bar, to a baseball game I had no interest in watching.

      But it was better than watching her. I didn’t want her to get any ideas.

      She placed the glass in front of me, along with a napkin with a line of numbers written in black ink. I looked down and focused on the numbers, then back up again, my eyebrows raised.

      She aimed a wink my way and offered me a wide smile. “I have the closing shift tonight, but just in case you’re interested later, text me after, and I’ll make it worth your while.”

      I opened my mouth to decline, but before I could even utter the words, another body landed in the seat next to me, sending waves of heat straight down my spine. I knew before I even looked who was sitting next to me, and it had nothing to do with the familiar, slightly rose-scented perfume working its way up my nose.

      No, it was based purely on my body’s instinctive reaction to her.

      “I think you need to get back to work, Rachel, and not hit on the customers,” Lily said, a tinge of irritation in the tone of her voice. I bit my lip to hold back a smile. I loved seeing her possessiveness over me.

      It was only fair—after all, I had been feeling the same way since the first time I caught sight of her. I didn’t look at the bartender to see if she left us alone or not, though she must have, since I didn’t hear her reply.

      I braced myself, knowing that once I took Lily in, I would lose the little focus and self-control I had when it came to her. 

      My heart stuttered something fierce in my chest, and much to my horror, my hands felt sweaty. Damn, I felt like a prepubescent boy all over again, about to interact with his crush for the very first time.

      She was just as beautiful as I remembered, if not more so—if that was even possible. From her devastating gray eyes, which she quickly hid by averting her gaze down to her lap, to the lovely blush overtaking her cheeks, making her impossibly endearing to me. I couldn’t get enough of her, as my eyes drank in every single feature, like the desperate man she had made me. 

      She hadn’t changed since this morning, and I took in her clothes, noting with male satisfaction the slight creasing here and there, my eyes zoning in on her pink blouse, and my trousers seemed to be getting tighter and tighter with every second that she was near. I remembered the welcome surprise of discovering she hadn’t been wearing a bra, and that the only barrier between me and those soft, perky tits of hers was a shirt so thin I could have ripped apart with my hands. 

      My eyes moved to her long, soft hair that fell all the way down her back in dark waves, and my hands twitched with the urge to run my fingers through it. I waited with bated breath for her to look at me. The effect, I was sure, would be nothing less than the feeling of sharp daggers straight to my heart, and sure enough, when she looked up from her lap and met my eyes, my breath caught, and my chest constricted in the best way possible.

      Why was I feeling like this?

      “What are you doing, Dereck?” she asked quietly. 

      “I wanted to see you again,” I answered honestly. I never wanted her to leave my sight in the first place. Watching her walk out of my office this morning had felt like someone was taking a sledgehammer to my heart, and I wanted to get rid of the uncomfortable feeling that her leaving had caused.

      I grimaced slightly at my own thoughts.

      This wasn’t me. I had never felt so out of control. And yet I couldn’t stop it even if I wanted to. And I didn’t want to.

      I would gladly be a fool for Lily than be in control for anyone else.

      And that was a problem.

      “I don’t get it,” she said, sounding forlorn. I wanted to do everything in my power to make her happy again, even if I had to make a deal with a crossroad demon to do it.

      “What don’t you get, sweetheart?”

      I ran my finger down her soft cheek, loving the sharp contrast between the textures of our skin. Whereas I was rough, she was so soft and delicate.

      I wanted to hide her away from the world. Surely someone so sweet shouldn’t be out and about where any harm could come to her.

      She briefly closed her eyes at my touch, and I swore she moved closer to me.

      Then, as if getting back to herself and reality, she pulled away from me and shot a warning look my way.

      I bit my lip to hold back a smile.

      “You were saying?”

      “What? Oh, right.” She looked a little embarrassed to have lost herself to the moment there before collecting herself. “I don’t get why you’re pursuing this so hard.”

      “Don’t you?” I touched her again, this time cupping her slender neck with my hand. She stilled but didn’t ask me to stop. “Can’t you feel this? I know this isn’t one-sided. Now tell me this is something you can walk away from, and I’ll leave you alone.”

      She opened her mouth as if to say just that, and my heart thudded harshly in my chest in panic. But then she closed her mouth, her eyes tinged with frustration. She shook her head, as if clearing her thoughts. I wanted to tell her that was useless. After all, I seemed to have lost all rational thought since the first moment I’d laid eyes on her.

      “You can’t, can you?”

      “We shouldn’t do this,” she said, sounding like she wanted to cry.

      Unable to resist any longer, I pulled her close, reveling in the feel of her in my arms. For the first time since the moment she walked away from me, I felt like I could breathe again.

      To my surprise and utter delight, she didn’t fight me. She became almost pliant in my arms, and I wished we were alone, not in a crowded bar.

      “Why shouldn’t we do this, sweetheart?” I asked her, moving my fingers through the soft strands of her long, wavy hair.

      She burrowed into me, as if trying to get closer, and still, it wouldn’t be close enough. I knew the feeling.

      “Because you’re my boss.”

      “Technically, Josephine Tracy is your boss. I’m just some guy who runs the company. No big deal.”

      She pinched my side for that remark, and I held in a laugh. Who knew my Lily could be so playful?

      “And you’re her boss.”

      “Technicalities.”

      She scoffed. “Right.”

      “You know I wouldn’t do anything to hurt, don’t you? And that means not doing anything to jeopardize your career.”

      “How would I know that?” she asked miserably.

      She was right. How would she know that? As much as I didn’t like hearing it, I couldn’t really blame her. She didn’t know me very well. And any relationship we entered into would put her at a disadvantage, for no other reason than because of my position in the company.

      “We’ll have a contract drawn up,” I said, making a mental note to call Callum later. The bastard would no doubt think I had lost my mind. Not that he could say much, considering he lost his mind to his wife, Bethany, years ago.

      Lily pulled back from me then, and I had no choice but to let her go. She wrinkled her nose at me in distaste. “A contracted relationship? Sounds cold.”

      “No, sweetheart. Nothing about our relationship will be contracted.” Or cold, for that matter. “Anything that will or won’t happen will be entirely up to us. The contract will be for you to feel safe. To protect you.”

      “I don’t know,” she said hesitantly. I could see it in her eyes how much she wanted this. But she was scared. And I hated more than I dared to admit out loud the thought that she might be scared of the idea of us.

      “Come home with me tonight,” I said, trying hard to keep the desperation out of my voice.

      Her gray eyes took me in, and I didn’t know what she was thinking. I had always been pretty good at reading the opposite sex. No, more than good. I was fluent.

      But Lily was an anomaly I didn’t know how to make sense of. Everything about her had been unpredictable thus far, and I didn’t know what to do.

      She bit her lip in contemplation, looking around the crowded bar, avoiding my eyes. When she finally met them once more, I couldn’t tell if the determined look in her eyes was a good thing or not.

      “I’m not like the kind of girls you take home, Dereck, despite what happened in your office this morning.” I hated that she sounded ashamed over what had happened. I wanted to tell her there was nothing to be ashamed of, only I knew my words wouldn’t comfort her. I could only show her. Soon.

      With time, she would see herself like the goddess I saw her as. Someone deserving of being worshipped, and I would gladly worship at her altar like the undeserving sinner I knew I was.

      “Of course you’re not,” I said vehemently. She was so much more than anyone I had ever been with. I didn’t want to let her go.

      “I don’t know if I’m ready for anything more,” she said softly, looking down at the bar top, a lovely blush gracing her delicate cheekbones.

      I admitted that disappointment weighed down my stomach like lead, yet I knew this wouldn’t always be the case. I knew she just needed time to see that she could trust me, and I would show her.

      “That’s okay, baby. We’ll move at your pace.”

      She looked up, surprise evident in her eyes. I didn’t know if I should be offended or amused. I went with the latter, and shot her a wide smile.

      “What, don’t you think I can be patient? I can’t claim sainthood, and know that I will be thinking about every dirty thing I want to do to you as much as possible, but I won’t ever do anything without your consent. In this relationship, you hold all the power. Wield it carefully, baby. Or you just might break my heart.”

      She mirrored my expression, and blessed me with a smile of her own, albeit a small one. A slow pinch started in the center of my chest and spread out the longer she looked at me. She was so goddamn beautiful, she took my breath away.

      “Is that what we are?” she asked. I shot her a confused look. “In a relationship?”

      My breath caught. It might make me sound like an asshole, but I had never actually been in a relationship before. Friends with benefits, one-night stands, and even the occasional fuck buddy that I kept around for more than a month, yes. But a relationship?

      Never.

      Yet the idea didn’t scare me as much as I thought it would.

      “If that’s what you want,” I said softly. “We do whatever you want.”

      Lily opened her mouth to answer when Rachel interrupted us again. I groaned inwardly and looked at the aggravating bartender. Her glare could freeze an active volcano in two seconds flat. And I didn’t like the fact that it was aimed at Lily.

      “Can we help you with anything?” I asked in disdain.

      Both Lily and Rachel seemed surprised at the tone of my voice, but I didn’t regret it. I didn’t want anyone to disrespect Lily.

      Rachel shook her head, and I knew she didn’t say what she originally wanted to say when she interrupted us. I really needed to get Lily home so we could be alone.

      “I was just checking to see if you needed anything else.”

      I glanced down at the glass of scotch in front of me. I hadn’t even taken a sip. My initial plan of wanting to get blasted drunk to forget about Lily was no more. Now, I wanted to keep a clear head to convince Lily that I was worth taking a chance on.

      I shook my head. “I’m good for the rest of the night. Don’t worry about it.”

      Then, dismissing her completely, I turned to Lily. Giving into temptation, I played with the soft strands of her dark hair, loving the velvety feel of them around my fingers. Lily watched me, and I didn’t know what that look in her eyes meant.

      I waited until we were alone once more before saying, “Do you want to get out of here?”

      She blushed, and after only a moment of hesitation, she nodded and stood up.

      Thank fuck.

      I quickly paid for my drink and, grabbing ahold of her hand, led her out of there.
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      The drive to my house was in silence.

      I could see Lily fidgeting with her seat belt out of the corner of my eye, but I didn’t know what I could say to soothe her nerves. She was obviously nervous, only I didn’t know why that was.

      Had I not made it clear that the pace of our relationship was entirely up to her?

      We would go as fast as she wanted, or God help me, as slow.

      Perhaps I could tell her that again.

      Or perhaps I should leave her alone to her thoughts. She probably wanted that small reprieve on the short drive from the Blacklist to my house.

      I shook my head over my own indecision.

      Never had I felt such uncertainty.

      What was she doing to me?

      Lily tensed when I drove us through the gated community and took a sharp left to my house, located in the far corner.

      What I wouldn’t give to be able to read her mind then.

      Was she impressed? Or overwhelmed?

      Or did she hate the fact that I lived here?

      I pulled into my driveway and got out, walking over to her side. We were completely isolated from anyone else. My nearest neighbor was about a half a mile away from me, and behind my house was a small man-made lake, which resided on my land.

      I opened the door for her, and when I offered her my hand, she took it without hesitation. I smiled at the small gesture of trust.

      With time, I hoped she would come to trust me completely.

      I helped her out of the car and watched her take in everything.

      “Wow,” she said finally, and I felt myself relaxing a little.

      “Do you like it?’ I asked. I didn’t know why it was important to me that she liked it… or perhaps I didn’t want to analyze too much why it was important to me.

      Too soon.

      Much too soon to be asking her if she could envision herself starting a family here… with me.

      I shook away the whimsical thought and led her inside the house. Once I closed the door behind us, Lily let go of my hand and walked further into the room, her gaze moving from one place to the next. I stayed where I was, taking her in.

      She went no farther than the living room before turning back to me. “Give me a tour?”

      I offered her a small smile before walking over to stand beside her.

      “Living room,” I said, my voice sounding a little gruff. I cleared my throat before going further into the house. Lily’s feet padded softly behind me.

      “Kitchen.”

      “Do you cook?” she asked, taking in the spacious room, the stainless-steel appliances, and the huge gray marble kitchen island.

      I shook my head. “Sorry. I’m practically useless in the kitchen.”

      “Me too. Jerimiah did most of the cooking growing up. I can bake, though.”

      I smiled at the imagery of her in a pink apron and nothing else. Yup. Definitely high on my list of fantasies. Bringing my attention back to her and away from the dirty thoughts, I asked, “Where were your parents?”

      I knew Jerimiah was protective of his sister. But even from an outsider’s observations, I could see it went beyond simple sibling love. He was proud of her… like a parent.

      Lily looked out the garden window above the sink before she answered me. “They died when I was seven. It’s been Jerimiah and me ever since.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to lose both parents at such a young age. I knew I was far more fortunate than most people. I was an only child with two parents who loved me and each other very much. Though I didn’t grow up with money, I grew up rich with love. And that was more than most could say.

      It didn’t sit right with me that someone as soft, as delicate as Lily had to grow up without her parents.

      Unconsciously, I moved closer to her and wrapped my arms around her petite frame. She turned to me and buried her face in my chest, making my heart tighten with affection for this girl in my arms.

      “It’s okay,” she said into my chest. Pulling back a little until our eyes met, she shot me a small smile that just about weakened me to my knees. I tightened my hold on her a fraction. “I’m luckier than most. I have a brother who loves me more than anything and anyone else in this world. I don’t know where I would be if it weren’t for Jerimiah.”

      I smiled. I had always admired Jerimiah as a businessman. Now I admired him as a man. He had probably been in his late teens or early twenties when his parents died, and he’d had to step up as a big brother and a dad. That was a heavy burden for anyone to carry.

      I didn’t know if I could do it had I been in his shoes.

      “I’m glad you have him.”

      “Yeah, me too.” She looked at me then, as she bit her lip in contemplation.

      “What is it, sweetheart?”

      “Jerimiah told me to stay away from you.”

      I let out a sigh. Of course he did. “And do you think he is correct in his warning? Should you stay away from me?”

      God, I hoped that wasn’t the case.

      She offered a dainty shrug. “You’re nothing like he said you were. And nothing like I expected.”

      “Is that a good thing?”

      She smiled. “I’m starting to see that it is.”

      My smiled matched hers when I leaned down slowly, giving her a chance to tell me no, but when she not only stayed silent but leaned up toward me a little, I took that as her consent and covered her lips with my own.

      Heaven.

      She went soft and pliant in my arms, and I couldn’t think of a more wonderful feeling in the world. I pressed my thumb against her chin until she opened up for me, and we both moaned when I deepened the kiss.

      Lily wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me in closer and closer to her, as if she couldn’t get close enough, but she would try, no matter what. I knew the feeling well.

      I wrapped my arms around her waist, loving how my two hands easily spanned the width of the small of her back, and kissed her with a passion I had never shown anyone else.

      Only her.

      Always her.

      She kissed me back with the same passion, though not as experienced as some of my past sexual partners.

      I could tell from the way she had kissed me this morning that she wasn’t as experienced. It was in the way she moved, the way she blushed, and even how responsive she was to my touch. As if everything we had done so far was such a novelty to her.

      I didn’t know the extent of her inexperience, and honestly, I didn’t care. It wasn’t like I could hold her past against her, considering how much of a slut I had been before. The only important thing now was she was only mine, as much I would be only hers.

      My blood boiled, and the most instinctive part of me wanted to claim every part of her. There would be no secrets between us. No past lovers or outside intrusion that says we were wrong for each other.

      I tightened my hold on her a smidge before letting go. Lily automatically buried her face in my chest as we both tried to catch our breath.

      I moved my hand to her hair, playing with the long strands, and rested my cheek on the top of her head, taking in the heady scent of her rose-scented perfume. I would never get enough of her.

      “Okay?” I asked, after a moment of silence.

      “Yes,” she answered, her voice soft, all the while, her small hands moved up and down my back. I kissed the top of her head, enjoying this moment with her in my arms.

      “Is there water nearby?” she asked.

      “What was that?”

      She pulled back and indicated her head out the window, toward the light reflecting off the water.

      I smiled and pulled her over to my back balcony, where she caught sight of the small lake, the blue water reflecting off of it.

      “Do you like it?” I asked.

      “This is amazing. I didn’t know people could have houses this close to the lake. Especially since we’re so close to the city.”

      My grin widened. I was hoping she would like it. That she would like to live here, with me. It was never my intention to start a family when I first purchased this house. Those things were so far out in the future—or at least it had seemed that way—that it had never even crossed my mind. But now…

      “This house and the land surrounding it was the first thing I bought when my company finally took off. The lake is what attracted me to this property in the first place, even if the house is small, or at least small compared to some of my neighbors’ houses.”

      It didn’t matter.

      I lived alone. Both of my parents were in West Virginia, which was where I grew up. They would never make a move to New York, and I would never move back home.

      New York was my home. It had felt right since I first came here that August day when I was eighteen and still innocent to the world.

      “This is perfect. This house, this lake… this man.”

      “Baby, I’m far from perfect. There are things in my past that make me less of a saint and more like a devil. But I want to try to be good. For you.”

      I heard her sniff, and I stiffened, turning her until she faced me. “What’s this? Why are you crying, sweetheart? Tell me so I can fix it.”

      She gave me a small, tender smile. “Nothing’s wrong. You always know the right thing to say, don’t you?”

      I shrugged. Being in my business, it was essential that I knew how to read people and tell them what they wanted to hear. Some people called it charming. I called it strategic. But not with her. I was telling her everything that was in my heart.

      “Is this moving too fast? You and me?” she asked.

      “Do you feel like it’s moving too fast? Do you need me to slow down?”

      I could do that. For her, I could do it. It might kill me, but goddamn it, I would do it.

      “Remember when I said you’re in control?” I ran my pointer finger up and down her soft cheek, loving the small shiver the simple contact elicited from her.

      “Yes.”

      “Good. I meant it. What we do or don’t do will be entirely up to you. Understand? I won’t ever pressure you to give more before you’re ready. But, baby, you have to tell me what it is that you want. I don’t want to fuck this up, fuck us up before we even begin.”

      She paused, her big gray eyes taking me in. A man would likely kill to have those eyes on him for the rest of his life, I was sure of it. Then she smiled, and I felt like I could breathe again.

      Her next words, however, took my breath away again in just a fraction of a second. “Take me to bed, Dereck.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” No hesitation on her part.

      “Tell me, Lily. How experienced are you? How many sexual partners have you had?”

      Her blush told me the answer before her mouth could. Still, I wanted her to confirm it for me.

      “Does it matter?”

      “No. Not at all. Whether you have none or twenty, it doesn’t matter. I will be the only man in your bed from now on. But I need to know how careful I need to be with you tonight. I don’t want to hurt you, baby. I would rather cut off my own arm.”

      “Yes, I know that.” She looked down at my chin and bit her bottom lip.

      I groaned and cupped her cheek, gently running the pad of my thumb over her swollen lips. “You’re killing me.”

      She smiled briefly, meeting my eyes for a quick second before looking back down again. “Two. There have been two guys. B-but it’s been a while. I don’t know if it would be any good for you…”

      I cupped her cheeks with my hands and brought her gaze back to me. “Stop. You don’t worry about making it good for me. Can’t you tell how great we’ll be together? Can’t you feel the chemistry between us? I have no doubt I will enjoy every minute that I’m with you. Understand?”

      Her smile was soft, and she mirrored my actions, placing her hand gently on my cheek and running her soft palm over my rough stubble. I closed my eyes and savored her touch. “Okay,” she breathed out. “Now take me to bed, Dereck. Make me yours.”
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      Mine.

      Lily was mine.

      She sealed her fate when she agreed to come home with me tonight. She was mine, now and forever. No longer able to wait another minute… another second, I took her lips with mine and kissed her.

      She let out a small whimper that nearly had me coming in my pants as I gripped her waist and hauled her in closer to me.

      Lily kissed me back, and whereas there had always been a sort of hesitancy in her touch before, that was gone now, and in its place was the bold, passionate touch of a true seductress.

      And I was seduced.

      Wholly and helplessly seduced.

      I pulled back just enough to say, “Wrap your legs around me.”

      She did as I asked, and I positioned my hands on her ass, keeping her in place as I made my way inside the house.

      We never broke away from the kiss.

      I blindly moved, stumbling a little when my foot caught the end of a side table on my way upstairs.

      She let out a small giggle against my lips, which quickly turned into a moan when I deepened the kiss.

      Somehow—miraculously—we made it upstairs and into my bedroom, both intact.

      I dropped her on the large king-size bed, and she fell with an oomph, glaring up at me.

      “Hey.” She pouted.

      I grinned. “What am I going to do with you?”

      “I have a few ideas,” she answered breathlessly.

      “Just a few?”

      She shrugged and offered a playful smile. “I’ll let you take charge and decide.”

      A small, tortured groan escaped my lips. “You’re killing me.”

      Call me a bastard, but I liked being in charge. And dominating her body was what I lived for.

      “Killing you? No, I wouldn’t do that. You still need to get me off first.”

      I let out a choked laugh. Her smile widened. “Of course I have to get you off. I wouldn’t want my girl to go to bed frustrated tonight.”

      “Is that what I am?” she asked softly.

      “What?”

      “Your girl.”

      “Hell yeah, baby. You’re my girl, my queen, my goddess. Goddamn mine. Got it?”

      “Yeah, I got it.”

      “Good. Now, I think you are entirely too dressed up. Let’s fix that, shall we?”

      I held in a smile when I heard her breath catch. Grabbing her hand, I pulled her over until she sat on the bed’s edge. I removed the pink shirt she still had on, only this time, I had no patience with the buttons. I ripped the shirt off with my hands, and the buttons flew all over the room.

      “Hey! That was new.”

      “I’ll buy you a new one,” I said, pushing the flimsy fabric down her shoulders until her breasts were bared to me.

      Her tits were fucking phenomenal. Small, but not too small. Enough to fill my hands, and perky too. My mouth watered. If anything, she was even more beautiful than I remembered, with her erect dusky-pink nipples, flat stomach, small waist, and even those adorable little freckles scattered over random places on her skin.

      I wanted to introduce myself to each and every one of them on a personal level. There wouldn’t be an inch of her skin left unexplored by me. I would make that my life’s mission.

      Unable to resist, I leaned down and sucked one stiff peak into my mouth.

      “Oh, Dereck,” she said, her words sounding so much like a prayer, I could weep like the dirty sinner that I was.

      She ran her hands through my hair, before pulling on it, eliciting a small groan from me.

      Man, she tasted sweet.

      I didn’t think I could get over the taste of her.

      I moved to the other tit, not wanting it to feel neglected, and suckled until her back arched, bringing the supple flesh more into my mouth. I added a gentle bite of my teeth, and she moved her hands down to my neck, her nails digging into the skin there.

      I knew she was close. I bet I could make her come like this. But I didn’t want her to come.

      Not yet.

      I moved back, and she let out an adorable little growl.

      Like a little kitten taking on the role of a tiger.

      How cute.

      She frowned at me, and I grinned. “Lie back down.”

      I waited until she did as I asked before moving my hands down to the hem of her skirt.

      “Nervous?” I asked.

      “A little,” she admitted. “But I want to do this. I want to do this with you. Please don’t make me wait any longer.”

      “How can I deny you when you beg so prettily?”

      A knowing glint entered her eyes. She knew she had me wrapped around her little finger. I unzipped the opening on the side of her skirt and pulled it down along with her pantyhose and black thong, groaning at the sight of her nakedness on my bed.

      Had there ever been a more perfect sight?

      I shook my head. No, there hadn’t been.

      She looked to the side, avoiding my eyes. She was still so shy, and I didn’t know if that was a good thing or not. On the one hand, her shyness spoke of her innocence, which probably had a lot to do with her age, and I wanted to pound on my chest like the caveman I was, with the need to both possess and protect her at all costs.

      On the other hand, I had experienced firsthand what it was like when my girl turned into a vixen. And I couldn’t wait to bring that out of her again.

      I didn’t wait, and I didn’t ask. I knelt down beside the bed, grabbed her legs, and pulled her closer to me, before placing them on each of my shoulders, baring her to me in the best way possible. She let out a small squeak but otherwise remained silent. She braced herself on her elbows and looked down at me.

      I shot her a wicked grin before leaning forward and taking her soaked pussy in my mouth. She fell back against the bed and let out a startled gasp, which quickly turned into a moan, and I doubled my efforts, adding in my teeth and tongue, trying to get her to reach her peak soon.

      I moved my thumb to her clit and rubbed roughly in circles, and Lily almost shot off the bed. I placed my other hand on her belly, pushing her down and keeping her immobile and completely at my mercy.

      “Come for me, sweetheart,” I said, before going back to eating her out.

      I drew in the outer lip with my teeth before sucking on it, and felt her thighs quiver. She was close.

      I moved my thumb more forcefully against her clit, and it was like a bomb went off, because, with a shout, Lily came.

      I kept my mouth on her but looked up and watched the uninhibited way she let go. It was refreshing. Never had anyone responded to me like she did. She was a passionate woman.

      Lily moved her arms up to cover her face, and I watched as her chest moved up and down harshly, as if she couldn’t get enough air.

      I knew the feeling well. I felt like I couldn’t get enough air in my lungs, and it hadn’t been me coming. The clothes I was wearing suddenly felt too tight.

      Without taking my eyes off her, I stood up and unbuttoned my shirt. I was still in the clothes I’d worn to work, though I’d long ago gotten rid of the tie and suit jacket. Lily watched me with hungry eyes. Never had I felt more powerful—and more vulnerable—under a woman’s gaze as I did now.

      “You keep looking at me like that, baby, and this will be over before it even starts,” I said, pushing the shirt off my shoulders and letting it fall on the floor, on top of her skirt and top. I quite liked the image of that.

      I unbuckled my pants and heard her breath hitch. “How am I looking at you?” she asked, a breathless quality in her voice.

      “Like you can’t wait to devour me whole.”

      She shot me a cheeky grin. “What if it’s true?”

      I groaned and roughly pushed my pants down, impatient to be inside her. “Grab the condom on the nightstand for me, Lily.”

      She did as I asked, her movements a little awkward, and I couldn’t tell if it was because she was naked, or because I was watching her.

      I crawled into bed with her, and she handed me the condom. I held it between my teeth and gently adjusted her so she was lying down in the middle of the bed, then I moved on top of her, between her legs. The tip of my dick touched her soft, wet entrance, and my eyes rolled to the back of my head at how good that one small contact felt.

      I tore the wrapper with my teeth and reached between us to sheath myself. “Are you ready?” I asked, bracing my weight on my elbow as I looked down at her big gray eyes.

      She looked back at me, a world of trust in her eyes, making me feel ten feet tall. I moved my hand down to grasp her chin, and I took her soft lips with mine and kissed her.

      She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me down closer to her. I had to stop the kiss before I said fuck the consequences and buried myself deep inside her.

      “Yes, Dereck. I’m ready.”

      I nodded and moved my hand down to her clit. I paid extra attention to it, loving the way she squirmed underneath me. “Wrap your legs around my waist,” I said, moving my arm around her waist and pulling her in closer to me. She did as I asked, and without taking my eyes away from her, I slowly entered her, until I was buried all the way to the hilt.

      Heaven.

      Goddamn, she felt so good around me. How had I gone all my life without feeling this?

      I hoped to God I didn’t make a mess of things, but it was getting hard to hold onto my control.

      I leaned down and kissed her, deepening the kiss with the swipe of my tongue against hers. She felt like warm velvet, and I would never let her go.

      And when I felt her lips on my skin, I let out a strangled sigh. This was not helping me hold onto my control.

      She tightened around me just a little, and I swore I died a little and went to heaven, especially with the restless way she became, moving against me slightly, before gaining her confidence and picking up speed.

      With a growl, I grabbed her hip roughly and began to move.

      “Oh God!” she yelled, tightening her limbs around me, her fingernails digging into my skin. That urged me on, and I kept moving, loving the way she gripped me, and loving the sound of our skin slapping against each other, and even the squeak of the bed.

      I grabbed one leg behind her knee and pushed up, changing the angle of the penetration completely. I almost came then and there, and she let out a small whimper that quickly turned into a moan.

      “How close are you?” I asked.

      “Close. Just keep moving like that. Yes, like that. Oh. Dereck! I’m coming. I’m coming!”

      Thank fuck. I didn’t let go until I felt her tremble beneath me. And then I was coming, filling the condom with so much of my cum, I was surprised some of it hadn’t leaked out already.

      When we both came back down from the high, I quickly switched our positions so that she was lying on top of me, my dick still inside her drenched pussy.

      I couldn’t bring myself to pull away from her, wrapping my arms tightly around the small of her back and holding her close to me.

      Lily laid her head down my chest, listening to the erratic rhythm of my heart, both of us silent after that earth-shattering orgasm.

      Goddamn.
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      I didn’t know.

      I didn’t know sex could be like this.

      How sad was it that I went for so long in life with mediocre sex before Dereck? The two guys I had been with were nothing more than a distant memory I didn’t want to hold onto. Not when Dereck was holding onto me so tightly.

      I knew we had great chemistry in the office, but what we had done before this was just the tip of the iceberg. That there was nothing that could even compare to how it felt when he was inside of me, the fullness of it.

      My breathing was still labored from the force of the powerful orgasm I had just experienced, and he was still inside of me, still half-mast.

      I didn’t ever want to leave the comfort of his arms, or the warmth of his body against mine. And that was stupid thinking.

      I wasn’t a stupid girl.

      Or at least I didn’t think I was. But that was before Dereck.

      And I didn’t know what that said about me. I was in bed with my dirty boss. I was willingly in bed with my dirty, hot boss, and what was more, I didn’t want to leave.

      How foolish I had become.

      I didn’t like it one bit.

      Dereck must have felt me stiffen in his arms, because he paused from drawing undistinguished patterns on my skin with his fingers and lifted my chin until I met his eyes.

      We didn’t say anything to each other for a while. At this point, I didn’t know what I could say. After a while, he nodded to himself and, offering me a brief kiss on my lips, pulled out of me.

      My body yearned his loss instantly, and I had to bite my lips to keep from begging him to come back to me.

      He didn’t say anything as he adjusted my body on the bed. I watched him as he sat up on his haunches beside me and spread my legs, taking in my sex.

      I ached the longer he stared at me, and when he moved his fingers between my legs, running them gently up and down the swollen lips, I couldn’t stop the moan from escaping my lips.

      What was he doing to me?

      Torturing me, I was sure of it.  

      “What are you doing?” I asked, my skin feeling feverish. 

      “Checking. How tender are you?” 

      “Not too bad,” I said.

      “Don’t lie, baby. I need to know so I can take care of you. I wasn’t gentle with you, like I should be, and for that, I’m sorry.”

      Something inside me went soft at his words, and I reached over to him, running my fingers lightly up and down his forearms, noting the veins that were popping out from under his golden tan skin. “Don’t be sorry. I liked it.”

      And that was the truth. I was sure I would feel the aftereffects of it tomorrow morning, but now the only thing I could concentrate on was how badly I wanted him to touch me again.

      Dereck gave me a small smile before he climbed off the bed. I almost voiced my protest out loud, but I didn’t want to come off as needy or clingy. 

      I was not needy or clingy.

      I was a self-sufficient woman.

      So then, why the hell did I crave his touch so badly? 

      I watched him walk into the en suite bathroom. I could hear him moving about but couldn’t tell what he was doing. I heard the faucet turn on, and then more noises before he shut off the water.

      And sitting alone on his bed made me feel self-conscious about my own nakedness. I didn’t even sit around naked when I was alone in my room at home, let alone now, when Dereck could come back any moment. I knew it was a ridiculous thought, especially after all we had done, but it didn’t stop me from feeling it.

      I moved to get up when I heard a noise coming from the doorway to the connecting bathroom and turned in time to see Dereck padding back into the room. Any thoughts I had, any lingering embarrassment, disappeared at the very male sight of him. He was still naked—something I both hoped would be the case and not at all. Dereck was a beautiful distraction, and he had no qualms about his nakedness. Not like me. I resisted the urge to pull the sheets up to cover my body.

      I still couldn’t believe that glorious body had been on top of me moments before, couldn’t believe he had been inside of me. Even at half-mast, he was huge. 

      But then, Dereck was a huge man in general. If I had to guess, I’d say he was just as tall and as broad-shouldered as Jerimiah, though he probably had my brother beat in bulk. 

      For the longest time, I had viewed my brother as the strongest man in the world. That as long as he was around, I was safe and protected from everything and everyone. And though Jerimiah had never lost his protective streak, for the first time, I doubted he could protect me from the heartbreak I would go through once Dereck was done with me.

      And he would be. Someday. Maybe not tonight, or tomorrow, or even next month, but sooner or later, he would realize that I was nothing like the women he had dated before. I wasn’t seductive or beautiful. I wasn’t witty or charming. 

      In fact, I was downright awkward, having spent most of my childhood hiding behind a book.

      I shook away the depressing thought when I felt the mattress shift under his weight.

      I moved my gaze to him, loving the way he moved. Loving the confidence, the dominance of such a powerful man. Sitting down so that he was leaning against the headboard, he pointed to the space between his legs. I frowned, not sure if he was really asking me what I thought he was asking me. 

      That couldn’t be right, could it?

      He smiled patiently and once more pointed to the space. Slowly, awkwardly, I moved there. Dereck rearranged me until my back was to him, my head leaning against his shoulder and his arms around my waist. “Spread your legs for me, baby,” he said, his voice causing a slight vibration to run through me. 

      I didn’t say anything. I didn’t know what to say to such a dirty request, even if I knew he just wanted to clean me up.

      “Are you sure it has to be like this?” I asked.

      “Yes, I’m sure.” I could hear a smile in his voice. 

      His fingers thrummed patiently on my abdomen, waiting for my answer. A part of me didn’t want to do it. Still too shy in front of him, I didn’t know how I was supposed to spread my legs and offer him a view of me like this. The other part…

      Well, there was a reason why my inner thighs felt damp all of a sudden.

      I held my breath and did as he asked. 

      Dereck didn’t move for a moment, and when he did, his hands didn’t move down to my pussy like I had thought, but upward to my breasts, fondling one then the other. A tightness in my chest took hold, and I didn’t know if this was a good thing or not. He took my nipple between his fingers and twisted, and I gasped, wiggling against him. 

      Yeah, this was definitely a good thing.

      I felt him smile when he moved his lips down to my ear. “That’s better. I didn’t want you to pass out from holding your breath so long.”

      “Oh.”

      He chuckled, licking the skin on my neck. “Yeah, oh.” 

      His hands moved back down to my belly, then he leaned forward and took me in fully, and I felt myself blushing.

      I was sure he could see me—all of me—from his position behind me. And I could feel him getting hard once more. 

      I couldn’t believe he was ready to go again. I didn’t think most men had his stamina.

      He grabbed the warm cloth from the side of the bed and ran it down my body, leaving a feverish trail in its wake. 

      I tried hard to hold still, and when the cloth made its way between my legs, I grabbed the sheets in a tight fist. How could he make this feel so much more intimate than it was?

      I didn’t know, but I didn’t want it to end. 

      Dereck grabbed my leg with his other hand and moved it to the outside of his, then he did the same with the other leg, spreading me out even more than before. I might have squeaked as I moved my hands down his forearms, grabbing on tight, hoping he would anchor me.

      Our eyes met when I turned my head sideways to take him in, and he continued on with the torturous movements, gently moving the wet cloth over my sex. I wanted to tell him it wasn't working. That he wasn’t cleaning me up, and the longer he kept at it, the filthier I’d become.

      My hands tightened around him, and his eyes darkened before my very eyes. He was also rock-hard against me.

      “Don’t look at me like that.”

      “Like what?” I asked, the last word coming out in a gasped whisper when I felt the cloth circle my clit once. 

      “Like you want me to take you again. I won’t. It’s been a while  for you, and I can’t risk hurting you, baby.”

      “But I feel fine,” I said, and even I could hear the pleading in my voice. 

      He shook his head. “You’d test the patience of a saint.”

      “You’re not a saint,” I said mildly.

      His response was a wicked grin and a seductive wink. And then the cloth was laid on the bed, and it was his hands, and oh God, his fingers touching me.

      I leaned my head back against him once more and closed my eyes, a small groan making its way out of my body.

      He inserted a finger inside me, and I automatically clenched around him. “Tell me if this is too much.”

      I shook my head slightly. “It’s not too much.” Never too much.

      “Good,” he said, adding another finger, stretching me out.

      My hands tightened around him, and I moved my legs and hips when the sensations became a bit too much, only Dereck didn’t let up.

      His fingers continued to move in and out of me, his other hand, which he had wrapped around my waist, holding me still.

      “Watch, Lily. I want you to look at what I’m doing to you. And know that I am the only man who can offer this to you,” he commanded, a growl in his voice. It was hard to ignore. I opened my eyes and watched his fingers move in and out of me. I was so slick now that I could hear the noises my sex made every time he moved, could feel how my arousal was dampening the bedsheets beneath me, and knew I was close.

      He rubbed his thumb over my clit, and that was my undoing.

      I threw my head back and came with a shout. Dereck kept up his pace, prolonging my orgasm for as long as possible.

      I came a second time, this one smaller than the first, but no less earth-shattering, and finally, when I came back down, all I could do was lie there, completely and utterly spent.
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      After Dereck cleaned me up—for real this time—he carried me into the bathroom, where we got ready for bed.

      He didn’t ask if I was spending the night with him, and I didn’t either. We were just doing that. I watched him on his side of the mirror, brushing his teeth while I did the same. We were both naked, and it was hard not to admire his strength. His muscles bulged out, even when he wasn’t flexing. Despite having an office job, Dereck had the body of someone who went to the gym on a daily basis, and it was taking everything in me not to walk over to him and lick every crease I came into contact with.

      I squirmed a little, and he shot me a knowing look.

      After, we climbed into bed together, and Dereck adjusted us, placing me on top of him and pulling the covers over us.

      I sighed and snuggled in closer to him. I could get used to this.

      I shouldn’t get used to this, but at this very moment, he felt too good for me to care about why this wasn’t a good idea.

      His rough, calloused hands felt amazing against my soft skin, and I had almost drifted off when he spoke. “Tell me, Lily. Where do you see yourself in five years?”

      I picked my head up so I could look at him. His eyes shuttered, and I didn’t know what he was thinking. “What do you mean?” I asked. “Professionally? Or in my personal life.”

      “Both, I guess.”

      I shook my head, my mind coming up blank. “Honestly, I have never really given much thought to my future, or at least, not in the short-term.” I shrugged, and he smiled encouragingly for me to continue, so I did. “I want to manage a team and help create and bring my designs to life. I’ve been in love with architecture since I was twelve, when Jerimiah took me to Paris in celebration of his business taking off. There we saw the Eiffel Tower, and for the life of me, I couldn’t understand why this building was so famous. It was just so… ordinary, especially during the daytime. I think a famous artist once described it as “an ungainly skeleton.” I agree with the sentiment.”

      Dereck smiled a little at that, and I mirrored him, offering a small one of my own.

      “So, it’s not the Eiffel Tower that inspired you to get that architectural degree at Yale?”

      My eyes widened in surprise. “How did you know where I went to school?”

      His smile widened. “Your brother told me when he warned me to stay away from you.”

      “He did?”

      Dereck winced at the high-pitched squeak coming out of me. “Careful, love. Jerimiah was just looking out for you. As he should. You, my beautiful girl, are entirely too sweet for this cruel world.”

      “Oh, no. Not you too. Please don’t treat me like breakable glass. I get enough of that from Jerimiah.”

      He shook his head, his eyes light with amusement. “No, not breakable glass. But infinitely too precious for the likes of me.”

      I rolled my eyes at that.

      “I have been meaning to ask you. Why are you working at one of your brother’s restaurants?”

      “Huh? I don’t work there.”

      “I saw you on Friday. You were waitressing.”

      “Oh. One of the waitresses there is a really good friend of mine. It was her son’s birthday, and she couldn’t find someone to cover her shift, so I took over.”

      He seemed to relax at my answer. I looked at him questioningly, and he offered me a small smile. “Good. I don’t like the idea of other men looking at you while you waitress there.”

      I snorted. “Oh, come on. You are just as bad as Jerimiah. I admit, some of the customers can get a little… friendly. But it is not as serious as you make it out to be.”

      Now it was his turn to roll his eyes. I grinned, and he tweaked my nose playfully. “Back to the topic, love.”

      That was the second time he’d called me “love.” I ignored how the word made my heart hurt and tried to remember where I had left off in the story.

      “Actually, it was the Eiffel Tower that inspired me to get my degree. Despite so many protests over the construction of the Eiffel Tower, Gustave Eiffel wholeheartedly believed in his design. He saw what everyone didn’t. What I didn’t. The Eiffel Tower is a symbol of enduring strength. And in that strength, its beauty shines like a beacon in a dark night. It is France’s greatest treasure, and I…”

      I bit my lip, my emotions getting the better of me.

      Dereck smoothed the movement with his thumb, his eyes soft. “Yes?”

      “I want to leave that kind of impact, that kind of legacy behind.”

      “And I think you will.”

      I smiled a little at that. “Jerimiah thinks so too. And you are both biased in your opinions, but I’m happy to hear you say that.”

      He tapped my chin playfully. I both hated and loved my reaction to such a simple contact. “What about your personal life? Where do you see yourself?”

      “Do you think it’s possible to have both a successful career and a successful family life?” I asked.

      He frowned a little at that. “I do. But I am getting the sense that you don’t.”

      “You think that because you’re a man. You’re not defined by your family life in your career. For me, as a career woman, I will be viewed as less than if I end up marrying and having children before establishing myself. And even after.”

      He opened his mouth to argue with me, but I silenced him with my hand over his mouth. I shook my head. “No, listen. I know I’m not. I have nothing but respect for working moms out there. Especially single mothers. Hell, Jerimiah built his empire from the ground up, and he was taking care of me most of that time. Not that I’m comparing my brother to working moms. I’m just afraid I might lose myself completely to family life in the future and forget the aspiring woman that I am now.”

      “That could only happen if you didn’t have support from your family and friends. I know Jerimiah will support you in everything you decide to do… I will support you if you give me the chance.”

      My heart was beating so hard inside my chest, I was sure he could feel it. Was he saying what I thought he was saying?

      And what did that say about me when I could feel hope soaring at his declaration? Was I being optimistic or just plain stupid?

      I didn’t know, and I didn’t know how to answer him, so I said nothing. Instead, I leaned forward and kissed him, and for the first time, he let me control the kiss however I wanted. It was me who deepened the kiss when I was ready, and it was me who elicited a soft moan from him, and it was me who pulled away.

      Our chests pushed against each other with our labored breaths, and I shot him a soft smile before I laid back down again, resting my head on his shoulder. Dereck turned off the light, and the room was bathed in utter darkness.

      He held me, and I fell into a deep sleep, trusting him to keep me safe, even if it was only for one night.
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            LILY

          

        

      

    

    
      I went to work the next day feeling different.

      For one thing, I woke up in Dereck’s arms. We had a small breakfast at his house before he drove me back to my apartment so I could get ready.

      Dereck was… curious.

      Almost as if he wanted to drink in as much as possible every single piece of information about me. He walked around my apartment with a purpose, noting all the books I read, the pictures I had hanging on the wall, and even the food I had stocked in my fridge. It was as unnerving as it was flattering.

      Afterward, he drove us to work, and now I was sitting in my little cubicle. I should be trying to come up with a design for Ms. Tracy, but all I could think about was how good Dereck had looked naked this morning, and how talented he was when it came to his mouth.

      The mouth he had used to wake me up early this morning. I squirmed a little from the memory alone, only to be almost startled out of my seat when I heard a cough nearby.

      I looked up and found hardened brown eyes on me. 

      “Ms. Tracy. What can I do for you?” I asked, proud my voice didn’t waver.

      “I am just checking in. How are the ideas coming along?”

      I looked back down at the three drafts I had sketched. None of them were good enough to show her. “Good. I should have a rough draft submitted to you by the end of the day.”

      She smiled, and there was nothing nice or sincere about it. “Good. Tell me, how was it working with Mr. Anderson yesterday?”

      I was thankful for the foundation I wore, as my face was already heating at the mere mention of Dereck’s name. If only she knew what it was I’d done in Mr. Anderson’s office yesterday. “It was good. He just needed someone to cover for him with some administrative stuff. It was pretty standard, all things considered.”

      She didn’t look like she believed me. I didn’t blame her. Why, oh why, did Dereck have to pull me out of my job yesterday? And on my first day, no less.

      But then, had he not done that, I wouldn’t have felt brave enough to go home with him last night. And as much as I wanted to be smart about this, I couldn’t bring myself to regret it.

      “He pulled one of my designers on her first day to help him with administrative work?”

      “Well, uh, I mean, there was more than administrative work.”

      Her eyes narrowed suspiciously, and I quickly added, “He wanted to know my opinions on some of the construction contracts the company had recently signed. Though I don’t really think he took my opinions to heart. I think he was just being nice.”

      “Nice?” She laughed, a mocking sort of laugh that made my gut clench in the most uncomfortable way. “Dereck Anderson is not nice. The man is ruthless. There’s a reason why this firm is on its way to the top. Why we are the most sought after by the top one-percenters in the world to work on projects.”

      I leaned back against my chair, not sure what she wanted me to say to that. I resisted the urge to fiddle with the hem of my shirt, a nervous habit.

      “Don’t let that charming smile fool you. On top of being a highly respectable businessman, he is also a known player. If you let him get close, you’ll find yourself out of a job, and a broken heart to boot,” she sneered, and I didn’t think she was telling me this because she was genuinely concerned about my well-being. No, this felt catty…

      I wondered if she and Dereck had ever slept together. That was a depressing thought. Even so, she wasn’t telling me anything I hadn’t thought of myself, yet to hear it out loud from an outsider’s voice put all of it into a chilling perspective for me. I moved my hands over my arms, rubbing away some of the coldness I was suddenly feeling.

      “Nothing is going on between Dereck and me, Ms. Tracy,” I said firmly, the lie turning my cheeks hot.

      “Dereck? Since when are entry-level employees on a first-name basis with one of the founders and CEO of the company?”

      Blood rushed to my ears at my little mishap, and now Josephine Tracy was suspicious, and I didn’t know how to fix it. Oh God, don’t pass out. Don’t pass out.

      I said nothing.

      Her eyes narrowed a little as she took me in, and it looked like she might know.

      When she realized I wasn’t going to say anything, she scoffed and walked away, the click, click, click of her heels on the floor like a dagger to my heart.

      If it got out that I was seeing—fucking—Dereck, how would I ever be taken seriously by my colleagues again? What a mess I had made of things.

      And yet… where was the regret?

      Why didn’t I regret spending time with him? And why the hell was I looking forward to spending my evening with him?

      We had made plans to meet up tonight. He was going to drive me back to his house, and we would have an early dinner. I had an overnight bag packed and stashed away in the back seat of that impractical sports car of his.

      I should know better, shouldn’t I? I shouldn’t invest so much of my time, heart, and energy into a relationship that would only end in heartbreak.

      But it didn’t feel like heartbreak when he held me in his arms last night.

      It didn’t feel like heartbreak when he made me breakfast this morning, or when he held my hand in between shifting gears on our drive to the office.

      No, it felt like the promise of a lifetime.
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      The numbers in front of me blurred into nothing but indistinguishable shapes. I couldn’t focus on anything to save my life. Thank God I could count on my partners to pick up my slack when I really needed it. It wasn’t like I slacked off a lot, or ever.

      Which was why my behavior in recent weeks was getting noticed, not just by Jaxon and Dean, but by Callum and Lucas as well, the other partners, albeit silent ones, of our firm.

      My phone dinged, and I almost fell off my chair trying to get to it. Disappointment set in when I realized it wasn’t Lily who’d texted. I should have known better. She wouldn’t have contacted me during work hours.

      I frowned when I saw a text from Katy, telling me she was lonely. Another text came through, and this one was a picture of her, showing only a side view of her face, but the rest of her body was on display. And she was naked.

      I let out a tired sigh, deleted the picture, and blocked her number. Katy and I met in college, in Lucas’s class, of all places. I had thought she had a thing for Lucas, but only a week in, she turned her attention to me.

      We saw each other on and off during our four years at Columbia, and even years after. But we were never in a relationship. She was a good fuck when I needed some distraction to clear my mind, but I wouldn’t keep her around, and I had told her numerous times that I didn’t see a future with her.

      She was manipulative and catty. And she didn’t like Abby, Lucas’s wife, which was a mark against her in my book. The last time we met up had been several months before. I’d heard she got engaged to some millionaire philanthropist who was old enough to be her great-grandfather.

      I had no interest in resuming our affair, especially now, when I had found Lily. I wouldn’t do anything to fuck that up, and something told me Lily wouldn’t be forgiving if I saw other women.

      I smiled a little at that. My girl was just as possessive of me as I was of her. Besides, she had nothing to worry about. She had a firm grasp on my dick and heart in those little fists of hers, and she didn’t even know it. She was still so unsure about our relationship.

      But I wasn’t worried. It was my job to make sure she understood that she was it for me. And I would gladly live the rest of my life proving that to her.

      I leaned back and closed my eyes. Katy might be a problem if she didn’t go away on her own. And I didn’t need this. Not when Lily and I were already on shaky ground. I needed a way to get the message across that I wasn’t interested in anything with her without making it sound like a game or a challenge, which was just great. More shit to take care of. As if I had a lot of free time on my hands.

      And I was supposed to meet Abby for lunch today.

      Abby and I met on her first day of school, her freshman year. She had been lost going to class, and I couldn’t turn away from the sweet, innocent, and tiny woman she was back then. That hadn’t changed much in eight years of friendship. It wasn’t like I could say no to her now.

      No one could, especially when she turned those big green eyes my way. I would do anything to keep that smile on her face. I didn’t blame Lucas for falling so hard for her, even if he did start out as her professor. Hell, he had been my professor two years before Abby came to Columbia, my freshman year. He was one of the reasons I almost flunked out my first semester there, being the hard-ass that he was. Had I been five feet two with blonde hair and big green eyes, he might have gone a little easier on me.

      I still couldn’t believe such a hard bastard like him got Abby to agree to marry him.

      I smiled fondly at the thought of one of my best friends, only to come out of my reverie when there was a knock on my door. I looked up, and a smile instantly overtook my face.

      Standing, I walked over to the doorway. “Ashley. Are you here to see Dean?”

      She nodded, her hand moving to her bulging belly. She looked bigger every time I saw her. “Yeah. He promised me lunch.”

      I looked down at my wristwatch. It wasn’t even eleven thirty yet. I raised an eyebrow in question, and she smiled sheepishly at me. “I got hungry, and I couldn’t wait until twelve. But I didn’t tell Dean I was coming by early, so he’s in a meeting.”

      She pouted a little at that, and I laughed, placing my hand on the small of her back. “Come on in. I’ll keep you entertained while you wait. And I think I might have some snacks you can munch on in the meantime.”

      “Oh, I just came by to say hi. I don’t want to keep you from your work.”

      I looked back at my desk, where the reports lay. I couldn’t even remember what the reports had been about. Last month’s accounts… maybe? Yeah, that didn’t sound fun.

      I ignored her protest and led her to the black leather couch.

      “And how is the little dude doing today?”

      “He’s feeling rambunctious this morning,” she said, patting her belly with a soft smile.

      I smiled at that and walked over to the mini-fridge I had stocked with all of my partners’ wives’ favorite foods. They liked to drop in unannounced at times, and I found it was easier to always be prepared.

      I grabbed the strawberry Greek yogurt and handed it to her. She smiled. “You are a godsend. Is Abby here yet?”

      I took a seat on the lone recliner adjacent to the couch and took her in, my eyebrows raising in surprise. “How did you know she’s coming by?”

      “Oh, we text each other. Along with Bethany. We have a group chat, you know.”

      “God help us all. It is a dangerous thing when you all come together. What do you girls even talk about? World domination?”

      “We women talk about that, among other things.” She smiled wickedly at me. I didn’t like that smile one bit. “You and Jaxon need to hurry up and find someone. We need more people in our group for our evil plan to work out.”

      She added in a cartoonish evil laugh, and I couldn’t help but smile at her antics. When I didn’t offer any more, Ashley turned to me sharply, her eyebrows pulling together in a small frown.

      “What?” I asked, looking anywhere but at her. Ashley was a sweet woman… usually. But she could be stubborn at times. And if she thought you were keeping secrets from her, she could be like a dog with a bone, never letting go until she got the truth out of you.

      I felt bad for Dean, knowing he would never be able to keep anything from her.

      “What aren’t you telling me, Dereck Anderson?”

      “What makes you think I’m keeping anything from you?”

      “Keeping what?” came a soft voice at the door. Ashley and I turned and found Abby standing there, a soft smile on her face and her hand wrapped tightly around another hand, smaller than hers.

      “Uncle Dereck!” Nathan called out, pulling away from his mom and running toward me. I laughed and stood up, preparing myself to catch the little brat.

      He jumped into my arms, laughing wildly when I swung him up in the air. His laugh was infectious.

      “And how is my most favorite person in the whole wide world?” I asked, putting him down on the floor.

      “I’m your favorite person, Uncle Dereck?” he asked, giving me a proud smile.

      I smiled back and ruffled his soft blond hair. “That’s right.”

      “Well, I am doing awesome! Mommy and I are spending the day together. And after we have lunch with you, we’ll see Daddy. And Uncle Dereck, guess what?”

      “What?” I looked up and shared a grin with Abby. She looked tired, but that was expected since she was in the third trimester of her second pregnancy.

      Nathan pulled on my sleeves to get my attention. “We’re going to get ice cream, Uncle Dereck. Me, Mommy, and Daddy. Daddy promised. And Daddy never breaks his promises.”

      “Is that right?”

      He nodded vehemently, defending his dad’s good name with everything he had. I pulled him back into my arms and sat on the chair, Nathan on my lap. He played with my tie and looked up at me with his big brown eyes.

      Nathan was Lucas’s son through and through. Aside from his blond hair, which he got from Abby, everything else was all Lucas. From his eyes to his pointed nose, mannerisms, and even his height. I knew he was the tallest kid in his class. He always bragged about that. And I loved the little dude more than I had ever loved any other children, though I sensed that would change soon enough.

      Ashley was only in her second trimester, but Abby was due to deliver her second kid, another boy, mere weeks from now. Callum never said, but I knew he was trying to get Bethany pregnant as soon as possible. Almost everyone in my friend group was married and popping out babies left and right.

      Something like this should scare me.

      At least, it should have before Lily.

      Now, I couldn’t wait for the time when I could finally make Lily mine legally. I should be scared about where my thoughts were going, but I wasn’t. I was excited. The future didn’t look so empty anymore, filled with nothing but meaningless sex and the lonely existence of bachelorhood.

      Now, it was filled with hope and excitement.

      I just needed to convince Lily of that first.

      “What were you guys talking about? Who’s keeping what from who?” Abby asked, bringing us back to the previous conversation. I groaned and leaned my head back against the chair.

      “Nothing,” I answered, at the same time as Ashley said, “Dereck is keeping something from us.”

      Abby ignored me and turned to Ashley. I tuned them out and turned back to Nathan while Ashley recounted our conversation. He had only turned seven this year. And it seemed he grew three inches every time I saw him.

      Was it normal for kids to grow this fast? I didn’t know. Nathan had found my phone moments before when I was distracted, and he was now playing the only game I had on there. The one I downloaded because he asked me to.

      I ran my fingers down his chubby cheek, and he scrunched his face up a little but didn’t say anything. Too engrossed in his game.

      And for the first time since I met Lily, I envision a future filled with children and laughter.

      I wouldn’t mind bringing an entire soccer team into the world, but I would also be happy with one or two. I would leave that entirely up to her, considering she was the one who had to go through the labor.

      I knew from the wistful note in her voice when we talked about careers and family that she wanted children. She just didn’t want them at the expense of her career. And I would make sure it never came to that.

      I realized too late that it had gotten too quiet in the room. When I looked back at the women, they were both staring at me, mouths wide open, with a disbelieving look on each of their faces.

      “What?” I asked, a note of unease in my voice.

      “You’re seeing someone,” Ashley said.

      “When can we meet her?” This came from Abby.

      These women were a scary thing when they got together. “How—what makes you think there even is someone?”

      Ashley offered a smug smile. “That’s not a denial.”

      “Oh my God. I can’t believe it. Has it finally happened? Has the great Dereck Anderson finally been brought down to his knees?”

      I rolled my eyes at the joy in Abby’s voice. Ashley chimed in, “I told you it was going to happen. Jaxon’s next. I’m sure of it.”

      Abby smiled, looking way too hopeful. “You really think so? Bethany would be so happy to hear that.”

      “Ladies, can we not discuss other people’s love lives, or lack thereof?”

      “But there is a love life happening. Yours,” Ashley said with conviction, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to get out of this conversation unless I gave them a name.

      They both looked at me expectantly. I let out a tired sigh, and Nathan, probably sensing my exasperation, patted his tiny hand on my chest.

      “Her name is Lily,” I finally said.

      They exploded at the same time. Nathan jumped from fright in my arms, and I grabbed ahold of him, rubbing his back reassuringly while I glared at the women.

      They ignored me and turned to each other, talking over one another. I gave up trying to understand what they were saying, instead turning to Nathan.

      “Your mom and Aunt Ashley are crazy, huh, buddy?”

      “I know, Uncle Dereck. But Daddy says we still have to love them anyway. Especially when they hang out with Auntie Bethy.”

      I laughed at that.

      “What’s going on here?” a booming voice called from the door.

      “Daddy!” Nathan yelled, jumping out of my arms. I missed his warmth instantly.

      I watched as Lucas’s eyes softened as he took in his son, right before lifting him up in his arms and planting a loud kiss on his cheek. Nathan giggled and wiggled closer to him, and my heart ached at the sight, and I realized that wouldn’t have happened had I not been thinking about a future with Lily.

      Yeah, I was a goner.

      From the moment I had laid eyes on Lily, I knew there was no turning back. I knew she would have me by the balls, and I didn’t mind it one bit.

      “Fuck,” I said, the word getting lost in the excited chatter of the women.
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      I stood by my desk and mulled over all the reports and contracts our company had been a part of over the last three years.

      It was as I had suspected.

      Now in our sixth year since we started this business, we hadn’t grown significantly in profits. Our revenues had been growing, but then so had our expenses, which cut into the profits. Which was to say, we weren’t losing money, but we weren’t bringing in a lot of it either.

      We were stagnant.

      If we wanted to see a significant rise, we needed to bring in more projects, namely more overseas projects.

      It had always been the plan to get the business to cross global lines, but we only had the one Oliver Kempton account that could be considered, though he didn’t reside in Paris. Kempton was an American businessman who had been able to do what we hadn’t. He’d brought his business overseas to almost every leading city around the world, including London, Singapore, Tokyo, and even right here in New York.

      Especially right here in New York.

      I had no doubt the other partners had already seen the problem, and I wondered what plans they had to bring us out of this rut we’d found ourselves in.

      I was about to pull my phone out and text them when the intercom on my desk phone buzzed. I wasn’t expected to be anywhere until two. It was barely twelve-thirty.

      Frowning, I connected through to Gretchen. “Yeah?”

      “Mr. Anderson, Ms. Lily Winthrop is here to see you. She doesn’t have an appointment. Should I send her away?”

      I was out of my seat before Gretchen was even finished speaking. It was pathetic how eager I was to see Lily. She had spent almost every night in my arms, save for that one Sunday when Jerimiah took her out to dinner, celebrating her first work week.

      It had been three weeks since our first night together, and the thought of seeing her still sent a thrill of excitement down my spine.

      I didn’t think the reaction she brought out of me would ever go away. And looking at my parents’ relationship, and even the relationships my partners had with their wives, told me that what Lily and I had wasn’t going away.

      No, this feeling would only grow over time.

      I opened the door to my office. Gretchen looked up in surprise but didn’t say anything. And when I looked out to the waiting area, there Lily was, sitting on the couch. She had been playing on her phone, but when she heard me come out, she looked up, her smiling gray eyes taking me in.

      I shoved my hands in my pocket, bewildered to feel a slight tremor in them, and stayed where I was, waiting for her to come to me.

      I didn’t do that to be an asshole. But I needed Lily to come to me. I needed to know that she felt what I felt for her. Even a small fraction of it would do.

      We didn’t say anything for a while. And I didn’t smile. Finally, she shoved the phone back into her purse and stood up. I took her in, from the navy-blue top she had on, to the white dress pants, and even the three-inch nude heels.

      She wasn’t tall by any means, but the heels gave her some added height. She was curvy in all the right places, and so goddamn beautiful, my chest hurt just looking at her.

      She walked over to me. I held out my hand, and Lily took it without hesitation, bringing her closer to my side. And I took a deep inhale, my shoulders finally relaxing.

      “Hold my calls, Gretchen.”

      “Will do, Mr. Anderson,” Gretchen said, hiding a small smile in her hand. Gretchen had been with me since the first year we opened. She was the first employee I had ever hired, and she was as loyal as they came.

      I knew she’d wanted me to settle down for a while now, like so many of my partners had, and I was glad she liked Lily.

      I closed my office door gently behind us, and before Lily could say another word, I turned her around and pushed her against the door. My lips swallowed her gasp, right before she let out a small whimper that just about tore me up inside.

      I wanted to devour her whole.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, I heard her purse fall to the ground with a thud before she wrapped her arms around me, and then she kissed me back with equal fervor.

      Had anything ever felt so right?

      I didn’t think so.

      My hand moved up from her waist, and I cupped her breast through her shirt. She let out a small groan against my open mouth, her movements becoming almost frantic the longer I played with her. My thumb swiped over her hardened nipple, but it wasn’t enough.

      Impatient, I deftly unbuttoned her shirt halfway down, until her lacy white bra came into view. I pulled away from the kiss to take her in, noting the hard rise and fall of her chest, almost as if she was trying to get enough air in but couldn’t.

      I did that to her.

      I undid the front clasp of her bra, until those magnificent tits sprang free, then bent down to take one hard nipple in my mouth. She gasped and moved her fingers through my hair. The harder I sucked, the harder she pulled.

      I couldn’t get enough. The pain only fueled me on, and I added in a gentle bite while making short work of the button and zipper on her pants. I pulled them down along with her panties, and the musky scent of her sweet arousal and sweat was like a beacon calling to me on a dark night.

      It was titillating.

      And I was so hard, I knew it wouldn’t take much for me to come. But first, I needed to pleasure her.

      I pushed two fingers inside her roughly, and her hands tightened around me, her fingernails digging into the skin on my neck. I was sure she had drawn blood.

      I didn’t care. I moved roughly in and out of her, and her eyes rolled back, her head leaning against the wooden door. I quickened my pace, wanting to see her come.

      And when my thumb moved over her clit, she shot off, letting out a loud scream that was muffled by my mouth.

      I didn’t wait for her to recover. I pulled myself out of my trousers, hissing when my hand brushed against my erection. God, I was so sensitive. And I wasn’t going to last. I fumbled in the pockets of my pants for the condom I had stored there.

      Lily brought my attention back to her with a hard tug of my hair. I looked at her, frowning a little.

      “I’m on birth control, Dereck. Just get inside me. I trust you.”

      I let out a stuttering breath. She trusted me. Such sweet, sweet words. Even so, I needed to be certain. “Are you sure?”

      She nodded and shot me a small smile. “I am. I know you would never do anything to hurt me.”

      I nodded, wrapping my arms around her and pulling her closer. “Never,” I vowed.

      I lined us up until the tip of my cock was at her drenched entrance. And without waiting a second longer, I plowed into her until I was buried to the hilt.

      We both let out a low groan at the same time, our hot breaths mingling in the small space between our lips. She never looked away from me as I began to move.

      The act was oddly intimate, considering where we were.

      I pulled out and plunged deep inside her, loving the slick sound her pussy made each time I moved. I grabbed one of her legs and wrapped it around my waist, moving deeper inside her.

      The way her hands tightened around me, the way the inner muscles of her vagina clenched around me, told me she liked that.

      “How close are you, baby?” I asked.

      “Close,” she breathed out. “So close.”

      “What do you need me to do to help you get there?” I asked.

      “Just keep moving like this… Yes, like this.”

      She moved her hand down between our bodies and played with her clit. God, that was hot. To see the woman you love take control of her own pleasure.

      My heart stalled in my chest before picking back up in hard, painful rhythms.

      The woman I love?

      I loved her.

      I loved Lily Winthrop. When did that happen?

      I leaned down and took her lips in a punishing kiss. I loved her, and I was never letting her go.

      I felt Lily tremble, and it wasn’t long before she was coming, her moans captured by my mouth. I soon followed her, my cum shooting inside of her, filling her. If she wasn’t on birth control, she could be pregnant with my child after this.

      The thought almost made me wish she weren’t.

      But that was just the caveman in me talking.

      Lily pulled away from the kiss and frowned a little before looking down at where we were connected.

      “Oh,” she said breathlessly when she saw my cum dripping out of her.

      I smiled a little at that. “Yeah. Oh.”

      “I didn’t realize this could be so messy.”

      “Sticky, messy fun,” I added with a wink.

      She grinned at that, teeth and all, and my breath caught. Unable to help myself, I leaned down and kissed her once more, only pulling back after a while when I realized how uncomfortable this must be for her.

      “Let’s get you cleaned up, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      She winced a little when I pulled out. I shot her a concerned look. “Just a little sensitive,” she reassured me.

      I nodded. Still, a part of me wondered if I had been too rough. Lily always felt delicate and vulnerable in my arms. And even though she was strong, she was also fragile in other ways that made me want to treat her like the precious treasure that she was.

      I quickly tucked myself back into my trousers, and after pulling off the rest of her clothes, I carried her in my arms over to the connected bathroom in my office. Setting her down on the counter, I wet a clean hand towel with warm water before moving in front of her.

      “Spread your legs for me, baby,” I said gently.

      She awarded me with a shy smile before doing as I asked. I ran the towel between her legs, taking care not to hurt her, while I watched her face for any sign of distress. She didn’t look bothered by my touch. If anything, it seemed to arouse her, and I was getting hard again. I had to look away, lest I embarrass myself and come in my pants at the sight of her alone.

      Yeah, if anyone could make me lose control, it was her.

      Unable to stop myself, I moved the towel away and smeared some of my cum into her pussy.

      Her breathing grew labored.

      “I love seeing my mark on you,” I said gruffly.

      “I love seeing your mark on me,” she answered. God, she was perfect for me.

      I went back to cleaning her up with the towel, and Lily was quiet for a moment, watching me.

      Then, she asked, “Do you want to come to Blacklist after work today?”

      I paused slightly before going back to cleaning her. “Sure, baby. Why do you want me there?”

      “To meet Jerimiah.”

      I placed the soiled towel on the sink, grabbed her hips, and hauled her closer to me. She wrapped her legs around my hips, holding me tightly to her.

      What I would give for us to be at home. Where I could sink into her and fuck her until we both forgot our names.

      “I can do that. But you know I’ve already met your brother, right?”

      “I know. But this will be different. I want you to meet him as my…”

      She trailed off, her cheeks deepening in color. As much as I didn’t like the uncertain look in her eyes, I needed her to finish what she was going to say. I needed her to acknowledge this as more than just casual fucks between two people.

      “As your what?” I asked gently, running my fingers up and down her cheek.

      “As my boyfriend,” she said softly. “I mean, that is to say, if you want to be my boyfriend?”

      She said the last part as a question. And unable to stop myself, I leaned forward and kissed her. She automatically wrapped her arms around my neck, opening her mouth so I could deepen the kiss.

      I would gladly spend the rest of my life kissing her.

      Boyfriend?

      That seemed too tame of a word to describe who I wanted to be to her.

      “How could you not know?” I asked when I pulled away.

      “Know what?”

      I let out a low growl. “That you’re mine. For today, tomorrow, and forever.”

      She traced a tiny finger over my lip. I took that finger inside my mouth and gently bit it before sucking on it. Her eyes darkened, the pupils standing out from her light-gray irises.

      Mine.

      And it looked like she was finally getting it.

      Nodding, she pulled me in closer to her body, and still it wasn’t close enough. “Yours. I’m yours, Dereck.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            LILY

          

        

      

    

    
      I got out of work before Dereck.

      Something about an important meeting with his business partners. I didn’t know, and I didn’t ask.

      My specialty was in architectural design, not business management. But whatever the problem was, it was keeping Dereck from being here on time, and I was nervous.

      Not only had I never brought anyone home to meet Jerimiah before, but he also had never had to warn me about anyone.

      And how wrong he was about Dereck.

      Dereck Anderson might had been a player, but he was devoted to me now. I knew that. I could see it in his eyes. After all, it was me who had spent nearly every night in his bed for the past few weeks. And I just needed to let Jerimiah see all that. I knew once my brother saw how Dereck was with me, he would come to like Dereck as his sister’s boyfriend.

      I sat on one of the barstools. Rachel was working tonight, but she had ignored me since I walked through the door.

      Good.

      I didn’t blame Rachel for flirting with Dereck. I knew the effect he had on most women and men everywhere. It didn’t mean I had to like it, because I didn’t.

      I hated how I’d felt that night when I saw Rachel shooting a flirtatious smile his way. She was everything I wasn’t, bold and confident, and she owned her sensuality in a way I had never done before. Or at least, I had never done until Dereck.

      Old insecurities came into play for me at the sight of them together, and I admitted I wasn’t proud of how I’d handled things, but that was over and done with, and now that I had Dereck, I wasn’t giving him back.

      Sorry to all womenkind out there, but Dereck Anderson was officially off the market.

      I smiled to myself at that. Who knew I could be so possessive over anyone, let alone someone like Dereck? But I soon realized that when it came to him, I wasn’t just possessive, I was downright selfish.

      The barstool, one seat away from me, was pulled out, and a woman sat there. Normally, I wouldn’t pay attention to the other patrons, but I could smell the woman’s strong perfume from where I was sitting, and it was giving me a headache. I sneaked a side glance at her, only to find her already staring at me…

      More like glaring.

      I frowned. I had never seen this woman before in my life, but she was looking at me like she hated me, and for the life of me, I couldn’t think of why that was. My frown deepened, and I held her gaze. I wouldn’t look away first, and a few seconds later, she did, shifting around a little in her seat.

      She would have been beautiful if it wasn’t for her sour disposition. With long chestnut-brown hair, big brown eyes, dark skin, full red lips, and a slender build, she was the exact opposite of me. She looked sophisticated and mature. And mean.

      I let out a small huff of annoyance, and was almost startled out of my seat when someone placed a glass of what looked like soda in front of me.

      I looked up into the bright blue eyes of my older brother.

      He smiled. “Hey, kid.”

      I smiled at him back. “Jerimiah! You’re here early. I thought you couldn’t get here until eight?”

      “Nah, I got out of the meeting early. I didn’t want to make my baby sister wait in the bar for me. Got keep all the ugly bastards away from you.”

      I rolled my eyes at that. Jerimiah had always been overprotective of me. I think it was the result of having lost both of our parents young, and at the same time.

      “I’m fine. And what is this?” I asked, pointing to the glass he had placed in front of me.

      “Diet Coke. Your favorite.”

      I pouted a little. “What if I wanted a mojito?” I didn’t drink at all, but I once saw someone order that on TV and had wanted to try it ever since. “What’s the point of having a brother who owns a bar if I can’t even get a free drink?”

      He raised his eyebrows at that. “Sweetheart, you’re not even old enough to order a drink.”

      “What?”

      I jumped at the exclamation and turned to see Dereck standing there. Oops. I guessed we never got around to telling each other our age.

      I knew Dereck was a lot older than me. In his early thirties, at least. I never thought to ask because that would bring up my age, and I didn’t want him to think I was too young.

      “How old are you?” he asked sharply.

      I shot him a disgruntled look at the tone of his voice, and he closed his eyes and let out a deep breath. When he opened them again, his green eyes had softened, and there was an apology in them.

      I smiled a little at that, and he seemed to relax after that.

      “Twenty,” I said, a little bashfully. “I’ll be twenty-one in two months.”

      I had skipped the third grade and graduated a semester early from high school. That was why I graduated at only twenty while most of my classmates were twenty-one and twenty-two.

      I hoped he didn’t think that was too young. But by the way his shoulders relaxed, I knew he didn’t care much about it. After all, it was nothing more than a number.

      “How is my little sister’s age any of your fucking business?” Jerimiah asked. I looked back at my brother and found him glaring at Dereck.

      This was not good.

      It was time to abort the mission. I needed to calm Jerimiah down before bringing them back together again.

      I looked at Dereck and tried to convey with my eyes that he should leave before Jerimiah grabbed his shotgun, but Dereck was unconcerned. And he probably had a death wish because the next thing I knew, he was moving in closer to me, wrapping his arm around my shoulders.

      I looked back at my brother with wide eyes, and Jerimiah’s face changed from mild annoyance to murderous in a fraction of a second. I tried to move out from under Dereck’s arm, but he only tightened his hold on me.

      I pinched his side instead, and Dereck glared down at me. I gave him one right back, which I assumed he thought was cute because his glare turned into a smile, amusement lighting up his eyes.

      “Asshole,” I muttered to myself, shooting him one last disgruntled look before looking back at Jerimiah.

      “Lily, what’s going on?”

      “So, uh, you know Dereck, right?”

      “I do,” he answered, and he looked like he had just tasted something nasty.

      Okay, so we were off to a good start then… not.

      “Well, uh, he’s, you know.”

      “No, Lily, I don’t know. Why don’t you tell me what this bastard is doing with his arm around you?”

      “He’s my boyfriend,” I blurted out. Easier to just rip off the Band-Aid.

      Before Jerimiah could react to my outburst, a startled gasp sounded from somewhere to my left. I looked over and found the woman with the overwhelming perfume looking over at us, her mouth gaping open in surprise.

      I felt Dereck tense beside me as he let out a soft curse, so low I knew I was the only one who’d heard it.

      Before I could say or do anything, she seemed to have recovered before my eyes, and plastering on a flirtatious smile, she looked at Dereck and stood up from her seat.

      “Do you know her?” I asked.

      His shoulders fell in resignation, and I didn’t like the look on his face one bit.

      The woman walked over to us, and I looked closer at her. My earlier assessment of her had been correct. She was beautiful and sophisticated… and mean.

      I hated her on sight, but it mostly had to do with how she looked at Dereck.

      There was this knowing glint in her eyes as she took him in that didn’t fare well with me. It was the same look I was sure was on my face whenever I looked at him. It spoke of intimacy. The kind of intimacy that could only be achieved by knowing what that person looked like naked.

      Whoever she was, she knew Dereck well.

      And she’d come here to see him.

      I didn’t know how she’d known he would be here, and frankly, I didn’t care. I pushed Dereck behind me and scowled at her. “Can we help you with something?”

      I knew I was being rude, which was so unlike me, but she was here ogling my man, and I didn’t like that one bit. The woman turned to me, her scowl matching mine.

      She flicked her long hair over her shoulder, and I hated how the move came off as both catty and flirtatious. “I don’t need any help from you.”

      She turned her attention to Dereck, and I felt him put his hands on my shoulders. Showing me support. Not that I cared.

      “Did you get my messages? It’s been a while, hasn’t it? I missed you, Dereck. And I know you miss me too.”

      Wow.

      The level of delusion it must take to say something like that was staggering. I turned back a little and looked at Dereck. His green eyes offered me an apology, but I wasn’t feeling very forgiving. The whole point of this meeting was to let Jerimiah see how different Dereck was with me, and now that was probably ruined. Jerimiah would never be able to see Dereck as anything other than a dirty player.

      I looked over at my brother. He had been quiet throughout this exchange, and it didn’t look like he would interfere. He leaned against the bar top, his arms crossed over his broad chest, and his face was expressionless.

      I turned back to the woman, and Dereck tightened his grip on my shoulders. Not too tight that it would pain me, but firm enough that I knew I couldn’t escape his grasp even if I tried.

      “No, Katy. I don’t miss you. We haven’t talked in months, and I don’t know what you think you will accomplish by coming here.”

      “We haven’t talked because I got engaged to Robert. But that’s over now.” She pouted a little and made a move to step closer to him. I pushed Dereck back, away from her, and glared at the woman.

      Dereck sighed, a loud, tired sigh. “No, that wasn’t the reason. I told you before, there’s no future for us.” He paused for a moment, and I felt him tense behind me. I didn’t need to look back to know he was frowning. “How did you know I would be here tonight?”

      Katy offered a coy smile then, and I didn’t like the look in her eyes one bit. “I didn’t. I figured you would be here because of her.” She pointed a long acrylic nail at me, and pursed her lips a little, as if I were something dirty. I wanted to rip out her fake hair extensions, which was surprising because I wasn’t a violent person.

      Jerimiah spoke up then. “I recognize you. You’ve been in my bar for the past three weeks now.”

      About the same length of time that Dereck and I had been seeing each other.

      “How did you know about Lily?” Dereck asked.

      “I saw you with her.”

      “You saw me with her where?” His voice was pitched low. I knew if Katy said the wrong thing, Dereck would explode. I didn’t blame him. This wasn’t normal. It sounded like Katy had been stalking us… or him.

      “At your house. You never bring anyone to your house.” She pouted at that, as if she hadn’t just confessed to a crime.

      “What? How the fuck do you even know where I live? And more importantly, how did you get past the gate into the neighborhood? You need either a keycard or code.”

      “I stole it from your neighbor.”

      I looked over at Jerimiah and was surprised to see him looking angry, though I shouldn’t be. Stalking was a serious issue, which probably brought out all of his protective instincts, especially when I was inadvertently affected by it.

      “Don’t worry. He doesn’t even miss it.”

      I leaned my head back against Dereck’s chest when I felt him trembling. With anger?

      “Okay, Katy. Here’s what going to happen…”
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      It wasn’t until after eleven o’clock that night that the last police officer left, with Katy in the back of his cruiser. After her confession, Jerimiah had ushered the four of us back into his office and called the cops.

      I was sure their presence had caused quite a stir in the bar, but we were able to keep most everything on the down low. After giving our statements, we found out that Katy had a missing person’s report filed on her by her sister. Apparently, she had been missing for weeks, after she broke off her engagement, and was off her meds.

      Jerimiah handed me a glass of water, and I took it, smiling my thanks. Dereck was sitting next to me on the sofa in Jerimiah’s large office, his arm wrapped around me, his thigh touching mine, and his warmth spreading across my skin.

      I didn’t know what to say to him.

      Jerimiah took a seat behind his desk and took us in. I knew he was waiting for an explanation about why I had kept my relationship with Dereck a secret from him for so long, but I was drained.

      I just wanted to go home and not think about this night. Not only did it not go the way I had envisioned, but Katy’s presence reminded me that there was this distance between Dereck and me that I hadn’t noticed before.

      Or at least I hadn’t noticed how wide the gap actually was.

      I knew he was more experienced when I decided to jump into this relationship with him. I’d known he was worldlier than me, more mature… older. I’d known it, but for the first time, I truly felt like that distance mattered, and I didn’t know what to do about it.

      I felt too vulnerable in his arms then, and he’d never even told me he loved me.

      Did he, though?

      Or was this all just fun and games, and I would find myself in Katy’s position one day? Probably not that extreme, but close. Where I would be pining after him, always comparing to him any man I might take to my bed after and realizing they would never measure up.

      I didn’t want to go back to mediocre sex.

      I placed the glass of water down on the table. Both men looked at me.

      “I’m sorry. I have to go.”

      “Lily?” This was from Dereck, and I didn’t know what that desperation in his voice meant, or why it was even there in the first place. He grabbed my wrist, his palm warm and comforting. But it shouldn’t be that way, should it?

      I didn’t say anything more. Ignoring his hold on me, I shook him off and ran out of there.

      I held in my tears, even when I saw Rachel’s satisfied smirk from where she stood near the bar, and walked out into the cool night. Luckily, a taxi was nearby, and I climbed in, stumbling over my words to give the driver my address.

      I didn’t think I took a breath until the bar was out of sight.
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      I started after her when Jerimiah spoke up, stopping me in my tracks. “Let her go. She probably needs some time to herself.”

      “Some time to herself? She’s hurt. I need to make sure she’s okay.”

      “Lily will be fine whether you show up at her door on your hands and knees in the next five minutes, or in an hour. Sit down. You and I need to talk, and I’m sure this is long overdue.”

      Gritting my teeth, I sat back down on the sofa. I was only being accommodating because I knew how important Jerimiah was to Lily. If I could show up at her door tonight and tell her I had worked things out with her brother, it would be one less thing she’d have to worry about.

      “You’re right. We need to talk.”

      “How long has this been going on?” he asked.

      “Since her first day of work,” I answered.

      He scowled. “So only a couple of days after I warned you to stay away from my baby sister?”

      I shook my head and leaned forward. “You need to understand—what Lily and I have might have started on her first day of work, but I was lost to her from the moment I saw her, and no one, not even her beloved brother, can keep me away from her, or stop me from making her mine completely.”

      He was silent for a moment. Then he said, “You’re serious about her.”

      “I love her. I plan to marry her, no matter what. Now, this will be easier with your blessing, but make no mistake. Lily Winthrop will be my wife, whether you approve or not.”

      Jerimiah did something that surprised me then. He threw his head back and laughed. And laughed. He laughed so hard, tears started coming out of his eyes. I scowled at him.

      “What’s so funny?”

      He wiped the tears away, and I resisted the urge to punch him in the face. Lily wouldn’t like it if I sent her brother to the hospital.

      “I didn’t believe it. I thought it was a myth.”

      “What?” I asked with a frown.

      “Love at first sight.”

      He laughed again, and my frown eased. I rubbed at a small pinch in my chest at the mention of those words, and yeah, I supposed that was what this was. I had been trying to put a name to my obsessive thoughts, my need to protect her, to love her and cherish her, even if the whole relationship was still so new. I never thought it would be as simple as that.

      Coup de foudre.

      I had been struck by the thunderbolt.

      Jerimiah continued on, as if my entire world hadn’t just shifted on its axis. “I mean, my father, may he rest in peace, always talked about how he fell for my mom the first time he saw her in their econ class. I thought he was just pulling my leg. Or being a romantic, because my mom always loved it when he said and did that kind of thing.” He shook his head. “You really love my sister?”

      “Yes,” I answered gruffly. I hadn’t even told Lily that. But I would soon. Lily would not go another night without knowing that she was the most important person to me. I would make sure of it.

      “Then go,” Jerimiah said. “And no, this isn’t my approval. You’re right. You don’t need that. This is my blessing. I am giving you my greatest treasure of all. Treat her right. Or there won’t be a safe place on this earth for you to hide from me.”

      He stood up. There was a glimmer in his eyes that told me we were okay, but also that he was serious. If I hurt her, he’d hurt me. Not that he would have to worry. I would rather cut off my own right arm than hurt her.

      I nodded and walked out the door, feeling lighter than I had all night.

      Time to get my girl.
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      I had only been to Lily’s apartment twice.

      We spent most of our nights and weekends at my house, which I had already come to think of as our house.

      Lily lived in the better part of the city, closer to the office than I was in the suburbs. Closer to Jerimiah, I thought. But he would have to get used to the idea that his sister might not live near him anymore.

      After tonight, I would officially be bringing Lily home with me.

      Forever.

      I quickly climbed the stairs to the third floor of the apartment building and knocked on her door. Several seconds passed, and I didn’t hear any movement in the apartment. Could it be that she didn’t go home?

      But that couldn’t be right.

      Lily was a homebody, and whenever something upsetting happened, she would go home. I knocked again, louder this time. I was sure the neighbors could hear me, but I didn’t care.

      “Lily, baby. Open up for me.”

      I raised my fist to knock once more, when I heard the lock clicking, and then the door opened just wide enough for me to see her face. And what I saw tore my insides to shreds.

      Her eyes were red and swollen, and she was looking at me like she wasn’t sure where we stood. I didn’t like it one bit.

      “Baby,” I breathed out. I gently pushed her back before moving inside. I closed and locked the door behind me, and in the span of one small inhale, I had her in my arms, pressing her warmth into me.

      I never wanted to let her go again.

      “Tell me what’s wrong. Let me fix it.”

      I pulled back slightly so I could see her face. Her bottom lip trembled a little, and there were fresh tears in her eyes once more.

      “Is this fixable?” she asked, so softly I almost didn’t hear her.

      “Hey, you listen to me, sweetheart. When it comes to us, nothing is unfixable. You hear me?”

      “Why?”

      My eyebrows lowered in a furrow. “Why what, baby?”

      “Why do you want to fix it?”

      “Do you even have to ask?” I softly traced the outline of her lips with the tip of my finger. Her eyes shuttered, and I wanted nothing more than to take her to the bedroom, strip her naked, and consume her whole. “I obviously haven’t done a good job of taking care of you if you have to wonder. I’m sorry.”

      Her eyes sprang open at my apology. Before she could think of something else that would make her think I didn’t want her, I continued. “It won’t happen again. Never will a day go by that you don’t know how much you mean to me. I love you, Lily Winthrop. I’ve loved you since the moment I saw you across your brother’s bar. And I have only loved you more since. And I will love you with everything in me for the rest of our lives, I swear it.”

      The tears she was trying so hard to contain spilled over onto her cheeks, and I hoped these were happy tears. I wiped them away with my thumbs and pressed my forehead to hers, our breath mingling in the small space between our lips.

      “You really mean that?” she cried out.

      “With all of my heart, my beautiful girl.”

      Without warning, she jumped into my arms, her legs going around my waist, her arms around my neck as she held on tight. I placed my hand underneath her ass, holding her to me.

      “I love you too,” she sobbed.

      “Hush now, baby. No more crying. I have enough of your tears to last a lifetime. I don’t want to ever see or hear you cry again.”

      She half sobbed, half laughed into my neck. “This is happy crying.”

      “Even so.”

      I moved us toward her bedroom. She tightened her hold around me. “Now, I think it’s time I take you to bed. It’s been too long since I was last inside of you.”

      She giggled. Sweetest sound in the whole fucking world. “It hasn’t been that long. We had sex in your office this afternoon.”

      “Like I said, too damn long,” I said, setting her down once we neared her bed.

      I cupped her mound through her jeans to show my impatience, and her giggles turned into a soft moans. The second sweetest sound in the entire fucking world.

      “Tell me you want me,” I said, tightening my grip a fraction. She leaned her head against my shoulder and wrapped her arms around my waist, as if she couldn’t hold herself up without help.

      “I want you,” she breathed out. I moved my hand, adding friction and driving her wild. “Oh God, Dereck! I want you so bad. Please.”

      “Let it be known, I will never deny you anything. Especially when you beg me so prettily.”

      And I turned on her, showing her the desperate, desperate man she’d made me become. She didn’t say anything for a long while, save for those tiny whimpers, her soft moans, and her sweet, sweet shouts, sounding so much like a prayer in my ears. A blessing.

      I worked hard for the rest of the night to show her what it truly meant to love and be loved by me.

    

  







            EPILOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






LILY

        

      

    

    
      My fingers strummed nervously on the white lace-patterned fabric covering my almost swollen belly.

      It had been three months since I moved out of my apartment and into Dereck’s home. Three months since we officially came out to everyone at work that we were dating.

      I knew there were whispers around the company that I was only sleeping with the boss to get ahead. But for the most part, Dereck left me alone to my work, letting me get career achievements based on my own merits.

      I wasn’t worried about the whispers. Yes, it hurt to hear the nasty things said about me behind my back, but I wasn’t there to make friends. I was there to make my dreams come true.

      And I had found an ally in the most unexpected place: Josephine Tracy.

      She was still my boss, but she had been less bitchy since she found out about Dereck and me, and taking away her sour disposition, she was actually a good boss, and an even better mentor.

      It was true.

      Josephine had taken me under her wing after I submitted my designs to the directors of designs, which included Josephine herself, and had impressed them all.

      Everyone had a chance to submit their work for all the partners, and they were going to pick the one they liked the best, and that design would be the company’s next big project.

      I was excited.

      And nervous.

      I wasn’t worried that my project would be picked because of Dereck’s and my relationship. The submissions were totally anonymous. So even if Dereck wanted to pick my design simply because he loved me, he wouldn’t be able to.

      And I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      But work should be the furthest thing from my mind, especially today, of all days.

      It was my wedding day.

      “Are you ready, sweetheart?” This came from Jerimiah, who stood next to me as I stared outside through the glass door leading to our backyard.

      We were getting married at our home, right next to the lake. I hadn’t seen the finishing touches of the wedding decor, but what I had gotten a glimpse of looked like nothing less than a fairytale.

      I knew Dereck was standing at the makeshift altar, even if I couldn’t see him, and next to him was Dean, his best man, and all the other partners at his firm.

      And standing on the bride’s side were Ashley, Abby, Bethany, and yes, even Josephine, who made a big deal about not wanting to be a part of the wedding but was actually happy about it.

      I was thankful for them, especially for Ashley, Abby, and Bethany, who I had grown close to these past few months.

      “You promise to walk with me until the very end?” I asked, and I knew it was silly. I was going to be a married woman soon, and in less than six months from now, I would be a mother.

      But still, there would always be a small part of me that wanted to seek out reassurance from my big brother.

      Jerimiah wrapped his arms around me and pulled me in close. I buried my face into his chest, not caring that I might mess up my makeup.

      “I promise to walk you down the aisle until the very end,” he said thickly. I didn’t need to look up to know he was crying, which was surprising, since I hadn’t seen him cry since our parents’ funeral. “And even after. I will always be here. A strong shoulder for you to lean on. I might be giving you to Dereck to care for and to protect for the rest of his life, but remember this, you were mine first. And I will always be here for you. Understand?”

      “Yes,” I answered, and I realized I was crying.

      Jerimiah pulled back and wiped away my tears with his thumb. “Good. Now come on. Before Dereck gets impatient and takes you away to elope instead.”

      I let out a watery laugh and grabbed his arm.

      That was what Dereck had wanted to do since we’d found out I was pregnant. Jerimiah had put his foot down, stating that he would not be deprived of the honor of walking me down the aisle. My brother and my soon-to-be husband had a very weird relationship. They acted like they couldn’t stand each other, but were actually really close. They bonded over… me. I loved that. Loved that the two most important men in my life got along so well.

      Jerimiah signaled for the music to begin, and the piano version of “Flightless Bird, American Mouth” rang out. Tears sprang to my eyes, and I let my big brother lead me out into my future.

      I didn’t remember the walk down the aisle. I didn’t even remember the guests, even though I knew there weren’t many.

      I only remembered Jerimiah handing me off to Dereck. I remembered how Dereck had taken me in his arms and held me tight. I even remembered how he had laid his hands over my belly, a look of awe overtaking his face, as if he couldn’t believe any of this was real.

      I once told Dereck that I didn’t think I could be a mother at the expense of my career. He told me I could have everything I ever wanted because he would be there to support me through it all.

      And he had done everything in his power since then to prove to me that was true.

      I was scared to be a mom.

      Afraid I might mess up along the way. Afraid I wouldn’t have what it took to be a good mom. But I wasn’t scared I would ever put my career before my child because I knew I would never have to.

      I had the support of a good man.

      We said our “I do’s” without hesitation. And Dereck’s vows wiped out all of my tenuous restraint. I was balling like a baby then, and I couldn’t bring myself to care.

      “You may now kiss the bride.”

      Dereck didn’t waste any time. He pulled me close to his body and held me tight. Then his lips covered mine, and the world ceased to matter.

      I wrapped my arms around his waist, never wanting to let go.

      I knew I would never have to.

      With Dereck by my side, I had the world at my feet.

      I had everything.

      I had…

      My dirty boss.

      
        
        end.
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      “This is going to be rough and dirty. Just the way you like it,” I grunted as I moved forcefully against the soft feminine form beneath me.

      She moaned, her eyes rolling back, her mouth agape, almost as if she couldn’t breathe through her nose alone. The faster I moved, the louder she got, and I couldn’t get enough of those sounds. It was liberating and raw and hot. I could come just from hearing those sounds.

      Then I felt her tighten around me, and I was done for. I reached down and played with her clit as I shot my cum into the condom.

      That must have triggered her orgasm, because I could feel her tightening even more around me, her entire body nothing more than a quivering mess that would have brought me to my knees had I not been lying down.

      She bit my shoulder as her nails dug into the skin on my back. It was probably the best orgasm of her life. Not to brag or anything, but I was an awesome lay.

      Lucky her.

      Just as quickly as it had come, it was over, and then I was pulling out of her, lying down on one side of the queen-size bed, trying to catch my breath.

      I closed my eyes, disappointment set in when the solace I’d found in those few moments was over, and what was left was this big, empty hole inside of me. And I wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      I climbed off the bed and searched for my clothes on the floor. “You’re leaving?” my recent and now former bedmate whined. She was sitting up, her eyes narrowing on me, then moving to the shirt I had clutched in my hand.

      “Of course,” I said casually. “Why would I stay?”

      She opened her mouth, like she wanted to say something, then closed it. “Right,” she said finally. “Why would you stay?” She gave me a small smile that left me feeling uncomfortable. Had I not told her this was sex and nothing more? I’d made it clear from the beginning, so why was I was standing here, feeling like an ass?

      I shook my head, suddenly angry. I’d never made any promises to her, and yeah, it was a dick move to fuck her then leave, but I’d told her from the beginning. It was sex and nothing more. Why was I now considered the bad guy, when she agreed to jump into bed with me, knowing what she was getting herself into?

      She laid back down on her side, her back to me and the covers pulled up around her shoulders. She was pissed. And it was just pissing me off. I quickly dressed and then, without another word, walked out of her apartment.

      I locked the front door behind me and headed to my car. Once the car started, I could see the clock on the dashboard read 2:14 a.m.

      I had work tomorrow, and already it didn’t look like the day was going to be a good one. With a resigned sigh, I turned up the heater and drove home in the silent night.
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        * * *

      

      I took a large gulp of my coffee as I walked into the board meeting.

      I hoped I didn’t look as tired as I felt. I was barely functioning on two hours of sleep.

      The other guys were already there, seated around the long table. Lucas Hamilton, Callum Greyson, Dean Thompson, Dereck Anderson, and I were the CEOs and board members.

      They all turned to look at me when I walked in, and I didn’t like the look in their eyes one bit. “What are you guys talking about?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” Callum said, and I knew he was full of shit. He and the other guys had been talking about me.

      They were all so disgustingly happy in their marriages, they now thought I needed to find someone to settle down with.

      And I was happy for them. I was damn happy that Callum could make my baby sister happy, which was good because I might just murder him if he ever made her cry.

      But settling down wasn’t for me.

      I had seen firsthand what happened when two people who were unsuited for each other got married. And when they brought a kid into this world?

      Yeah, I wasn’t going there.

      Bethany had still been a baby when our mom died, so she didn’t know how it was. But I could still remember the late-night arguments, the broken furniture, and the cold silence the next morning when everything was said and done.

      I never saw my dad hurt my mom physically, but then they could have just been good at covering it up, especially around a four-almost-five-year-old.

      And even if I could see how happy my friends were, I doubted that was in the cards for me. I wasn’t meant to marry. Not with my family’s history. Not with my dad’s temper running through my veins. And though I was usually good at hiding it, especially from Bethany, I wasn’t sure if I could hide it from the woman I shared my bed with.

      But there was one downfall to not marrying. I would never have access to my inheritance.

      That could be a problem.

      I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed we hadn’t been bringing in any substantial profit in the last four years. We noticed it last year, and now already six months into the current year, things didn’t look like they were changing much.

      “How’s Lily?” I asked Dereck as I took my seat next to Lucas. Dereck was sitting across from me, a bright smile overtaking his face at the mere mention of his new wife. Something akin to pain twisted in my heart, and I didn’t know why. I rubbed the spot absently.

      “She’s good. Tired. And so ready for our daughter to come out.”

      Everyone at the table smile at that. Lily was only two weeks away from giving birth. And the last time I saw her, she had been absolutely glowing with good health.

      It was hard to believe someone so innocent could fall for such a hard-ass like Dereck, but there it was for the world to see, and Dereck was a better man for it.

      I hoped he realized that.

      I hoped everyone in this room realized that. Their wives settled them in ways they didn’t even know they needed. And I wondered if that was why I had been feeling so unsettled lately. I shook away the thought and focused back on the conversation at hand.

      Lucas was talking…

      He was bragging. About his son, Nathan’s, science project. The kid was eight. I doubted the science project was anything more sophisticated than a papier-mâché volcano.

      “He probably used up all the baking soda we had in the house,” Lucas said with a laugh.

      Okay, so I was right. It was a papier-mâché volcano. I smiled a little at that, especially at the prideful glint in all the men’s eyes. Hell, I might look a little prideful too.

      If our competitors could see us now…

      Amusement curled my lips at the thought.

      We talked about the children for another ten minutes before we all returned to business. The whole reason why we were having this meeting so early in the first place.

      With a somber face, I looked around and said, “We need to bring in investors.”

      That wasn’t something any of us wanted to do. We were a close-knit group. And the idea of bringing in someone else, some stranger, didn’t sit well with us.

      Callum was already shaking his head before I finished. “No way, man. This is our legacy. This is what we’re leaving behind for our kids.”

      I nodded. I knew where he was coming from. He’d announced Bethany’s pregnancy to us just a month back. She wasn’t showing yet, but that didn’t make it any less real. I was going to be an uncle very soon.

      “I know why you don’t want it. But it doesn’t look like we have a choice. We’re still bringing in profits now, but they’re not much. We’re at a standstill, and yes, we can survive for the next few years at least, but what happens when that money runs out? What happens when we’re no longer at a standstill, and the company takes a turn for the worse? Everything we have put into this company for the past several years, all of our hard work, would be for nothing.”

      I looked around and met everyone’s eyes. I knew I wasn’t saying anything they hadn’t thought of, but it needed to be said anyway, if nothing more than to serve as a reminder of how close we were to losing everything.

      “We all know how hard it is to build a company from the ground up. Especially in the first ten years. We’re only in year seven. We need to do something to make sure the company thrives. I don’t know about you, but the amount we’ve been bringing in the past few years is too low for comfort for me.”

      I leaned back against my chair and let them take in all that I had said.

      “I know someone who is interested,” Dereck said.

      We all turned to him. I might know who he was talking about.

      “Oliver Kempton?”

      Dereck nodded. Out of the five of us, Dereck probably knew Oliver best. Jerimiah, Dereck’s brother-in-law, was a close childhood friend of Oliver’s. It was Jerimiah who’d pointed Oliver our way, which had brought us that Paris deal.

      “With a man like that backing us, we might just save the company,” Lucas said quietly. He was the least talkative of all of us. But when he spoke, we knew to listen. He wouldn’t speak if it weren’t important.

      And the truth was, I looked up to Lucas.

      He was older than us, and he knew more about our accounts than any of us did, seeing as how he was also head of the finance department as well.

      “Then put him on,” Dean said to Dereck. “Let’s set up a meeting.”

      Dereck shook his head. “There are conditions.”

      “What kind of conditions?” I asked. Of course the billionaire would make us jump through hoops for him.

      “He needs assurance that he wouldn’t be investing in a dying company.”

      “He does, huh?” I said dryly. My fists were clenched underneath the table. I didn’t want to lose my temper here, of all places.

      Dereck shook his head. “Come on, man. You know he’s a businessman first and foremost. He wouldn’t just put his money into anything, not even as a favor to me.”

      “We don’t need him to do us any favors,” I said.

      “But we need his investment.”

      “And we won’t get it unless we show him that we can bring in more projects, more money, right?” Lucas asked.

      Dereck nodded.

      Callum leaned forward. “But we won’t get any more projects unless we have the money to back it up. So we’re back to where we started.”

      Perhaps not.

      An idea came to me then.

      We needed Kempton’s money. But we also needed some funding to back any new projects we might take on before that.

      I couldn’t believe what I was going to offer to do.

      “I might be able to get us the money. It’s not a lot, but it’ll be enough to pull us through this year, and it would be enough to show Kempton that we aren’t dying.”

      Lucas frowned. “How?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but Callum spoke before I could. He knew where I was going with this.

      “No way, man. That’s your future you’re talking about.”

      “What?” Dean asked warily.

      “My inheritance,” I answered.

      The room exploded.

      “Are you serious?”

      “You have to think long and hard before you act on this.”

      “Are you sure this is what you want?”

      Talk about the company, and everyone was calm. Talk about my possible marriage, and suddenly everyone had an opinion.

      I waited for them to calm down before I spoke. “Yes, I’m sure.” Not really. “We don’t have a choice.” We didn’t.

      “We’ll find some other way. We always do,” Callum said. “Bethany would hate for you to do this.”

      “Bethany doesn’t have to know, does she?”

      Callum scowled at that but didn’t say anything. I knew he didn’t like keeping things from her, but there were some things he didn’t have to tell her.

      “My mind’s made up. Besides, we’re not talking about forever.”

      “Isn’t there a clause in there that says your future wife gets five percent of your inheritance upon marriage? Thirty percent if you divorce?”

      “I see Bethany has told you everything,” I said.

      He shrugged, like he couldn’t bring himself to care.

      I stood up before they could say anything. “I know all of that, okay? I’m not some teenager being led around by his dick. I know what I’m doing. This will be nothing more than a business transaction. And my future wife, whoever she is, can have thirty percent of my inheritance once we divorce. I have a feeling that five years from now, we will have made up tenfold for what I lost.”

      The guys didn’t say anything to that. They knew I was right.

      I headed for the door.

      “Where are you going?” Callum called out.

      “To find myself a wife.”
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      I dragged my feet the three blocks it would take me to get home. Each step literally hurt.

      I wrapped my arms around myself to ward off the cold, even if it wasn’t that cold outside.

      The coldness I felt was inside of me.

      I didn’t know where I’d gone wrong. Perhaps I should have held my tongue. Held in my temper. It wasn’t like he was doing anything more than touching.

      I shivered in disgust at the memory.

      My ex-boss, Vince Caraway, was a grade-A asshole.

      Four years I had worked for the man. For four long, miserable years, I had waitressed at the local pub, and I had the fewest complaints from patrons than the other servers. And the bastard fired me today because I wouldn’t let him grope me.

      That was sexual harassment at its finest.

      And he was going to get away with it because he knew I didn’t have money to hire a lawyer to take him to court. I didn’t have millions in the bank. Hell, I barely had thousands, and it wasn’t just me I had to worry about anymore.

      I couldn’t let him blacklist me from work.

      I needed to work.

      But Vince owned half the restaurants in the city, and perhaps even more outside of it.

      My lips trembled, and I worked hard to keep my composure. Not that it mattered anyway. No one would pay me any mind to me. It wasn’t like it was back home in Delaware.

      New York was presented to me like a dream. I came out of here straight after graduating from high school. I had followed my sister to the state because there was nothing keeping me in Delaware.

      My sister and I had never known our dad. He split when I was three, and then our mom left soon after, leaving us with our great aunt. Though our aunt provided for us well, she was a cold woman who hadn’t believed in showing affection to children.

      My sister, Candance, moved to New York as soon as she graduated high school. Though we kept in contact, I only ever saw her when she came home during the holidays. There was a ten-year age gap between us, so it had been hard to form a close bond when we were little.

      Two months after she moved here, she met Stephen, an aspiring rock singer. Though he was smooth with his words, he was the furthest thing from husband material, which boggled my mind that my sister stayed with him for over ten years and had three children with him.

      Zachery, named after our father (another thing that boggled my mind), was fourteen and the oldest, and then the twin boys, Bryce and Bradford, were ten.

      Three years ago, Stephen and Candance became victims of a mugging gone wrong.

      To the state of New York, they were nothing but a nameless, faceless number in the ever-growing stack of unresolved cases. To me, their deaths were more than just a devastating loss, which it was.

      But it also meant it wasn’t just me I had to worry about anymore.

      I had children who depended on me, who looked up to me.

      History repeated itself when I was awarded full custody of my nephews, but I would make sure it also ended with me.

      I would not be uncaring and cold. I would never let them think they were a burden to me, because they weren’t.

      Seemingly overnight, they had become my entire world, and…

      I wasn’t doing a good job of taking care of them. I was fired today.

      What the hell were we going to do?

      I looked up at our apartment building and took in a shuddering breath. I would figure it out. I always did.

      We had been through much worse, and I was able to pull us out without the kids knowing, so surely I could figure this out and not have them stress over it.

      I could do it.

      Despite my resolve moments before, I could feel my composure wavering the closer I got to my apartment door.

      I usually didn’t mind being home, in fact, I loved it. I loved seeing everyone. I loved being with this little family we were building together, but today…

      I didn’t know how to look them in the eyes. I had failed them. We had bills to pay. The twins wanted to try out for basketball, and their basketball uniform would probably cost money that I didn’t have, and Zackery would want to play football again next year, because he did it last year.

      A sob burst free from my lips, and I quickly ran to the stairwell, hiding out there until I could find my composure again. I leaned against the wall and closed my eyes.

      “Okay, Sophia. Deep breath. In and out. In and out.”

      Although it didn’t take away my anxiety completely, it helped calm me down some. Helped me put a smile on my face, even if it was nothing more than pretend. The kids didn’t need to see my problems. Their only worry should be when to do their homework so they didn’t get into trouble, not when their next meal was coming.

      I had three thousand dollars saved up in the bank, and that should tide us over while I looked for another job. Something that would pay more. And had a better work environment.

      Besides, my getting fired could be a good thing. Perhaps it was the universe’s way of telling me things would look up for us.

      Feeling a little better, I wiped away the tears that had fallen down my cheeks and walked out of there, only to bump into something squishy and big.

      My startled eyes found the creepy leer of Leonard, my neighbor from three doors down.

      “Sophia, what a pleasant surprise. I didn’t know you would get off from work early today.”

      The fact that he’d memorized my work schedule was disturbing on a whole new level, even for Leonard. And I would be frightened if I didn’t just see him scratch his protruding belly with his fingernails, before flicking something off his fingers somewhere to his left.

      What the hell did he just flicker?

      I tried to keep the disgusted look from showing on my face. “Leonard,” I said, and made a move to walk around him.

      “Wait,” he said, raising his arm. I moved back a little and eyed him warily.

      “Yes?”

      “What are you doing this Friday? I would love to take you out on a date.” He licked his lips as he said it, and I didn’t want to know what he was thinking to have brought out that expression.

      “Sorry, I’m busy with the kids.”

      “Those kids need a man in the house to discipline them.”

      “Don’t talk about my kids,” I snapped.

      He raised his hands up, as if I was overreacting. I moved past him and didn’t turn around again when he called my name.

      I unlocked the door and opened it to chaos.

      The good kind of chaos, but chaos nonetheless.

      I could see Zackery in the kitchen, cooking… something. Probably another one of his experiments. No doubt we wouldn’t be eating well tonight. Not that I would ever tell him that.

      The twins were sitting on the sofa, one twin on each end, their legs tangling as they threw a tennis ball back and forth while talking loudly over one another. Everyone was being cared for under the watchful eye of my neighbor and best friend, Tessa Abernathy, even though Zachery had told me he was more than capable of babysitting the twins when I had to work. I had quickly shut that down. I didn’t want Zachery to have to take on the role of caregiver at such a young age.

      Tessa looked up when she heard me, and I offered a wave and a smile I didn’t feel. She was an aspiring novelist who kept irregular hours and took odd jobs to support herself. She was one of the few reasons why I hadn’t gone insane in the past three years, and one of the reasons I still had such an optimistic outlook on life, despite all of my shortcomings.

      It was important to have at least one good friend in life, and I was glad to have found that in her.

      She was a pixie of a woman, only coming up to my shoulders, with dirty-blonde hair that went down to the small of her back, big hazel eyes that should look comical in her small face but didn’t, a small nose, and full lips.

      She was the most beautiful woman I had ever met, and she had no idea.

      Another thing on what appeared to be a very long list of things that boggled my mind.

      Bryce saw me then, and in his excitement to get to me, he missed the ball his brother threw at him. It bounced off his chest. Not that he noticed. He was already standing and running to me. I braced myself for the impact, moving back a little when I felt his arms go around me.

      “Aunt Sophia! You’re home early!”

      I smiled and rested my chin on top of his head when I felt his arms tighten around me. “Yeah. I was able to get off of work early.”

      He pulled back slightly but didn’t let go. I knew he would hold on to me as long as possible, not wanting Bradford to get his turn, as he was now standing behind him, a scowl on his face. I ruffled Bryce’s hair and moved him back a little to make room for Bradford.

      He shot me a smile, moving in toward me. Bryce gave him a dirty look, which he quickly covered when he caught my look of admonishment.

      I looked over my shoulder and laughed at the look that Tessa shot the boys before walking over to us.

      I stood where I was and waited for the boys to let go of me first, because after all they had been through, I wouldn’t be the first to let go.

      Never the first to let go.

      “How was work?” Tessa asked, and though she sounded normal, I could see the worry in her eyes. She knew something was up because I was home at this time.

      “It was good. They let me out early, so I thought we could take the kids to the park and get ice cream later.”

      She shot me a questioning look, and I shook my head. I wasn’t about to get into this in front of the kids.

      Hearing that we were going out for ice cream, the boys moved away from me and jumped up and down in excitement. I couldn’t help but laugh.

      Zackery came out of the kitchen then, with what looked like white flour on his cheek. I motioned for him to come to me, and though he did so with an eye roll, I knew he loved it when I requested these hugs from him.

      He just couldn’t say it or it might threaten his “cool boy” image.

      I wiped the flour from his cheek and looked him in the eyes.

      It seemed like he grew every time I left him. He was as tall as me now.

      “Hey, buddy. How was your day?”

      “Good,” he said, a slight squeak to his voice. “I’m making lasagna.”

      I refrained from frowning. Last time I checked, lasagna didn’t require flour unless he was making the pasta from scratch, which was highly unlikely. “Sounds great! Can’t wait for dinner.”

      The twins made gagging noises, and I glared at them.

      They pretended they didn’t see and turned away. Tessa rolled her eyes. “Ice cream sounds great. Let me get the kids into something warmer.”

      I nodded, grateful for her help.

      I watched as she directed the twins to their room, and then I looked at Zachery. He was staring at me with a weird look in his dark eyes.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Is everything okay? You’re home pretty early.”

      I always forgot how intuitive Zackery was at times. Plastering on a smile I didn’t feel, I did something I told myself I would never do to them. I lied. “Yeah. Vince overscheduled the shift, so he sent me home.”

      I tugged on a soft strand of his brown hair. He needed a haircut soon. More expenses I wasn’t sure I could afford.

      “Why don’t you go grab your jacket? It’s a little chilly out.”

      He nodded and shot me a small smile. I watched him, feeling a small pinch in my chest.

      He and the twins both took after their dad, with dark-brown hair, long eyelashes, and tan skin. But their brown eyes?

      Those were my sister’s.

      My sister and I looked like each other save for our eye color. While hers was a soft dark-brown color that had made her look warm and radiant, especially when she smiled with her eyes, I had bright blue eyes, which went well with my freckle-prone skin.

      All this meant that the kids looked nothing like me. Nothing like Candance, and I wondered how it would feel to see another person who looked like me… like Candance. A miniature version of the beauty that was my sister. But the chances of that happening were slim, since I didn’t see marriage in my future.

      Not now, and probably not ever.
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      I leaned my head back and groaned, throwing the applications on the coffee table.

      Callum looked up from the application he was going through and shot me a concerned look.

      “Don’t say it, okay? My mind’s made up.”

      “I know, man. I wasn’t going to say anything.”

      I nodded. I couldn’t believe how many women were willing to send in their applications for an arranged marriage. What was more surprising was that my married best friend knew about this secret service.

      “Tell me again how you know about this company?”

      “What? Oh, a client mentioned it. He used it to meet his current wife. They seem to have a happy marriage, and I know he loves her.”

      “And you figured I might just find my soul mate in one of these applications?”

      He shrugged and shot me a sheepish smile. “Perhaps.”

      “Marriage has made you soft,” I said, even if the marriage was to my sister. If this had happened before he met Bethany, Callum would have laughed at the idea of soul mates and love at first sight. Hell, even after seeing all my friends find love, I wasn’t sure I believed it.

      Or, at the very least, believed it was something for me.

      “What about this one?” Callum asked, showing me the application.

      I took the folder from him, which listed every bit of information the woman was willing to divulge about herself, including her age, height, weight… and zodiac sign?

      I looked back at Callum, one eyebrow raised. “Okay, so the zodiac sign is kind of silly. But everything else is perfect. She’s twenty-eight, so not that much younger than you, five foot ten, which is good because you’re one tall fucker, and can intimidate most women. Plus, she graduated from Berkeley and is pursuing a law degree, so she’s obviously smart.”

      And he forgot to mention that she was insanely beautiful. With pouty red lips, big brown eyes, sun-kissed skin, short brown hair showcasing her high cheekbones, and a pretty smile with straight white teeth.

      She was everything I was looking for in a woman, so why the hell wasn’t I more excited about the prospect?

      I knew going in that my marriage would be more of a business transaction than anything else. I shouldn’t set my standards so high. As long as the woman could offer her silent support and friendship, I shouldn’t care about things like whether or not her touch would have power over me equivalent to that of a lightning bolt entering my system.

      I let out another sigh, albeit a silent one, so Callum wouldn’t think I had changed my mind.

      “I’ll think about it. But I think we found the one.”

      I held up the application up a little higher, and Callum gave me a smile that looked more like a grimace.

      “All right, man, think it over. We’ll talk in the morning. Bethany will be wondering where I am.” He stood up and stretched his sore muscles, his blue eyes taking me in. “I don’t like lying to my wife, so I’ll leave it up to you to tell her what you’re doing.”

      I held out my hand. “I appreciate it.”

      He took my hand, and we shook before he pulled away, walking out of my office and toward the elevator.

      I should be heading home.

      I didn’t get enough sleep last night, and I had been running on nothing but coffee all day. But the thought of going home to a big, empty house held no appeal. I shouldn’t have purchased a home that size. But I had wanted to be close to my baby sister, and Callum had bought her a house to fit her dream family.

      And there was only one style of house in their neighborhood: big.

      I returned to my desk and fired up the computer, reading some of my emails and getting ready for tomorrow.
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      It was late by the time I left the office. Not as late as expected, but past dinnertime. No one was left in the office, save for the cleaning crew.

      The light in the parking garage was eerie. And one of the bulbs near where I had parked was flickering.

      My limbs were sore, and I almost didn’t have the energy to get myself home. I should probably get one of the guys to come pick me up. But, like Callum, they were all home with their wives.

      I hopped in the car and started it, turning on the heat to ward off the chill. And after a full minute passed with me sitting in the parking garage, I finally found the energy to pull out.

      The boom barrier moved up just as I drove past, and it wasn’t until I made a sharp right to bring my car out onto the street that I heard a low thud at the back of my car.

      “What the fuck?”

      I quickly climbed out of the car, and to my utter horror, I saw a kid there, clutching his leg.

      “Hey, are you all right, kid?”

      He didn’t answer me, but his face was pale, and sweat was starting to gather on his brow. I walked over to him and clasped his shoulder. He couldn’t be older than thirteen… fourteen at the most. It was hard to tell. The kid was a little on the thin side, with dark tan skin and dark hair.

      “Kid, can you answer me?”

      He let out a small breath. “I… I think my leg’s broken.”

      “Shit. Can I pick you up? I need to take you to the hospital.”

      “No, no hospital. Aunt Sophia will worry. Can you please just drive me home?”

      “I think your aunt will worry when she finds out you have a broken leg. Can I pick you up?” I asked again. I didn’t want to touch him without his permission. And I didn’t know how much damage I would cause. Fuck!

      I should have been paying better attention.

      “Yeah, Mister.”

      I shook my head. “Call me Jaxon. What’s your name?”

      “Zackery.”

      “Okay, Zackery. Here’s what is going to happen. I’m going to take you to the hospital to get your leg checked out. And then we’re going to call your aunt. Okay?”

      “Fine,” he answered.

      “Good.”

      I placed one arm under his knees, the other around his shoulder, and then I carried him to the car. He let out a small whimper and buried his face in my chest. The action broke my heart.

      “Just hold on, Zack. I’m going to take care of you. I promise.”

      I carefully placed him in the back seat of my car and closed it before running around to the driver’s side and taking off.

      The ride to the hospital was the longest fifteen minutes of my life. Zach was quiet, save for a few whimpers. It tore at my insides a little every time I heard it.

      “Do you want to use my phone to call your aunt?”

      “Maybe when we’re at the hospital,” he said.

      I nodded.

      I let out a small sigh of relief when we pulled into the hospital entrance. Before I could get out, Zach stopped me with his words. “You didn’t run over me. You know that, right?”

      “What?” I asked, more sharply than I meant to. “Sorry,” I said when I saw him pull back. “What do you mean? How did you get the broken leg?”

      Silence. Then, he said, “I fell off my skateboard.” He pointed beside him. I didn’t even notice he had it with him when I picked him up earlier. “It broke. I don’t think I will be getting a new one any time soon.”

      I let out a sigh. “A broken skateboard is the least of your worries, kid.”

      “I know. Aunt Sophia will kill me. I’m not allowed to ride my skateboard in the street.”

      “I agree with her. The streets here are anything but safe. You’re lucky you just fell and broke your leg.”

      The kid scowled at that. “I don’t feel very lucky.”

      I parked the car and climbed out, hiding my smile. The kid reminded me a little bit of me when I was his age. Though I couldn’t say I had ever been this enthusiastic about skateboarding. I opened the back door, and he looked up at me with those big brown eyes. My heart clenched.

      He didn’t protest when I lifted him again in my arms. This kid was too light to be a teenager. He wasn’t a match for anyone. And maybe that was what drove my next thought.

      I wanted to protect him.
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      From the moment we stepped foot inside the hospital entrance, there had been nothing but pure chaos.

      I didn’t think I’d had a moment to rest since. A nurse had come out just as I carried Zach in, and they had me put him on a hospital cot while they asked us questions. Seeing as how I didn’t know Zach very well, I let him answer most of them.

      I was finally able to take a breath when they took him upstairs to get an X-ray. We were able to call his aunt before that, while the doctor looked over his leg, and now I was just waiting.

      I took a seat on one of the uncomfortable chairs in the waiting room and took out my phone, looking up the online application of my “potential wife.” With all that was happening, I hadn’t even thought about her.

      And that had been… nice.

      That should have told me just how much I didn’t want to marry her. I had already forgotten her name, and had I not saved her application number on the account Callum created for me, I wouldn’t have been able to find her so easily.

      A rustling at the entrance caught my attention then. I looked up, not really thinking about anything, and was entirely caught off guard.

      I froze.

      And my breath caught, causing a slight pinch to start in the center of my chest.

      Fuck. Me.

      With strawberry-blonde hair that went down to the middle of her back, big, innocent blue eyes that just about killed me, a distinguished nose that complimented her face well, and a slender build, she was possibly the most beautiful girl… no, woman, I had ever seen.

      My heart thudded loudly and painfully in my chest, and I absently moved my hand there, rubbing at the tender spot as I continued to take her in.

      It took a while before I processed the fact that she wasn’t alone, that she had kids with her, two twin boys with dark hair.

      Was she married? Or a single mom? And who the fuck dared to have an angel and let her go? Was he stupid?

      It didn’t matter.

      Not to me.

      I was done for.

      A need to possess her, to own her, use her… worship her, love her took over, and I stood without thinking.

      Mine.

      She was mine.

      “Fuck.”
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      My heart thudded loudly in my chest from the panic that Zachery might be hurt even worse than I feared. What was I going to do if something happened to him?

      Please don’t let anything happen to him.

      Please.

      I didn’t know who I was praying to. My sister? God?

      It didn’t matter. I would pray to every entity known in existence if it ensured the safety and well-being of my kids.

      The twins had been unnaturally subdued on the ride over, and though I worked hard to hold on to my composure, I was sure they could sense my worry. Thank God Tessa was home. She was one of only a few people I knew in New York who owned a car.

      She had dropped us off at the front entrance and was currently finding a parking spot. I tightened my arms a little around the boys and looked for the front desk, for someone, anyone, who could tell me the state of my nephew.

      Up ahead was a desk manned by someone I assumed was a nurse. He looked kind, with dark skin and warm brown eyes, and I prayed he would be helpful and not like one of those grumpy nurses that were always depicted in TV shows and movies.

      The twins followed, staying close, their little fists clutched tight on the hem of my shirt as we moved toward the man.

      He looked up and offered a kind smile. I let out a sigh of relief.

      “Can I help you, Miss?” I could see him eyeing the kids I had my arms around, a gentle curiosity in them. I got that look a lot. I didn’t look old enough to be a mom of a fourteen-year-old and two ten-year-old boys. I got that.

      “My nephew was admitted here. I need you to direct me to where I can find him, please.”

      “What is your nephew’s name?”

      “Zachery Johnson.”

      “And you are?”

      “Sophia Hendrix. I’m his legal guardian.”

      He nodded, and I saw the look then. The look of sympathy people usually gave me when they found out I had custody of my nephews. I ignored the look and tapped a single finger impatiently on the counter in front of me while he typed something into the computer.

      “I know where Zachery is,” a voice spoke up from behind us. I turned around quickly and was so surprised by the sight of the huge, intimidating man that I didn’t hide my reaction in time.

      He took a step back and crouched down slightly, as if to make himself appear non-threatening. But fear wasn’t why my heart was beating so fast in my chest, why my hands felt clammy, and why I suddenly felt light-headed.

      No, I wasn’t scared of him.

      I was… attracted to him.

      Oh, Lord.

      I didn’t know anyone could be so good-looking… so big.

      With brown hair, gray eyes, and high cheekbones, the man would be considered model-pretty if his size wasn’t so domineering. He was at least six foot four or five, I was sure of it, with broad shoulders and biceps bigger than my thighs. I couldn’t see any spare fat on him. He was made of nothing but muscles and steel, and I bet those capable shoulders of his could carry the weight of the world and not break a sweat.

      I wasn’t small by any means. Medium build and on the tall side of average, yet this man made me feel small, and feminine, and fragile… vulnerable.

      What would it feel like to be taken care of and protected by this man?

      The way my body responded to him was insane.

      Never had I felt this intense level of attraction to anyone before.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I couldn’t help but overhear, and I wanted to let you know that I know where Zach is. I was the one who brought him in.”

      I recognized his voice then, from when Zachery had called me from a strange number, but I had pegged him to be older. And though he was older than me, he wasn’t that much older.

      “We spoke on the phone.”

      His gray eyes turned soft, and almost made my insides turn to mush. He was dangerous, I was sure of it then. Dangerous to my heart and my sanity. And I couldn’t spend my night crushing on him. I had a more pressing matter.

      “How did you and my nephew meet?” I asked warily. I didn’t care how pretty he was—if he had hurt Zachery in any way, I would make him pay.

      “I was leaving work when I heard a low thud behind my car.”

      My blood froze in my veins. “Did you run him over?” I asked carefully.

      He shook his head, and my shoulders sagged in relief. “I thought I did, but he told me he’d tapped on my car to get my attention. His leg was broken.”

      “Broken?” I asked, trying hard to hold onto my cool, especially when Bryce buried his head in my stomach. I patted his shoulder in comfort. The man followed my movement with his eyes.

      “Yes. I’m sorry. I don’t know the full story. He wouldn’t tell me.”

      I nodded. I didn’t know how Zachery had broken his leg, but I would find out and I would protect him, I swore it.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

      “I’m Jaxon. And you’re Sophia, right?” He held out his big hand.

      I nodded and stared down at it, suddenly afraid to touch him. Afraid of what my reaction to him would be, and that I wouldn’t be able to hide it from those sharp gray eyes of his.

      But the man didn’t pull away. He waited patiently for me to take his hand, and when I finally found the courage to do so…

      Shocks.

      Electric current of shocks shot through my system. I let out a small gasp and pulled away, pretending to look at the kids to avoid his eyes. But not before I caught the strange look he gave me and then his hand.

      Did that mean he felt what I felt too?

      Impossible.
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      “What?” I asked the lady who worked in billing.

      Hours later and we were able to get everything processed.

      Zachery had his left leg in a cast, and the twins were absolutely fascinated with it. They were already fighting over who got to sign it first.

      I’d left the boys in Tessa’s capable hands while I sorted out the insurance. I had dreaded each step I took to the billing office. The kids all had insurance, I had made sure of that. It had been a priority, but Zachery’s insurance was the cheapest because I didn’t think he would need to see the doctor for more than his annual checkup and dentist appointments, which were covered in full by the insurance company.

      What wasn’t covered in full were accidents, and I was sure I’d have to pay some out of pocket, dipping into an already dwindling savings account.

      “Your account had been paid in full.”

      “By who?” This had to be a mistake.

      “By a man name Jaxon Cooper. He asked me to give you this.”

      Wordlessly, I took the note from her and walked away. I knew that Jaxon had money based on the way he was dressed, and the way Zachery had gone on and on about his car, but this was beyond extravagant.

      To so easily take care of these medical expenses as if it was nothing.

      My hands shook as I opened the note. A simple line, written in neat masculine handwriting, and yet my heart wanted to jump out of my chest as I read it over and over again.

      
        
        Meet me at Jairo’s Coffee on 74th Ave. tomorrow at 1 p.m. sharp.

        J.C.
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      I tugged at my tie nervously and looked down at my wristwatch for what seemed like the thousandth time.

      Only a minute past one.

      Would she come? Or would she not show up as a way of telling me to fuck off?

      I didn’t even know why I was so nervous. I shouldn’t be, but I was. And I knew she felt what I felt when she took hold of my hand last night. The look of shock on her face told me so, and it had been impossible to disguise.

      She had been just as affected by me as I was by her.

      Fuck.

      Why did this girl affect me so much?

      I tapped my fingers absently on the table. I knew why I wanted to see her again. I wanted to know if what I felt for her last night was a fluke, and if it wasn’t, I knew what I was going to do.

      The bell ringing by the front door brought me out of my musings, and there she stood. She was a vision, even with her obvious nervous demeanor.

      Her bright eyes nervously shifted around the coffee shop before they connected with mine. I had never seen eyes that blue before. Surely that color blue didn’t exist in this world.

      She held up one delicate finger, indicating for me to wait while she walked to the counter and ordered a drink. I wished I knew her drink preference so I could order it for her beforehand. I didn’t want to waste any time being in her presence.

      I was already selfish when it came to her.

      I stood up when she walked toward the table, resisting the urge to haul her into my arms and protect her from all the looks she was getting from the men in the shop.

      Mine.

      Calm down, asshole. She doesn’t know you very well.

      “How are you, Sophia?”

      She offered a hesitant smile. “I’m good. I wanted to thank you for taking care of the hospital bill yesterday. You didn’t have to do that. You did more than enough for us when you took Zachery to the hospital.”

      She looked down at her coffee cup, and I couldn’t be sure if it were the lighting in the place or what, but her eyes looked watery then, the sight pulling sharply at my heartstrings.

      “Hey, I wanted to do that for you. You don’t have to thank me. And I wanted to find a way to get you to come to see me today.”

      She looked back at me then, surprise evident in her swimming blue eyes. “Why?”

      I held out my hand and waited. She seemed confused about what I wanted for a moment or two, before she placed her much smaller hand in mine.

      Shocks.

      It wasn’t a fluke.

      What I felt yesterday wasn’t a fluke.

      Good to know.

      “Do you know why now?”

      She let out a small gasp and pulled her hand away. “That doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Doesn’t it?”

      She shook her head vehemently, but I wondered if she could hear the lie in her voice as clearly as I could.

      “I’ll pay you back.”

      I scowled at that. “I don’t need you to pay me back, Sophia.”

      “It’s not right. And I don’t want to owe you anything.”

      I shook my head, but she seemed pretty adamant. I stared at her for a long while, thinking. It hadn’t been my intention for her to feel like she owed me anything when I took care of the hospital bill. I just saw the exhausted look in her eyes yesterday, and I wanted to do something to ease her burden a little, even if it wouldn’t be enough.

      But this might work to my advantage.

      And I was a businessman through and through.

      “You don’t have to pay me back. I mean it. But…” I said, holding up my hand when she opened her mouth to argue with me. Her eyes narrowed on my hand, and I had to hold in a smile.

      My girl was a feisty little thing, and I was sure this was only the tip of the iceberg of her real temper.

      “If you feel like paying me back, perhaps you would be open to the idea of doing me a favor.”

      “What favor?” she asked warily, and I wanted to backtrack. I didn’t want to look like an asshole in her eyes, but I didn’t know how to ask her without sounding like one. Yet, I didn’t know how not to ask her.

      I needed to make her mine with the same desperation and urgency of a dying man needing water in the Sahara Desert.

      “I need a wife.”

      There was nothing but silence for a while.

      “Have I shocked the words right out of you?” I asked with a self-deprecating smile.

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I heard you right. You need a wife?” I nodded. “But what does that have to do with me?”

      I raised my eyebrows, and her eyes bulged out. “You barely know me.”

      “We’ll get to know each other once we’re married.”

      She shook her head.

      I grabbed her hand on the table, and to my utter delight, she didn’t pull away. The shock currents we’d been feeling were there, a small hum before a big explosion. It would only be a matter of time before we detonated. And what a sweet eruption it would be.

      “I need a wife to get access to my inheritance. I need you.”

      “Marriage is a big deal.” I nodded, even if she didn’t ask for confirmation. Before her, I would have disagreed. But now, everything was different. “Why should I marry you? What’s in it for me?”

      “You’ll have security. A nice and safe place for you and your nephews. You’ll have my protection. Anything I can offer will be yours, no questions asked.”

      “Respect and friendship?”

      “Of course.” Respect was a given. Friendship, on the other hand… I didn’t want to be friends with her. And she didn’t ask about love. But could I offer that? I never thought I was capable of loving anyone besides Bethany. And a strong woman like Sophia deserved the love and worship of a strong man. Was I that man?

      I didn’t know.

      “Think about it,” I said. “If you want, this can be purely business.”

      “Purely business,” she repeated, and she looked like she’d just tasted something nasty. I didn’t know why that was. Was she hoping it would mean more than it was?

      “Yeah,” I said, my voice sounding way too hoarse all of a sudden. “A contractual marriage of five years. After we divorce, you will be entitled to thirty percent of my inheritance.”

      “What?”

      I didn’t know what that look of horror on her face meant until she said her next words. “Is that what you think of me? That I would whore myself out to you for the next five years for a small piece of your fortune?”

      “What? No!”

      I said that a little louder than I meant to. I didn’t think that at all. I thought she was brave and strong. Certainly better than me. I didn’t know how I would have handled her situation had our roles been reversed.

      “But I understand that you’d be giving up a lot by agreeing to this.”

      She was quiet for a moment, then said, “What about sex?”

      Yes, please.

      My dick hardened at the thought of her squirming beneath me, of her passionate expression when she came, and the way that deep blush that was happening right now on her cheeks would make its way down to those perky tits.

      I shook away the thought. “That’s entirely up to you. But you need to know this. I want you, Sophia. I want you so bad, I’m shaking with it.”

      “You do?”

      “I do,” I repeated. How could she not know her appeal? I would tell her how beautiful she was every day if that was what it would take to make her believe.

      “I need to think about this.”

      “Of course,” I said softly, as if disappointment didn’t weigh my stomach down. What would I do if she said no? Could I go back to my original plan and marry applicant number 345887?

      Yeah, I didn’t think so.

      I didn’t even remember her name, and that might make me an asshole, but nothing about the woman on the application fascinated me. Not the way Sophia did with just a simple glance.

      I needed to make Sophia Hendrix my wife, no matter the cost.

      And I didn’t want to examine too closely why that was.
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      Was I really entertaining the idea of marrying for money?

      Treating the sanctity of marriage as nothing more than a business transaction?

      Even the thought sent shivers up and down my spine.

      I always thought I would marry for love.

      And what about the fact that I didn’t even know Jaxon Cooper? What if I made him out to be something more than he was? What if he hurt the kids?

      It wasn’t just me I needed to think about. I couldn’t make decisions on a whim.

      But…

      But…

      I had been blacklisted.

      When Vince decided to be an asshole and show his true colors, he really went all out. My reputation was trashed, and everyone in the restaurant industry thought I was more trouble than I was worth. My only option was to uproot the kids’ lives and move back home to Delaware.

      But New York was their home.

      And after spending so many years here, New York was my home as well.

      I didn’t know what to do.

      To trust Jaxon sounded like a stupid thing to do.

      But he seemed sincere, and he was giving me a lot of power in deciding what I wanted our potential “marriage” to be. Could I do it?

      I shuddered again, but this time for a completely different reason.

      Sex wasn’t something I thought about often. Not since I’d been taking care of the kids.

      What would it feel like to have sex with him? What kind of lover was Jaxon?

      Wild or gentle? Passionate or quiet?

      I was getting wet just thinking about it.

      Taking out my phone before I could second-guess myself, I pulled up his contact information.

      Me: I need to know the kind of man you are before I commit.

      Jaxon: I can arrange that.
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      We stepped out of the luxury car and came to a stop in front of what looked like a castle.

      “Wow,” Bryce said in his usual soft and subdued voice.

      Wow was right. I didn’t even know they built houses this big in New York. But we were some distance away from the city, and there seemed to be more space here. Nothing was cluttered together like it was in the city.

      The driver was at the trunk, and he was grabbing our suitcases.

      “Oh, we can get those,” I said.

      The driver, Ridge, shook his head, his expression stern. “That would not do, Ms. Hendrix.”

      “Are you sure?” I was still getting used to the fact that I was Ms. Hendrix to someone.

      “Yes, he’s sure,” another voice called out, and my breath caught. I would recognize his voice anywhere.

      When I turned back around, Jaxon was there, a small smile on his face. But I could see the pleased look in his eyes when he took us in. All of us.

      His eyes lingered on me for a few seconds too long, making me feel naked, before they moved on to Zachery, staying there. He frowned a bit and walked over to him.

      “Hey, buddy. How’s your leg?”

      “It’s better, thanks.”

      I tuned them out as the twins hovered near them. The boys all hero-worshipped him. I didn’t blame them. And he was so, so good with the kids, especially with Zachery, who I felt had moved further away from me the older he got.

      It had been almost four weeks since the night at the hospital. Four weeks since Jaxon and I decided to get to know one another. He had been to my apartment every night since, having dinner with the kids and me, and always leaving at a respectable time, though I could see how much he wanted to stay.

      I wanted him to stay as well. Not that I ever spoke up about that.

      And it was two days ago that I had given him my answer.

      I wanted to marry him.

      No, I wouldn’t be marrying him for love. And that was a hard pill to swallow because I swore I was much more of a romantic than that, and there wasn’t anything romantic about the situation.

      I was marrying Jaxon for the protection and security he provided. I was marrying him because I didn’t want to bear the weight of the world on my tiny shoulders anymore. Surely Jaxon was more capable of taking on such a heavy burden than I.

      This marriage arrangement was practical and cold and calculating, on both of our parts, but when I looked into his gray eyes, and when he smiled at me…

      Well, it didn’t feel practical or cold or calculating.

      It felt warm.

      And it made my heart skip a beat.

      We decided that we would all move into Jaxon’s home before we married, and here we were. I had never been in a home this nice before, not even back when I was still living at home with my aunt.

      We were to marry on Saturday, just two days away.

      Suddenly, I felt arms go around my waist, and Jaxon pulled me closer to him.

      “Is this okay?” he asked softly.

      I nodded and leaned my head back against his shoulder. We hadn’t talked about how intimate this marriage would be, but I had made my decision two weeks ago that I wanted to share my bed with him.

      Ever since that night when he planted a soft, chaste kiss on my cheek right before he left, I had started to wonder how it would feel to be with him. To have his sturdy weight on top of me, to feel his hips move against me… to feel him move inside me.

      I wanted to make my marriage real.

      Or as real as it could be, given the unique circumstances.

      “I want you to make me yours on our wedding night,” I said softly so the kids wouldn’t hear.

      I felt him tense behind me for a moment before he tightened his arms around me even more, bringing me in closer so there wasn’t even an inch of space between us.

      “Are you sure?” he asked gruffly.

      “I… I haven’t been able to think about anything else.”

      “Thank fuck,” he said, and leaning down, he placed hungry kisses all over the skin on my neck.

      Somewhere to our left, we heard gagging noises coming from the twins. I laughed and pulled away, shooting an admonishing look at Jaxon. He mock-saluted me, but I could see the disappointment in his eyes.

      I felt the same.

      Zachery moved toward me when I made a move to go inside the house, grabbing ahold of the hem of my shirt while we walked. I tried not to react to the clingy action, but I was a little worried. He had been quiet since Jaxon and I announced our engagement, even though I knew he liked Jaxon.

      And now he was holding onto my shirt.

      Something only the twins did when they were anxious and were looking for reassurance from me.

      I ruffled his hair and smiled at him.

      He shot me a small one that didn’t quite reach his eyes, and I wondered what he was thinking. Unlike the twins, he wasn’t vocal, and hardly ever told me how he felt.

      I hoped I wasn’t making a mistake or bringing on a world of hurt to the kids or me.
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        * * *

      

      The house was a dream.

      I didn’t know what a man like Jaxon was doing with a house this big, since he had lived alone before us, but I was glad because it was big enough to fit a family of our size.

      The twins finally had a room of their own, though they were next to each other and shared a connecting bathroom. Zachery also had his own room. He had been sleeping on the living room couch for months now.

      It had always been my intention to move into a three-bedroom apartment, but rent in New York was ridiculously high, and the only reason why I had been able to afford the small two-bedroom in the first place was because of my sister and Stephen’s savings account that had been transferred to me upon their deaths. But it hadn’t been much, and I was only able to make that money last for a few months.

      My—our—room was at the end of the hallway, farthest away from the boys’ rooms.

      I was sharing a room with Jaxon.

      I imagined it would be weird to have someone sleep next to me. To have someone I was going to be intimate with in the foreseeable future.

      We hadn’t even kissed yet.

      Not that I hadn’t imagined what it would feel like to kiss Jaxon Cooper, because I had. Possibly every night since we met.

      And I knew he was thinking about it too. I caught him staring at my lips more than a few times with this dark, hungry look in his eyes that I couldn’t get enough of.

      It was close to dinnertime by the time we were all unpacked, and I was exhausted.

      Bradford was probably gorging on snacks before dinner somewhere in the house, and Bryce was still enjoying the fact that he had his own room. Of the two twins, Bradford was the most outgoing, and the most vocal, but he was also the most dependent. Bryce, on the other hand, wanted to find a way to be someone apart from the twins.

      I knew that all along, and I had been guilty of treating them like the same person, yet I wanted them both to find their own independent streak.

      It would take some time for Bradford to accept the fact that he wouldn’t be sharing the same room as his best friend, but I had a feeling this would be good for them.

      I was so lost in my thoughts, I didn’t even know where I’d ended up in this big house until I came to an unfamiliar hallway.

      Where the hell was I?

      I was sure my bedroom was somewhere to the left. A look out the window told me nothing. Our nearest neighbor wasn’t very near, and though I could see similar houses nearby, they were at least three normal-size houses away.

      I knew Bethany, Jaxon’s little sister, lived here with her husband, but I didn’t know where, and now I was regretting exploring the house on my own.

      Seriously, how big was this house?

      I took a couple of sharp turns, each one bringing me into another unfamiliar part of the house, until several minutes passed, and I found myself in the exact same place I had been.

      “Great.”

      An arm snaked around my waist and pulled me against a hard body. I would have screamed if it wasn’t for the hand covering my mouth, and the fact that I recognized his scent.

      I instantly relaxed against his body.

      “Jaxon?” I asked when he let my mouth go.

      He chuckled softly in my ear and turned me around until I faced him, pushing me gently against the wall, his big body crowding mine.

      “Who did you think it was, sweetheart?” he asked, placing both hands on either side of my head, trapping me. I didn’t feel trapped, though. I felt oddly safe. And warm.

      “Oh, I don’t know, the other man in my life?”

      He growled and moved in a little closer to me, and I had to refrain from smiling.

      “You better be joking about that, sweetheart, or I’ll find the other bastard and rip his insides to shreds.”

      I offered him a small smile then, and his tense posture eased a little. Note to self: don’t joke about other men around Jaxon.

      “Sorry,” I said, and being brave, I ran my hand up and down his stubbly jaw. His eyes fluttered close, and a rush of power moved up and down my spine. He was not unaffected by me. Not at all.

      “Do you like this?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “This house. Living here with the kids. Can you see this as your home?”

      “Oh, Jaxon. Yes. This is wonderful. Everything is wonderful.”

      I leaned up and kissed his jaw then, the stubble tickling my lips a little.

      When I pulled away, his eyes were dark, and I didn’t miss the hungry, predatory glint in them. I should be scared.

      But I wanted him to devour me.

      I licked my lips, and his eyes followed the movement. He pushed against me until there wasn’t even an inch of space separating us, and I could feel his hardness against my softness, and I couldn’t think of a single coherent thought.

      “Jaxon?”

      “Shhh. I’ve wanted to do this since I saw you.”

      And then his full lips were pressed against mine, and I closed my eyes, standing there frozen between the wall and Jaxon’s hard body.

      My pulse raced, and my heart was beating so loud, I wouldn’t be surprised if he could hear it. Jaxon moved his hands down to my waist and, wrapping his arms around me, hauled me closer to his body.

      I gasped into his mouth when I felt his erection prodding my belly, and he took advantage of that to deepen the kiss.

      I let out a small whimper, and any self-control I might have fooled myself into believing I had vanished into thin air. My eyes fluttered close once more, and I moved closer to him, my hands resting on those powerful biceps of his, letting him lead me into a world free from stress and worry.

      All I had to do was feel.

      Feel the hot velvety feel of his tongue in my mouth, feel the tense muscles beneath my touch, the hard length of him that seemed to have grown within seconds, and the solid thigh he had placed between my legs, moving up… and up…

      “Oh,” I panted. He pulled away from the kiss and leaned forward, resting his forehead against mine, our hot breath mingling in the small space between our lips.

      He watched my reaction as he continued to press his thigh against the sensitive flesh of my pussy, and when I started to move my hips, grinding myself on his thigh, trying to find that sweet, sweet friction, his breath caught, his grip tightening around me.

      “That’s right, baby. Use me to find your pleasure. I bet you’re wet for me, aren’t you? It won’t take long for you to come. God, this is hot.”

      He groaned and cupped one tit through my shirt. My nipples puckered, and he looked down, licking his lips. My movements became almost frantic. I wanted to come.

      I needed to come.

      So, so bad.

      He tugged my nipple between his thumb and forefinger through my shirt, and when he leaned down and took the tender flesh of my neck between his teeth, adding in a gentle bite, I lost it and came all over him.

      “Jesus,” he grunted darkly. “I can’t wait until Saturday when I can finally make you mine. Finally have you naked beneath me. Finally get a taste of your pussy. I bet you taste sweet, don’t you, baby?”

      He twisted my nipple a little when I remained silent. I let out a small cry. God, I could come again with a little nipple play, I was sure of it. “I-I don’t know. I’ve never… tasted myself before.”

      “We’ll work to remedy that,” he promised darkly. I was sure he would.

      “Aunt Sophia? Where are you?”

      Hearing Bradford’s voice was like a splash of cold water. I pushed Jaxon away, and he shot me an amused smile when he caught sight of my blushing cheeks.

      I moved away just in time to see Bradford walking toward us. He didn’t seem to think anything was going on because his smile widened when he saw us.

      “There you are. Can we eat something? I’m hungry.”

      “Yeah, buddy. I have something made already. All it needs is a little reheating,” Jaxon said, moving toward him.

      Jaxon wrapped an arm around Bradford’s shoulders and led him downstairs to the kitchen. I caught a small smile on Bradford’s face before they turned a corner and disappeared from view, and I leaned back against the wall, trying to catch my breath.

      I hadn’t missed the smug look on Jaxon’s face. He seemed utterly satisfied at the mess he’d turned me into.

      If this was only a small taste of how things would be with Jaxon in bed, then Saturday couldn’t come fast enough.
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            JAXON

          

        

      

    

    
      I was getting married today.

      “Nervous?” Callum asked next to me. He was my best man. The ceremony was set to start in two hours, and the wedding was taking place in our backyard. I looked out to the view as the staff I hired moved around to set up the decorations. It was going to be a small wedding, something Sophia had been adamant about, consisting of only my business partners and their wives, Sophia’s nephews, and her friend, Tessa.

      I quite liked the idea of an intimate ceremony. It made things less nerve-racking for her, and I didn’t have to put on a facade in front of anyone. Still, I wanted nothing less than perfect for Sophia.

      “No,” I said quietly. I caught Callum’s grin in the window’s reflection.

      He patted my back. “Good.”

      “Why are you so happy?” I asked. The bastard had been grinning all morning.

      “Nothing,” he said, and I knew it wasn’t nothing from his tone of voice. But I didn’t have the energy or focus to try and figure him out. All of my thoughts were on Sophia. On the way she smiled, that sweet, alluring scent of hers, the way her blue eyes lit up when she laughed, and fuck, even the way she came all over my thigh. God, that was hot.

      I adjusted myself.

      The ceremony couldn’t come fast enough.
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        * * *

      

      Her soft and sweet “I do,” said without hesitation, still rang in my ear hours later.

      We were all outside, a buffet style of all sorts of food had been set off to the side for guests to help themselves to whatever they pleased, and Tessa had volunteered to watch the kids for us while Sophia enjoyed her wedding reception.

      I looked at her while we ate.

      She hadn’t said much to me, and I knew a huge part of it was due to nerves about tonight when I got to officially make her my wife.

      A softer part of me wanted to give her an out. But a larger part of me, the more depraved, asshole part of me, couldn’t wait.

      I knew I would never do anything without her say-so, and I wondered if she would change her mind before the night was over.

      “Dance with me,” I said.

      That startled her out of her thoughts, and she shot me a surprised look. “What?”

      I grabbed her fork and placed it on the table, then stood up and held out my hand. She grabbed it without hesitation, and I held in a smile. No matter how nervous she was, a deeper part of her trusted me.

      Trusted me with her health and security, trusted me with her kids’ safety, and that trust made me feel ten feet tall all night.

      I led us to the empty makeshift dance floor and signaled to the DJ, then waited for a beat for the song “Yours” by Ella Henderson to come on.

      Sophia looked up at me, a small smile tugging at her lips.

      “Did you pick this song?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      A pause, then she asked, “Why?”

      Why indeed?

      I didn’t answer her. I pulled her closer into my arms instead and felt a strange contentment in my heart when she rested her head on my chest.

      I didn’t want to examine too closely why the feel of her in my arms felt so right. Why, even with our mismatched height, I felt like we fit together in ways no one ever had before, and why, instead of thinking of this as a temporary thing, I was thinking of forever with her.
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      I ignored the looks the guys gave me as I led Sophia back inside the house.

      Her head was down, and through the light makeup she had on, I could see a faint blush gracing her cheeks. I wondered how far that blush went and couldn’t wait to find out.

      We walked into the silent, dark house, and I heard Sophia take a small inhale.

      I tightened my hand around hers. “Okay?”

      “Me? Yeah.”

      “Is this what you want, baby?” I asked.

      She moved a little closer to me. “Yes, Jaxon. This is what I want.”

      I paused at the foot of the stairs and turned her to face me. Without thinking, I took those soft lips of hers with mine and kissed her. Kissed her with the kind of desperation I didn’t want to examine too closely.

      Couldn’t she see how much she affected me with just a single look, a single touch?

      She groaned, the vibration of her lips against mine doing funny things to my insides, and when she wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling me down and closer to her, deepening the kiss, I couldn’t think anymore.

      Pulling away, I lifted her up into my arms, impatient to get her naked.

      She let out a small squeal as I took us up the stairs and laughed a little when I growled at our closed bedroom door.

      “Be a good girl for me and open that door, sweetheart.”

      She shot me an amused smile but did as I asked.

      I walked in and threw her on the bed without warning, loving the way she bounced once on the bed. I kept my eyes on her as I tugged at my tie. Her eyes darkened in hunger as she took me in.

      Good. I wasn’t the only one feeling this.

      I threw my tie carelessly on the floor and crawled into bed with her, making quick work of removing her white dress, unzipping the zipper, and pulling at the one thousand and one white buttons until the dress came loose around her torso.

      I thought she looked beautiful in this dress, and I hadn’t been able to keep my eyes off of her from the moment she’d walked down the makeshift aisle to me.

      It was a strapless white dress, covered in lace and cinching at her waist before spanning out in a glittery design that went all the way down to the hem.

      She looked like a Disney princess. A queen deserving of the worship I was going to give her body, like the eager servant that I was.

      And she sat where she was, watching me the whole time.

      I liked her watching. Loved the hard rise and fall of her chest as she tried to control her breathing, and the hot flush that I was beginning to see made its way down to the top of her breasts, over that perfectly flawless skin.

      I tugged the dress down, revealing an almost see-through strapless white lace bra and matching thong that barely covered her delectable pussy, and then the garter clips holding her stockings in place.

      She made an alluring image. I licked my lips, and her blush deepened. If she blushed any harder, I might think she was coming down with a fever.

      I threw her dress on the floor and stood by the bed. Then I took off my clothes. Her eyes never left me, and they widened almost comically with each piece of clothing I took off, until finally, I pulled off my boxer briefs and let them fall.

      My cock stood tall and proud, and my balls felt heavy. I had never been this turned on, and she hadn’t even touched me yet.

      God, I hoped I didn’t embarrass myself on my wedding night.

      She continued to stare at the angry appendage, and I couldn’t be sure, but she might have made a noise, a cross between a whimper and a moan.

      “Don’t be nervous,” I soothed.

      “I’m not,” she lied.

      I got back on the bed, pushed Sophia down until she was lying flat on her back, and then moved on top of her.

      She spread her legs out to accommodate my size, and when my cock made contact with her drenched fabric-covered pussy, I almost came right then and there.

      I waited until she looked at me before I said, “Everything we do or don’t do is entirely up to you. You know that, don’t you? I would never hurt you, never force you to do anything you don’t want, and if, at any time, you feel uncomfortable, you tell me, and we stop.”

      Her eyes searched mine, and I didn’t know what she was looking for, but after a moment, she went pliant in my arms, and I smiled a little.

      Sophia just needed my assurance, and I would give it to her.

      I would give her everything and anything.

      I ran my finger down the side of her face, and her eyes fluttered close. I would give her everything her heart desired, I realized.

      What a scary thought.

      I was completely and utterly wrapped around her little finger.

      I pushed my hips down closer to her, and she squirmed a little beneath me, and I didn’t even think she was aware of the sweet torture she was causing me by moving like that.

      I grabbed her hips to still her, and she froze, her bottom lip caught between her teeth.

      I pulled the abused flesh away and smoothed my thumb over it. “You’re not afraid of me, are you?”

      She shook her head.

      “Baby, I need you to give me the words.”

      “No, Jaxon. I’m not afraid of you. Just nervous.”

      “Why are you nervous? And is there something I can do to make you feel better?”

      “No, you’re doing everything right. I’ve never been in bed with a strange man before, and that can be nerve-racking, is all.”

      “But I’m not a strange man, am I, sweetheart?”

      I grabbed her hand and placed it on my chest, right where my heart was beating. She smiled and shook her head. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “I know. Would you like me to tell you what I’m going to do before I do it?”

      “Like dirty talk?” she asked.

      I couldn’t help the amused tilt of my lips when I answered her. “Yeah, baby. Exactly like dirty talk.”

      She sighed and leaned her head back. “Okay.”

      I let out a low chuckle then. She was too fucking adorable. I never even stood a chance.

      “I’m going to take off your bra now,” I said in a low whisper. She nodded. I pulled her up and reached around for the clasp on her bra, unhooking and letting the material come loose around her. My mouth watered in anticipation as I removed the bra.

      She was so much more than I imagined, and over the past four weeks, I had imagined her naked plenty of times.

      With dusky-pink nipples hardened from her arousal, and all that silky-smooth skin, she was nothing less than a goddess.

      “So beautiful,” I said, playing with one nipple. She arched her back with a groan, and unable to help myself, I brought the other nipple into my mouth and sucked.

      “Oh, God. Jaxon.”

      “Do you like that, baby?” I asked, before adding in a gentle bite.

      “Yes. I like that,” she said on a breathy moan.

      I sucked more of her supple flesh into my mouth, loving the way she moved, the small tilt of her hips, as if trying to find that friction between her legs.

      My baby wanted to come.

      I let her go with a pop, and she closed her eyes.

      “Let’s get you naked,” I said, hooking my thumbs under the sides of her thong and pulling the flimsy fabric down her legs.

      She wiggled a little but said nothing.

      And then she was as naked as I was, and my eyes took in every single inch of her.

      Jesus. Christ.

      I knew she was tiny, but right now, she felt too fragile in my arms. I wanted to go slow and pay tribute to her body as much as I wanted to degrade her. Use her until we were both legless from pleasure.

      I sat up between her legs and spread her out, feasting on the sight of her slick pussy. She’d waxed recently, leaving nothing but a thin strip of hair on her mound, baring the glistening pink pussy lips to my gaze.

      I moved a single finger downward, found her clit, and pressed in on it. Her breath caught.

      I began to move slowly. “Play with your nipples for me,” I said, looking up at her.

      She hesitated for a quick second before moving her hands up and cupping her breasts.

      Her breathing grew labored, and I moved my finger a little faster against her clit. I watched as she squirmed, as she plucked those beautiful nipples, as she got more aroused, the evidence of it slipping down the inside of her thighs.

      My mouth watered.

      I couldn’t wait to taste her, so I didn’t.

      Leaning down, I spread her legs and placed each of them on my shoulders. She let out a gasp but said nothing when I looked up and met her eyes.

      She stopped playing with her tits, but I didn’t say anything.

      I winked, then took her drenched pussy lips into my mouth, sucking.

      Sweet.

      So fucking sweet.

      I was right, and I could easily see myself becoming addicted to the taste of her. Sophia tightened her legs around me, and when I used the flat of my tongue and licked up her cream, she moved her hands to my hair, pulling on it roughly, as if she wanted me away, yet her hips contradicted that by moving closer to me.

      I grinned against the slick flesh and entered her with my tongue.

      “Oh, God. Jaxon.”

      “Shh, baby. Just let go. You’re so goddamn beautiful right now, and I want you to come for me. Come all over my mouth, love.”

      I sucked her outer lips, and she raised her hips up, moving closer to me as I pushed a single finger inside her.

      God, she was tight.

      She would feel amazing around my cock, I had no doubt about it.

      I moved my finger in and out of her, and she tightened her hold on my hair, tugging to the point of pain. That only urged me on, and I doubled my efforts, adding a second finger as my mouth found her clit.

      It only took two pumps from me before she let go with a shout.

      Beautiful.

      I could feel her trembling beneath me, could feel the gush of arousal from her pussy when she came, and I knew I would never forget this moment as long as I lived.

      I prolonged her orgasm as long as possible with my touch—my lips— and when she became lax on the bed, I knew I couldn’t hold back any longer.

      It was getting too painful, and I wished I hadn’t gotten naked because even the barest touch of her skin against my dick was torture.

      “Are you ready for me?” I asked, my voice strained.

      She looked up and met my eyes, then nodded. I smiled a little at that and crawled up her body, her legs wrapped around my waist, her arms around my neck.

      The trust I saw in her eyes was a soothing balm to my dark soul.

      I leaned down and kissed her.

      Kissed her with the violent yearning I’d been holding in since I met her.

      Kissed her like she was mine because she was. I was never letting her go.

      Never.

      Please don’t ever leave.

      “Jaxon,” she said as I pulled away. “Make love to me. I’m ready.”

      I nodded. I didn’t bother with a condom because she was mine, and I didn’t plan on being with anyone else. We talked about this before the wedding and had both gotten tested. I knew that she didn’t mind being taken bare by me, though we’d never talked about kids, and I briefly wondered if she was on any birth control.

      The idea that she could get pregnant with my kid, adding to our already big family, made me want to pound on my chest like a caveman.

      Mine.

      I reached between us and grabbed myself, directing my tip to her wet heat.

      Her eyes never looked away from mine as I entered her slowly, inch by tortuous inch, until I was buried all the way inside of her. She let out a small exhale, and I paused, sweat gathering on my forehead. “Are you okay, love?”

      “Yeah.” I felt her tighten around me, and let out a small groan.

      “God, baby. You’re killing me.”

      “In a good way?” she asked, amusement dancing in her eyes, despite both of our needs to move.

      I let out a small chuckle, surprised she could make me laugh now, at the most unusual time. “Yeah, baby. In a good way.”

      She tightened around me even more, and with a growl, I grabbed her hips and began to move. She let out a low groan and wrapped her legs around my waist.

      “Yes. Like that, baby. Wrap yourself around me. Move with me.”

      I urged her on with each movement of my hips, loving the way our skin slapped against each other every time I moved back in. She had her hands by her head in tight fists, and I grabbed them in my own, covering their small size with my much larger one as I continued to pound into her, reveling in her slick heat, the sweet scent that was uniquely hers, and the softness of her skin.

      I moved my hands down and played with her pretty nipples, and her back arched instinctively, bringing her even closer to me.

      Unable to help myself, I leaned down and bit the tender skin on her neck, causing her to let out a breathy moan, her fingers trying and failing to tighten around my sweat-covered shoulders.

      “How close are you?” I asked. I didn’t think I could last much longer, but there was no way in hell I was coming before her.

      “Close. God, so close, Jaxon.”

      I growled and leaned down, nibbling on her ear before saying, “Touch your clit, baby doll. I want to see you pleasure yourself while I fill you up with my cock.”

      There was only a slight hesitation on her part before she reached between us and rubbed her clit.

      “Harder, baby,” I said, and I moved faster against her, so much so, the bed started to squeak. She did as I asked, and with a loud scream, she came.

      Black spots danced in front of my eyes, and I finally gave in to the urge and shot my cum inside her sweet cunt. I could feel her convulsing around me, and that only made me come harder.

      Moving inside her one last time, I buried myself to the hilt and rested my face against the crook of her neck, my chest pushing against hers as I tried to catch my bearings.

      I had never come as hard as I did just then before in my life, and I did it with a tiny slip of a girl.

      No, not just any girl. With my wife.

      The thought instantly softened me, and I moved back a little to take her in.

      Sophia’s eyes were closed, but I knew she wasn’t asleep. When I covered her lips with mine and gave her a soft kiss, I felt her smile against me.

      “How was it?” I asked gruffly. Was it as good for her as it was for me? And since when was I insecure how my own sexual prowess?

      Gently, I slipped out of her, and watched as she winced a little, her legs twitching. “Sorry,” she said, clearly embarrassed. “Still a little sensitive.”

      “Hey, there’s nothing to be embarrassed about. In this bedroom, it’s just you and me.”

      Sophia offered me a soft smile, and I felt like the king of the world then.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      She nodded, her eyes softening, before letting out a small sigh. “That was… beyond my expectations.”

      I laughed, relaxing a little. “Good. But that was nothing compared to how it will be between us. I was gentle with you because it was our first time together.”

      Her breath caught, her wide blue eyes darkening. I loved that look on her face and swore I would try and keep it there as much as possible.

      I spread her legs apart and sat between them to inspect her tender flesh. She blushed down to her pretty nipples, and my mouth watered, wanting to taste her again.

      I’d just had her, and still, I wanted her, but it would be at least several minutes before I could go again.

      I settled my gaze on her pussy instead, and some primal part of me wanted to roar in satisfaction at the sight of my cum mixed in with her wetness. I rubbed my fingers over the softness of her wet lips, opening her up to me, and exposing more of her pussy. She squirmed a little but didn’t say anything as I continued playing with her, smearing more of my cum inside her.

      The very basic, fundamental, instinctive part of me loved the image of her covered in my cum. Loved to see it dripping out of that tight cunt of hers, so I didn’t think twice when I inserted two fingers inside of her, pushing my cum back in there.

      “One of these days, I’m going to have you tied naked to this bed, so you’re lying there with my cum dripping out of your pussy, unable to do anything about it.”

      Her breath caught, and I looked up at her. “You like that, don’t you?”

      And I knew the answer before I even asked it, her dark eyes telling me everything I needed to know. I took her in. She looked thoroughly fucked by me, from her blown pupils, her flushed cheeks, and her quick breath. They all told me what I needed to know.

      She liked the idea very much.

      “Good,” I said, moving my fingers slowly in and out of her.

      She moved her hips but didn’t say anything more than my name, sounding so much like a prayer, it was sacrilegious.

      “Be a good girl and come for me, Sophia. I want to see you lose control from my touch.”

      I increased my pace a little, loving the sight of her arousal and my cum dripping out of her sopping cunt, onto the inside of her thighs and the mattress beneath her.

      “Jaxon!”

      “That’s it, my sweet girl. Come.”

      My command was a trigger for her, because she threw her head back and came with a shout, her core trembling against my moving fingers, her pussy gushing, making my movements slick.

      I waited until she came back down and looked at me before I brought my fingers to her mouth. “Opened,” I commanded softly.

      “Oh my God,” she breathed out, but opened like the beautiful, obedient woman she was.

      “God? Baby, I don’t think there’s a God in this room.”

      She watched me as she sucked on my fingers, and it took everything in me not to take her again.

      Instead, I leaned forward and placed a tender kiss on her forehead, which was out of character for me, but I couldn’t help but show my wife some of the intimacy due to her after such an earth-shattering experience.

      I climbed off the bed and headed to the bathroom, surprised to find my knees shaking a bit.

      How could that be?

      How could a slip of a girl, innocent as a newborn baby, affect me so much?

      I didn’t have the answer, and quite frankly, I didn’t want to know.

      Turning on the bathroom light, I took in my reflection as I wet a clean cloth with warm water. My eyes were bright, my cheeks flushed, and my lips were swollen.

      I had never felt so different as I did then, especially after sex.

      I turned off the faucet and ran trembling fingers through my hair, and taking in a deep breath, I walked back to the room.

      Sophia was where I’d left her, her eyes closed, her breathing still a bit labored. She had the covers pulled over her, and I had the sudden urge to burn the damn things. Surely it must be a sin to cover up such beauty.

      I wanted to feast my eyes on every delectable inch of that beautiful body, worship it like my own brand of religion, and pay homage to it for the rest of my life. I would be a devout worshipper.

      Her eyes startled open when I climbed back on the bed, and she watched me as I slowly removed the covers, so not to scare her.

      “Jaxon?”

      “Shh, baby. It’s okay. I’m just going to clean you up, okay?”

      “Okay,” she said, a slight tremor in her voice giving away her confusion.

      I spread her legs apart, holding in a groan at the pretty sight of her. God, she was perfect.

      Carefully, I ran the damp cloth down the lips of her sex, mopping away all the evidence of our passion. She was quiet as she watched me. I didn’t do anything more than clean her up, and when I was satisfied, I lifted her up in my arms and moved back into the bathroom, setting her on the counter.

      She appeared half dead to the world, her eyes lidded.

      “Tired,” she said.

      “I know. You don’t have to do anything.”

      I squirted some toothpaste on her toothbrush and moved over to her. “Open.”

      She did as I asked and let me help her get ready for bed. We were done in no time, and then I had her back in my arms, carrying her to bed. I clicked off the lamp, bathing the room in darkness, and pulled the covers over us, wrapping my arms around her waist and pulling her in close.

      She made a noise, a cross between a moan and a purr, before burrowing her face into my chest and promptly falling asleep.

      I didn’t sleep for a single minute the entire night.

      Instead, I held her close, enjoying the solid feel of her there, and not wanting to examine too closely why I was feeling the way I was.
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            SOPHIA

          

        

      

    

    
      I was warm.

      Really warm.

      Unusually warm.

      I was on the precipice of wakefulness, and even in my hazy, fogged-up mind, I knew there was something different about waking up today than any other day.

      Having the solid feel of a warm male body pressed everywhere against mine was quite different than waking up alone in bed, as I had done for the past three years since I got the kids.

      It took a second for my mind to clear, then last night’s events came back to me, and even though it still felt like a dream, feeling Jaxon’s hard body beneath mine reminded me that it was achingly real, his quiet presence deafeningly loud to my blood-filled ears.

      I could tell he was awake based on his breathing, only I didn’t know how long he had been awake, or why he hadn’t pushed me off of him.

      It couldn’t be comfortable, lying under me all night, even for Jaxon, with his hard muscles—which were surprisingly comfortable—and huge form.

      In fact, I had never met a man as big as him. At six foot five and weighing twice as much as I did, he made my five foot six form look small and delicate. I had always been on the taller side of average, and I would never consider myself waiflike like Tessa was, but that was how Jaxon made me feel.

      I wiggled a little, trying to move off him, when I felt his arms tighten around me, and I stopped moving with a small gasp.

      “Morning, baby,” he said gruffly. God, why was that so hot? I could see the appeal of sleeping next to Jaxon and waking up with him for the next five years.

      My heart pinched a little at the thought.

      I only got to keep him for five years.

      And then we would both go our own ways, becoming nothing more than strangers once again.

      I didn’t know why that hurt so much. We’d only known each other for several weeks. I shouldn’t put my heart into this, or else I’d end up with a broken one by the time all was said and done, and Jaxon left my life for good.

      “Good morning,” I said back, a little shyly.

      We were both naked from the night before. I had never been more aware of my own skin than now. And Jaxon was rubbing his large hand gently over the small of my back, his fingers thrumming on two vertebrae of my spine, as if I were a musical instrument made specifically for his hands.

      I burrowed deeper into his chest before I could think better of it, and Jaxon didn’t say anything to that, but I did feel his arms tighten around me a fraction.

      It was strange, to act so intimate with someone I didn’t know very well. But with Jaxon, it felt like I had known him my whole life, that every new experience I had with him wasn’t actually new, but me simply learning to relive my life all over again.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      I knew my face was red before I even answered him. He could probably feel the heat of it on his chest. “I’m okay.”

      “Are you sore?” And I didn’t know if the tone of his voice was one of discontentment or satisfaction. Perhaps a little bit of both. That there was a part of him that loved being a little rough with me last night—even if he told me he had been easy on me—but also that he wished he didn’t have to cause me so much pain.

      I wanted to tell him I didn’t mind the pain, and that the pain only added to the experience. Perhaps I was a little masochistic, because I liked that he had hurt me a little.

      But I was too shy to even give voice to that, so instead, I snuggled deeper into his chest and placed a chaste kiss there, his chest hair tickling my nose a little. “Just a little sore. I’m sure it’ll fade in no time.”

      I hoped he didn’t hear the disappointment in my voice when I said it. His hands moved down to my buttocks, and he massaged the supple flesh. What should have felt strange felt good, actually. Too good.

      I let out a low moan and moved my hips softly against him. Jaxon tightened his grip on me, almost to the point of pain, but that only urged me on. I moved a little more forcefully against him, too lost in the passion to really care about the fact that I could feel the wetness between my thighs. Never mind the fact that I had felt his cum leaking out of me all night, but this was different.

      I was getting wet.

      His nimble fingers moved down between the crease of my butt cheeks, pressing the tip of one at my puckered entrance. I stopped moving and looked at him.

      His gray eyes met mine, but he didn’t say anything as he continued to explore me there. This was a foreign place for me. I hadn’t ever explored myself, so it was a foreign feeling he was evoking from me, and I didn’t know if I wanted him to stop or keep going.

      Surely this was forbidden.

      But then I felt him press a single finger inside, and I tensed in his arms.

      “How does this feel?” he asked, slowly moving in and out of me. There was only a slight burn when he pressed in a little too deep, but it didn’t hurt, and I wasn’t disgusted as I thought I would be.

      “One of these days, I’m going to claim you right here,” he said, his voice low and his eyes dark.

      “Yes,” I hissed out. I wanted him to claim me everywhere. There wouldn’t be a place in my body that wouldn’t have his mark, his stamp… his possession.

      But it would be the same for him too.

      He was going to wear my possession of him in every way that counted, I vowed.

      He wrapped his other hand around my thigh, close to where the skin met my drenched pussy, and hauled me up to take my lips in a dominating kiss.

      I was lost to him. Lost to coherent thoughts, with nothing more than the feel of him to occupy my mind. I kissed him back with equal fervor, our moans mixing together. I didn’t want this to end.

      And it would have gone further if I hadn’t heard a persistent knock on the door.

      Jaxon let out a frustrated groan when I pulled away, and I covered his mouth with my hand when I heard Bryce and Bradford talking to each other outside, wondering if I was still asleep.

      I knew why they were looking for me.

      Ever since I’d taken them in under my care, I never slept in later than six o’clock, no matter what time I had gotten home from work the night before. I wanted to be up for them in the morning, not let them fend for themselves for breakfast.

      Which was why it was surprising that I hadn’t heard from them until now. A quick glance at my phone told me it was nine o’clock in the morning.

      Jaxon licked my palm, and I quickly moved away in surprise. His laughing eyes took me in before he flipped us over so that he was blanketed on top of me. It took everything I had not to make a noise.

      “Jaxon,” I whispered, though I wasn’t sure if I said his name in encouragement or disapproval.

      It didn’t look like he cared either way, as he continued to lay on top of me, his solid weight doing funny things to my insides.

      Bryce and Bradford finally gave up and walked away. I wasn’t too concerned about their breakfast. I knew Tessa had already taken care of that, but the fact that they were looking for me and I wasn’t there didn’t sit right with me.

      I made a move to get out from under Jaxon, when he leaned down and nipped my chin.

      “Jaxon, don’t you think we should go downstairs?”

      “Hush, baby. It’s our first day as a married couple. They will understand if we’re a little late.”

      My eyes widened, and I shook my head. “No, they won’t. I don’t even think Zachery knows about all this, and the twins are far too young and innocent to understand.”

      He laughed, his chest rumbling against mine. He tweaked my nose when I scowled at him. “Not that, my beautiful wife. I meant, today is a day for celebrating. For relaxing. The kids will forgive you for being a little late to wake up this morning.”

      I blew out a small sigh, and Jaxon kissed the skin on my neck. I smiled and relaxed back into the bed.

      “That’s my girl. I’m sorry I can’t give you a proper honeymoon.”

      I shook my head and cupped his cheek. “It’s okay. I know how busy things are for you at work. And the kids are still in school. Now isn’t the time to go anywhere.”

      And that was true enough. We decided to hold off on the honeymoon until a later date, and I didn’t mind. It wasn’t like this marriage was real anyway.

      I shook away the thought before it could depress me further, and leaned up and kissed his jaw, loving the feel of his day-old stubble there.

      He pulled back and looked down at me, and there was a look in his eyes that I couldn’t quite decipher, or perhaps that I didn’t want to decipher.

      After a moment, he moved away from me. I felt cold with the absence of his body and shivered as I watched him walk to the bathroom, offering me the incredible view of his tight ass.

      I shivered again, but for a completely different reason.

      He looked back at the last second, before I could even think to move my eyes away. He caught my startled gaze when I moved them up to meet his, and I was sure the blush on my cheeks was enough to make me look feverish.

      He winked with a flirtatious smile, and I had to bite my lip to keep the smile from my face.

      Living with a man like Jaxon Cooper was going to take some time to adjust to, I was sure of it. But how I would enjoy that time thoroughly.
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        * * *

      

      Monday morning, Jaxon woke up before me.

      I stirred when I heard him getting ready in the bathroom. The sun wasn’t even up yet, but Jaxon was, and I wasn’t sure if I had heard an alarm go off.

      I sat up on the bed with my eyes closed, trying to get myself to wake up. I felt oddly warm, despite the cold morning, and wasn’t thinking much as I walked into the bathroom.

      Jaxon was on his side of the vanity, brushing his teeth. His heated gaze woke me up more than anything else, and I stood frozen in my step.

      I watched him spit the paste into the sink and rinse his mouth, the actions oddly erotic and intimate.

      He rose up to his tall six-foot-five frame and leaned against the wall, his large arms crossed over his budging chest. My mouth watered as I took him in, from the black boxer briefs hugging his curves, to those strong, muscular legs, and up to his hairy chest, broad shoulders, soft gray eyes, and dark stubble scattered across his strong jawline.

      He was beautiful.

      He smiled, and my heart stopped for a moment.

      “Not that I don’t enjoy the view, baby, but you don’t have to get up at the same time I do.”

      My brows pulled together in a frown. His eyes made a slow perusal down my body, and I looked too.

      I was naked!

      I let out a small squeak that had him chuckling as I ran back to the room and grabbed one of his shirts. It hung off my slight frame and came down mid-thigh. It fitted me more like a dress than anything else.

      God, did he have his shirts custom-made to fit his size?

      I sat down on the bed when Jaxon walked back into the room, my gaze on anything except him. He sat down next to me, and after only a moment’s hesitation, he picked me up, seating me on his lap.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck automatically, loving how small and delicate I felt in his arms.

      He could so easily crush me with those massive arms of his.

      Yet there was this gentle way about him that I couldn’t get enough of.

      He was the same with the kids as well.

      My gentle giant.

      I cupped his jaw and waited until he met my eyes. His were lit with amusement.

      “Do you really think my shirt would protect you from me?” I shook my head. He groaned. “Do you know what it does to me to see you wearing my clothes?” Again, I shook my head.

      “What are you doing up so early?” I asked, settling myself more against him. I laid my head on his chest and smiled when he rubbed his hand in comforting circles over my back.

      “I always get up at this time,” he said.

      “What time is it?”

      “A little after four.”

      “Hmm. What are we doing?”

      “Right now?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      He didn’t say anything for the length of a small inhale. And when he spoke, his voice was quiet and foreign. I didn’t think I had ever heard him talk in such a soft tone. “Right now, I am holding you in my arms before I have to leave for work.”

      “And how long will you be gone?” As the wife of such a powerful man, I didn’t have to work. Now I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do with my time when the kids headed off to school, and it would just be me.

      “I’ll be home before dinner,” he promised.

      “Maybe I can meet you for lunch,” I said hesitantly. We were still so new. I briefly wondered if he would reject me.

      But then he tightened his arms around me, and I knew my worry was all for nothing. “I would love that,” he replied gruffly.

      I settled myself more against his chest. We didn’t say anything after that. And at some point, I must have fallen asleep in his arms, because the next thing I knew, Jaxon was tucking me back into bed. I moved my head in his direction, and Jaxon gently removed the strands of hair I had stuck to my face.

      “Jaxon?”

      “Shh, it’s all right, sweetheart. Go back to sleep. You don’t need to be up for another hour.”

      “M’kay.”

      I snuggled back under the covers and heard his low chuckle before I felt his soft lips on my forehead. “See you at lunch,” he said.

      “Can’t wait,” I mumbled sleepily. I drifted into a dreamless sleep after that, and didn’t wake until an hour later when Bryce ran into my room, excited to be starting at a new school today.

      Thank God I was still wearing Jaxon’s shirt.
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            JAXON

          

        

      

    

    
      I looked at the computer, distracted.

      I had been distracted all morning.

      And the guys didn’t care that I was distracted. They didn’t care that they might have to work longer hours to pick up my slack, not that I would let it get that far.

      No, this was worse.

      They looked… smug. And cheerful.

      I wanted to pummel all of their shit-eating grins to the ground.

      As if those fuckers really knew what I was going through. They could claim that they did, but I knew differently. They were all in love with their wives.

      I wasn’t in love with mine.

      I was fucking obsessed.

      From the moment I laid eyes on Sophia at the hospital, I was fucking obsessed. Obsessed with the curve of her full lips, obsessed with her slight frame that brought out all of my protective instincts, obsessed with her bright blue eyes that looked at me differently than any other woman I had ever been with.

      And the little innocent didn’t even know.

      She didn’t realize how much power she had over me in that small body of hers. How far I was willing to go…

      I shook my thoughts away and focused back on the screen, only the words there made no sense. Frustrated, I shut off the desktop and leaned back in the chair, my eyes closed. I wouldn’t have gotten much done anyway. It was almost twelve.

      Sophia was due to be here in just a short time.

      My heart jumped at the thought.

      It felt like days, not mere hours, since I’d last seen her. I wanted to see her again.

      I wanted to claim her. I hadn’t taken her again since our wedding night because she was still sore, and I didn’t want to push her, but that didn’t mean we hadn’t done anything else. Of course, I ate her greedy little cunt out all day yesterday, when we weren’t hanging out with the kids, and still, I wanted another taste.

      I was becoming addicted to her.

      As if I conjured her up with my thoughts alone, my intercom beeped from Sadie, my assistant. “Mr. Cooper, your wife is here.”

      I dismissed the odd note in Sadie’s voice completely and got out of my chair. I hated how out of character I was acting, but I wasn’t going to sit behind my desk while waiting for my wife to come to me like some asshole.

      I opened the office door, and my breath caught.

      Her beauty would never cease to steal my breath away, I was sure of it.

      She looked up at me, her bright blue eyes lightening as she took me in from head to toe. The blush on her cheeks made it obvious what she was thinking about, and I smirked, letting my eyes eat her up in a way that she knew exactly how I was feeling.

      I beckoned her to me with a crook of my finger and held in the laugh threatening to burst free when those eyes of hers narrowed.

      I waited.

      If she didn’t come to me soon, I was going to go to her, and I would carry her back into my office over my shoulder, professionalism be damned.

      She must have read the intention on my face because it wasn’t long before she rushed over to where I stood. I hauled her in close, loving how right she fit in my arms, and took her lips in a punishing kiss.

      She hesitated for only a quick second before returning my kiss with a small, passionate moan, her body becoming pliant against mine.

      When I pulled away, her eyes were still closed, and her breathing was noticeably heavier. My hand shook as I reached up to cup her cheek, evidence of the effect she had on me.

      “Let’s go inside,” I said softly. “I ordered us some lunch, and it should arrive shortly.”

      She shot me a breathtaking smile and nodded. I led her inside, closing the door behind us after instructing Sadie to be on the lookout for our lunch delivery and to put all my phone calls on hold. I didn’t want to be interrupted during my time with Sophia.

      If we didn’t have so much to do, trying to bring in Oliver Kempton, I would have taken Sophia on the honeymoon of her dreams right now.

      I shook away the whimsical thought and took her in fully. She stood by my desk, avoiding my eyes. I liked how nervous she looked, mixed with the simmer of excitement that she couldn’t hide from me.

      Her hair was down, just the way I liked it, and curled slightly inward at the ends. From memory alone, I knew her hair was as soft as it looked, and her skin was glowing, perhaps from all the orgasms I’d given her over the weekend, or perhaps because she was happy.

      I liked the idea that I made her happy.

      She didn’t have much makeup on, but she didn’t need it. Sophia was a naturally beautiful woman, with flawless fair skin, plump red lips, and alluring blue eyes surrounded by dark, thick eyelashes.

      I slowly stalked toward her, like a predator to its prey, and like the perfect little prey, she stood frozen, her eyes widening from arousal, excitement, and perhaps a little fear.

      One side of my lips tilted up in a small grin.

      “Do you want to play?” I asked, my voice low when I got near her.

      Her sharp intake of breath was answer enough. But I had also made a vow to myself the day we got together that I would never take her unless I had her true consent, verbal or otherwise. So I waited.

      “Yes, Jaxon, I want to play,” she said softly.

      “Good.”

      And I didn’t give her a chance to say anymore. I effortlessly moved her body until she was seated on top of my desk. Her gasp was quickly replaced by a low moan when I moved my hands up to massage her tits, loving the softness of them. Her nipples pebbled against the thin fabric of her blue shirt, and with a groan, I bent down and took one into my mouth, taking it between my teeth on a gentle bite.

      Her hands moved to my hair, tugging at it harshly the harder I bit her, and her whimpers and moans were nothing short of music to my ears.

      I pulled away and looked at her as I grabbed the hem of her shirt and tugged upward until it was off of her, and she was in nothing but tight blue jeans that showed off her delectable curves, and an almost see-through lacy black bra.

      “So beautiful,” I said, moving my hand around to unhook her bra. The material loosened around her, and I pulled it away, throwing it onto my office floor, and took in her exquisite tits. My mouth watered.

      “Trust me?” I asked. She nodded. “Words, baby. I need to hear the words.”

      “Yes, Jaxon. I trust you.”

      “Good,” I said, making a move to unbutton her jeans. I needed to see her naked. She lifted her hips up a little so I could pull her jeans and panties off, and then she was naked before my eyes.

      I kept my eyes on her as my hands went to her pussy, cupping the full mound. She was wet, so wet that her juices dripped down my palm in the most erotic way. Her cheeks were flushed, and I watched as she turned her gaze my way, watched as her blue eyes darkened, magnifying that hungry look in her eyes. It was driving me insane.

      My middle finger ran over her slit, and she let out a stuttering gasp when I inserted it inside of her, groaning at the slickness of her flesh. She watched me as I moved that finger in and out of her tight hole, and when I curved my finger against the front wall, she shattered completely.

      Never had I seen a more beautiful woman fall apart in my arms. I pushed her down onto the desk until she was lying on her back, her entire front exposed to my gaze. I took her in and waited until she met my eyes.

      “I’m going to eat out this sweet little cunt of yours until you can’t think of anything but my name,” I said, moving my hands to her tits and massaging the globes with my large hands.

      Her legs were spread wide and wrapped around my hips, and I watched as she moved restlessly against me. My cock felt so heavy, it was almost painful against the metal zipper of my black slacks.

      “Does my baby like the sound of that?” I asked, pinching her nipples and tugging a little until she let out a low moan.

      “Y-Yes, Jaxon,” she answered breathlessly. She liked it when I talked dirty to her. I leaned down and took her pillowy soft lips in a forceful kiss, letting her taste my desire.

      Letting her see how badly I wanted her, how badly I wanted to own her.

      I moved down her body, breathing in the addictive floral aroma of her lotion mixed with her natural body scent.

      I couldn’t get enough of this.

      I took her nipple in my mouth and added a small bite that had her back arching, bringing her closer to me. I wrapped my arms around her waist and hauled her into me, nipping and licking my way down her body.

      She moved her fingers through my hair, running them through the strands as her eyes took me in. When I moved between her legs, I pushed them up so both legs rested on my shoulders, and I looked down at the pretty pink flesh of her cunt, loving how her arousal made her center glisten. My mouth watered, and I wanted to taste her so bad.

      I looked up until I caught her eyes, and then I winked at her before covering her mound with my mouth, sucking on the lips before moving my tongue inside of her. I inserted two fingers inside her, loving the way her tight walls surrounded me. I began to move them in and out while I took her labia between my lips and sucked.

      “Jaxon!” she screamed, squirming on the desk, moving her hips up to meet me, and yet pulling away after a while, as if it was too much.

      I didn’t let her get far.

      I pushed her down on the desk with my hand on her tight stomach and held her there while the taste of her sweet arousal drenched my tongue, knowing how much my girl got off on the safe illusion of being held down, of being degraded and used by me within the privacy of these walls.

      I wanted to feel her juices gush into my mouth, wanted to take her so hard she’d have no choice but to beg brokenly for me to stop.

      I wanted to corrupt her in every way possible, to use her like my own special doll, until she knew just who owned her completely.

      “Jaxon, please. I don’t think I can take any more,” she said, moving her hips away from my greedy mouth.

      “You’ll take me any way I want,” I demanded, grabbing her hips and pulling her back to me.

      I put my mouth back on her pussy again, sucking on her clit while I continued to finger-fuck her.

      Her whole body convulsed, and I knew she was close. I curved my finger and found her G-spot, and with a shout, she came all over my mouth.

      I continued to pump in and out of her, prolonging her orgasm for as long as possible, my dick so fucking hard, it was nearly painful to breathe, let alone move.

      I needed to be inside of her.

      Standing up, I unbuckled my belt and pushed my pants down, my cock springing free, more than happy to greet her.

      Sophia pushed herself up on her elbows and watched me, that hungry look in her eyes that she was too innocent to be able to hide from me ever-present.

      I wanted to put that look in her eyes for the rest of our lives.

      Be it five years from now, ten years, or a hundred, I wanted it all.

      I fisted my length up and down and squeezed the tip to keep from embarrassing myself. “Lie back down, baby. I want to see what’s mine.”

      Her brows furrowed. “What’s yours?”

      I groaned. God, she was too fucking adorable for her own good.

      “That pussy. It’s mine. Just like the rest of you. And make no mistake. I will own this pussy thoroughly, lovingly… roughly.”

      Her breath caught, and her cheeks flushed from both embarrassment and pleasure. Then she did as I asked and lay back on the desk. I was sure I wouldn’t ever be able to sit here again and not think about her.

      Licking my lips, I moved to her and spread her legs, showcasing that greedy little cunt to my gaze. She was so wet that her arousal made its way down the inside of her thighs. My mouth watered. I wanted to taste her again. But not as much as I wanted to be inside of her.

      Leaning down, I moved her legs farther apart until each one was hooked onto either side of my desk, baring her more to my gaze. Her blush turned a deeper shade of red, but she didn’t say anything when I trailed my hand up her leg, pinching the inside of her thigh a little, before cupping her pussy.

      “So wet for me, aren’t you? What will you let me do to you?” I asked.

      “Anything,” she breathed out, which quickly turned into a small whimper when I inserted two fingers inside of her. “God, Jaxon. You can do anything.”

      “Anything?” I pulled out and ignored her moan of protest, moving my fingers down between her ass cheeks until my fingers touched the small puckered hole. I could almost imagine her gripping my cock there. “Even take you here?”

      “Right now?” And I didn’t know if that look in her eyes was alarm or arousal.

      “Not today, baby. I have to prepare you to take me. Today, I’m claiming this pussy.”

      Moving my hand back up, I cupped her small pussy and squeezed, before pulling my hand back and slapping the tender flesh. She jumped a little on the desk, and more of her juices gushed out. My baby liked that.

      I slapped her pussy again, and she let out a stuttered gasp before her eyes rolled back into her head on a low groan.

      Moving forward, I entered her to the hilt without warning.

      “Oh!” she yelled, making a move to wrap her legs around my waist. My grip tightened on her hips, and when she looked at me, I shook my head. “Keep your legs where they are. I want you spread out to take me however I want you to. This time, I want you to be nothing but my doll, molded by me any way I wish.”

      She took in a huge breath but didn’t protest, putting her legs back where they were, spreading herself wide for me to use however I wanted.

      I knew that turned her on. I could feel her juices coating my dick each time I moved back inside her roughly. She felt like heaven, gripping me like she was.

      Moving down so I could take the delicate skin of her neck into my mouth, I added a harsh bite as I kept the pace. Our wedding night had been slow and gentle because we were just getting to know each other this way, but now, I could take her as forcefully as I needed. As forcefully as she was able.

      The walls of her pussy tightened around me, urging me on.

      I moved back slightly only to say, “You feel so good, baby,” before bringing my lips back to her neck, marking her in every way possible. By the time I was done, she was going to wear my mark for days to come.

      She was going to feel it every time she so much as moved. She was going to think of me every time she caught sight of her bruised hips, of the hickey I was leaving behind.

      She was going to realize just who owned her.

      “Jaxon,” she whimpered, making a move to wrap her arms around me. I grabbed both of her wrists in my hands and pushed them above her head, leaving her wide open and completely at my mercy. Her eyes darkening in hunger told me she liked that.

      “You like this, huh? Do you like being my beautiful, respectable wife in public, and my whore in private? Do you like that you’re my plaything, here for me to use however I need?”

      My words drove her on, and I felt her pussy walls squeezing me so tight, it was almost painful.

      She liked to hear all these dirty words I was saying to her. “You like it when I use you, don’t you?” I asked cruelly, moving savagely against her, my body shaking with violent tremors.

      I tugged on her hair, reveling in her small whimper of pain. “Answer me.”

      “Yes, Jaxon. I like it,” she answered brokenly, just as I felt her crumble beneath me. I kissed her to silence her as she came around my dick. Even then, I kept fucking her. Kept going, wanting to draw out other orgasm from her.

      “Oh God, Jaxon.”

      She wiggled against me, no doubt sensitive from her climax, yet she held still for me so beautifully, an obedient submissive made just for me.

      “Please, Jaxon. I don’t think I can take any more,” she begged with fractured breaths, her hands moving from where I’d put them moments before and settling on my shoulders. She pushed me away one second and gripped me tight the next, as if she didn’t want me to leave.

      “Yes, you can,” I coaxed, as I continued to pound into her tight hole.

      She shook beneath me, and it wasn’t long before I felt her pussy tighten its grip on me. With a shout of my name, she came. I couldn’t hold it back anymore, and I soon followed her, shooting my cum inside her, revealing the feel of her soft, pliant body against mine. My eyes rolled back in my head, and I might have blacked out a little, I wasn’t sure.

      I had never felt like this with anyone. Not before sex, not during, and certainly not after.

      When we came down from the high, I pulled out of Sophia and stood, putting my pants back on, and trying hard not to wince as the fabric went over my still-sensitive cock. She let out a small whimper in protest, but quickly settled when I picked her up from the desk. She wrapped her arms around my neck and buried her face in my chest. I carried her over to the leather sofa, and I just held her.

      I wasn’t sure how long we stayed like that, and I didn’t care.

      I wanted to just hold my wife in my arms and not care about the rest of the world, at least for a little while.

      The intercom on my telephone beeped, and Sadie’s voice rang out. “Mr. Cooper, your lunch is here. Should I bring it in for you?”

      At her question, Sophia sat up in my lap, her cheeks flushed. “I’m naked!”

      I shot her an amused smile. “I know.”

      And then I let my gaze roam over her body, taking in her perky tits, wide hips, and neatly trimmed pubic hair, hiding her delicious pink pussy from my view, all the way down to her long legs and back up again.

      “Interesting. I didn’t know anyone could turn that red,” I said, running a finger down her soft cheeks. She then hopped off my lap and turned away from me, but not before I caught sight of her smile.

      While she looked for her clothes, I went to the door. I made sure she wasn’t in view before I opened it a crack and frowned when I saw Sadie’s eager face there, the lunch boxes in her hand and an eager smile on her face.

      My expression smoothed then, though I was annoyed because I could see her other hand reaching for the doorknob. I wondered if she had been planning on barging in without knocking. Not that she could since I’d locked the door.

      But still.

      “Thanks,” I said in a flat, toneless voice. “Hold all my calls for the next hour.”

      Without waiting for her reply, I grabbed the food out of her hands and shut the door in her face, locking it behind me.

      When I turned back around, much to my disappointment, Sophia was already dressed, her clothes on prim and proper. Yet her swollen lips, mussed hair, and flushed skin all said something different.

      I wanted her again.

      I didn’t think I would ever get enough.

      “I hope you’re hungry,” I said, trying to keep the lust from my voice.

      She shot me a shy smile and nodded, her eyes twinkling with happiness. I doubted she had ever been so carefree. Taking care of her nephews obviously hadn’t allowed her any time to herself. I was happy I was able to do this for her.

      I set the food down and opened the boxes, my mouth watering at the scent. I guessed I was hungry too. We would have to wait for round two.

      I told Sophia that, and her light laughter was like music to my ears. She walked over and sat down next to me, her eyes taking in all the Thai food I had set out on the table.

      “Are we expecting more people to join us?” she asked in amusement.

      “No, why?”

      “So all this food is for us? Two people?”

      “Yes,” I said, offering her a cheeky grin, before scooping small portions of everything onto her plate.

      She looked at it and frowned at me. “I’m not going to be able to eat all this, you know.”

      I shrugged. “Eat as much as you can.”

      Lord knows she hadn’t been taking care of herself. But she wouldn’t have to worry about that anymore. I would do it for her.

      Sophia grabbed the plate from me and settled on the couch, balancing the plate of food on her lap. I handed her a fork, and she smiled her thanks, taking a huge bite of the food. I watched her, riveted. “Good?”

      “Delicious. Aren’t you going to eat too?” she asked hesitantly, and it was then that I realized I hadn’t even gotten myself a plate.

      Smiling sheepishly, I nodded and made myself a plate, before sitting next to her. We didn’t say anything for a while. I finished my plate before her, and set it down on the coffee table, grabbing the water bottle I had put there, taking a sip, then holding it up to her lips. She didn’t say anything to that, but I liked how she instantly opened her mouth and let me feed it to her, then promptly went back to eating.

      I loved the silent moments with her. I loved how comfortable we were with each other already. I knew Sophia was shy by nature, but she didn’t act shy around me, most of the time.

      And I suddenly realized that as comfortable as we had gotten with each other, I still didn’t know much about her.

      I turned to her then and wiped away a piece of rice she had stuck to her chin, smiling a little at the slight blush on her cheeks. Would there ever be a time I could rid her of all her inhibitions? She was just too adorable for her own good. And how much pleasure I would take in being the one who got to tarnish her.

      “Tell me, do you have any plans for the future now that you don’t have to worry so much about the boys?”

      “I think I will always worry about the boys. Even when they’re grown men,” she said with a laugh. Looking back at her plate, she played with her food a little before saying, “I don’t know.”

      “No?”

      She gave a careless shrug, but I could tell the topic was upsetting for her. “I don’t. I never really thought about that. Before, I just wanted to move where my sister lived. I wanted to have a close relationship with her, something we didn’t have growing up because of our age difference.”

      Her eyes got shiny then, and I grabbed the plate from her lap and set it on the coffee table. “Did that happen? Were you guys close before she died?”

      She looked up at me, and unable to stand the distance, I lifted her onto my lap. She stiffened at first before relaxing against me. I moved my hand to her back, rubbing it soothingly. She practically purred like a kitten in my arms. My girl obviously liked it when I touched her like this.

      “Tell me, baby,” I said softly. Who knows how long she had kept this in? “I know these past years haven’t been easy on you. To have to take in your sister’s kids when you’re so young yourself? That’s got to take a toll on anyone.” I didn’t know how she’d managed for so long by herself. But then Sophia was a brave and strong woman. I knew this about her already.

      “We were. For a while there, I had a relationship with my sister. She was my family first, but for the first time, it felt like she was my friend too. And I don’t regret uprooting myself from all I had ever known and moving to New York. I don’t regret taking the kids in,” she said fiercely.

      I moved my pointer finger down her cheek, tracing the outline of her full lips. “I never said you did. I know you don’t. But it also doesn’t make you a horrible person to admit that things haven’t always been easy.”

      I cupped her cheek, and to my delight, she moved toward my touch, as if it calmed her as much as touching her calmed me.

      “It’s been so hard,” she said, tears filling her eyes. “Sometimes, I wasn’t sure if we would even make it. If I would be able to keep a roof over our heads. They never starved,” she added forcefully.

      I nodded my head in agreement. Of course not. Sophia would make sure it never came to that. “I know, baby.”

      “But there were nights when I went without dinner. Sometimes all I had to eat was a sandwich for lunch at work, and even that was considered a luxury.”

      I pulled her closer to me. I didn’t want even a single inch of distance between us. I was going to protect her from everything bad in this world, I vowed.

      She would never know what it was like to go without ever again.

      “That won’t happen again,” I promised her.

      She pulled back slightly and met my eyes. I wiped away some of the tears that had tracked down her cheeks. “I know. And it’s all thanks to you. Sometimes I don’t want to close my eyes, for fear that this might be nothing more than a dream. Sometimes I’m afraid that you’ll disappear on me if I let you out of my sight for too long.” She shook her head. “It’s silly, huh?”

      “No, sweetheart. That’s not silly at all. But know this, I’m not going anywhere.”

      She looked even more sad than before, and I didn’t know why, or how I could make that look go away. “You’ll leave eventually.”

      I frowned. “No, I won’t.”

      “Yes, you will. When our five-year contract ends, you’ll leave.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her to fuck the contract. I wasn’t going to leave, but I stopped myself at the last moment.

      What was wrong with me?

      Was I really contemplating making our marriage real? How could I? I wasn’t deserving of her. And she would figure that out eventually. What right did I have to dare to hold on to such an angel?

      Sophia didn’t say anything more. She leaned up and planted a chaste kiss on my jaw. “I should go. Let you get back to work.”

      She climbed off my lap and turned away from me, but not before I caught the disappointment in her eyes at my silence. I wanted to pull her back to me, to kiss away all those disappointments, yet my hands stayed frozen at my sides, and the words I didn’t know the shape of, but wanted to say nonetheless, wouldn’t come out.

      I stood up when she did, and before she moved toward the door, I grabbed her hand and kissed her hard. I kissed her in place of all the words left unspoken, and I kissed her because I wanted to… needed to.

      When I pulled away, Sophia’s eyes remained closed as her chest rose and fell with every forceful breath.

      “I have to go,” she said softly, opening her eyes to show me those devastating blues of hers. “Thank you for lunch.”

      “It was my pleasure,” I answered, bringing her hand up to my mouth and kissing the back of it.

      She led the way out the door. I walked her to the elevator, and each step I took felt like lead. “I’ll see you at home?” I asked. A part of me feared she might just take the kids and leave. Then what would I do?

      She could insist we live out this marriage separately.

      My heart clenched at the thought, and the urge to hold on to her and never let her out of my sight became almost too much to handle.

      She turned to me and smiled. “Of course.”

      Then she leaned up and kissed my cheek before walking into the open elevator. I stood there long after the doors closed, taking her out of my sight.

      What the hell was I supposed to do now?
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            SOPHIA

          

        

      

    

    
      I spent the whole day in a sort of daze.

      I couldn’t even remember what I had done after getting home from lunch, and before I knew it, it was time to pick up the kids from school.

      They were very happy with their new school. They only had one complaint about wearing uniforms. And I would never admit this out loud, but I thought they looked adorable in them.

      Like little men.

      I was in the kitchen, making dinner. I didn’t exactly know what the protocol was for being a wife to someone like Jaxon, but I knew he didn’t expect me to have dinner made for him as soon as he got home after work. Even so, I wanted to do this for him, seeing as there wasn’t much I could do for a man like him.

      The kids were in the living room, each doing their homework, or at least they were pretending to—I wouldn’t be surprised to find them surfing videos on YouTube—just as I was putting the finishing touches on the grilled salmon we were having tonight, I felt arms go around me suddenly, and though I stiffened slightly in surprise at first, I quickly relaxed when I got a whiff of the scent that was uniquely Jaxon’s.

      “Hey, baby. That smells good.”

      “Thanks. I hope you’re hungry.”

      “Starving,” he said, and the way he said it told me he wasn’t talking about food.

      I pinched his side, and he playfully nipped the tender skin of my neck. “The kids are, like, a room away from us,” I said in a whisper. And when I turned to him, his eyes were twinkling.

      I shook my head, and his grin widened. “Think you can be quiet if I take you to our room?”

      “I doubt it,” I commented dryly, and Jaxon threw his head back and laughed. I smiled at the sight, loving how carefree he looked then.

      Zachery came into the room. I tried to move away, but Jaxon tightened his hold on me. I looked at him in question, but he was just looking at me.

      “Jaxon, you’re home!” Zachery said excitedly.

      “Hey, buddy. How was your first day of school?”

      “It was awesome!” he said, and his grin was so wide, I couldn’t help but smile at the sight. “Since football season is already over, I can’t try out for it this year, but baseball is coming up.”

      “That’s awesome. We can hit the batting cage this weekend and get in some practice, how about that?”

      “Really? We can go this weekend?”

      “Yes,” Jaxon said, and I had to look away before they both caught the misty look in my eyes.

      I cleared my throat before I spoke, when I was sure I could hold on to my composure. “Dinner is ready. Why don’t you go get your brothers, and we can eat?” I told Zachery. He walked away with a wide smile on his face.

      I turned away and grabbed the plates, busying myself with setting the table. I could feel Jaxon behind me, his presence so dominating, it was hard to ignore.

      When I was done, I braced myself before turning back around. And sure enough, Jaxon was right there. Our eyes met, and I was frozen in time. I wondered if his looks would always affect me this much.

      My reaction to him had always been an anomaly I couldn’t figure out. Never had any man brought out such a strong reaction in me, making me lose focus of anything and everything sensible.

      “You okay?” he asked me in that deep, smooth timbre of his, and I could feel my heart picking up.

      I nodded. “Yup.”

      His lips twitched, as if he was amused by my reaction. He shouldn’t be. He needed to be careful, or I might just fall in love with him, and then where would that leave us?

      Heartbreak and awkwardness. That was all that would ever be between us if I ended up being stupid enough to offer him my heart.

      I had to keep a straight head.

      It was only for five years, right? Surely I could do it.
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      My fist clenched around the bedsheets, as I let out a low groan while Jaxon moved the flat of his tongue over the slick flesh between my legs.

      “Oh, God. Jaxon.”

      “Shh, you taste so good, baby. I just wanted to get my fill before I fuck you. Is that okay with you?’

      “Yes. Yes!” I shouted when he entered me with his tongue, before retreating and sucking on my clit. My hips moved up to meet his mouth, then tried to pull back when it became too much. I should have known he wouldn’t let me go anywhere.

      I hadn’t realized how much I liked it when he held me down until the other night when he did exactly that, extracting two powerful orgasms from me before he actually fucked me.

      I squirmed, and he tightened his hold, one large hand pushing down on my belly, holding me still.

      “Be a good girl and let me eat you out,” he said, pulling the outer lip into his mouth. I trembled beneath him. “You like this, don’t you? You like being at my mercy? I might have to get handcuffs and use them on you. Then you’ll really be at my mercy. For me to do with as I wish.”

      His words spurred me on. I convulsed around the thick digit he had pushed inside me, gripping him tight when he began to move. I wanted to move my legs, to change the angle of penetration, but he had his body pressed against one of them, while the other he had put up on his shoulder, held immobile by one hand, and… and…

      My fists clenched. I couldn’t take it. It was too much. Too much sensation. Too much feeling. “Oh, no, no, no,” I chanted, only I didn’t know what I was saying no to. I didn’t want him to stop, but at the same time, I didn’t think I could take it if he kept playing with my pussy like that.

      “Look at this sweet cunt. Look at how wet it is because of my mouth,” he murmured against my skin, before covering my entire mound with his mouth. He sucked, and I nearly jumped off the bed.

      I grabbed his shoulders and pushed him away. I couldn’t keep this up. I was too damn sensitive, and Jaxon was relentless. He didn’t budge.

      “Oh, no,” I groaned, lying back down on the bed. Jaxon increased the movement of his finger, and the slick sound my wet pussy made every time he pushed back inside was my undoing.

      I couldn’t hold it back anymore. It felt good. Too good. “Oh, God. Jaxon!”

      “That’s it, baby. Come for me.”

      He kept moving his finger in and out of me, his mouth back on my clit, sucking that little bundle of nerves while I writhed beneath him, losing all sense of control.

      He moved off me when I came down from my high, and I watched him, breathless with anticipation as he rid himself of his boxer briefs. He had long ago gotten rid of his shirt, and when he stood in front of me, naked and so goddamn beautiful, my heart hurt. It was taking everything in me not to rise up and bring him back to me.

      I moved my hand between my legs, rubbing my sensitive pussy, and Jaxon’s eyes flared hungrily as he took me in. “Please, Jaxon. I need you so bad.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was doing in front of him. I couldn’t believe my words either. Later, when I wasn’t feeling so turned on, I might be embarrassed. But now, all I wanted was for him to come back and fuck me like he promised, until I couldn’t think of anything but how good it felt.

      “You drive me fucking crazy,” Jaxon uttered, crawling back into bed with me. I bit my lip to keep the smile from showing and watched as he spread my legs and moved in between them. The tip of his fat cock touched my wet entrance, and we both moaned at the same time. Jaxon forcefully moved my hand away and leaned in close, until I could see his dark pupils in those magnificent gray eyes.

      “Jaxon, please, just fuck me already.”

      “How can I ever deny you, especially since you just begged for my cock? How can I ever deny you anything?”

      And without warning, he plunged fully inside of me to the hilt, my passage so fucking wet, I doubt he was met with any resistance. We both groaned at the same time, and Jaxon didn’t give me any time to catch my breath.

      He took me roughly.

      I wrapped my arms around him, anchoring myself, loving the feel of him too much to be self-conscious about the noises I was making.

      “Look at me, Sophia,” Jaxon said, moving back so he could take in my face.

      Unconsciously, I followed his command and met his eyes. Nothing else was said. I kept my eyes on him while he moved in and out of me, and the world ceased to matter anymore.

      Everything I had ever come to think about myself evaporated under his focused gaze.

      In this moment, it was just him and me, and that was all.

      He kissed me then.

      And the kiss belied his every word, every action up to that point.

      He told me we weren’t going to last. He told me all we had were the five years.

      “I don’t believe you,” I whispered against his skin when he pulled away. His grip tightened around me, to the point of pain. I was sure I would wear his marks on my shoulders tomorrow, and I would wear them proudly.

      He let out an animalistic growl, and my pussy walls tightened around him, holding him to me. I couldn’t get enough of it.

      When he sounded like that, he was no longer Jaxon Cooper, businessman extraordinaire. When he tugged on my hair, and when his eyes rolled back from the pleasure I was giving him, he wasn’t the millionaire I’d married. When he allowed himself to be under my mercy, he felt and looked like mine.

      Mine, and mine alone.

      And that was a dangerous thought.

      To think that someone like me could ever attain the unattainable.

      “Let me capture you,” I whispered again. I didn’t think he heard what I was saying, but I wanted to say it nonetheless.

      We fell at the same time, and I couldn’t catch my breath.

      It was like diving headfirst back to earth after being up so high. It didn’t feel real.

      He didn’t feel real.

      Jaxon screamed my name and buried his head in my neck. Tears ran down my cheeks, and for once, I was glad he wasn’t looking at me.

      He might see too much, and I was feeling too much to even think about masking my emotions.

      We didn’t say anything for a while, both of us were at a loss for words.

      But what could be said?

      I didn’t know, so I stayed silent and basked in the afterglow of our lovemaking…

      Or was that only fucking?

      When he pulled away, his eyes were no longer dark with passion but light with something that looked suspiciously like panic. I tightened my hold on him, trying to keep him with me and away from whatever thought was putting that scared look in his eyes.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, even if the answer was obvious. He wasn’t.

      “Yeah,” he answered slowly, gently releasing my grip on him and moving off me. I felt the loss of him instantly. Grabbing the covers, I pulled them up my body and sat up on the bed, watching him pull his clothes back on.

      We didn’t say anything. I didn’t even comment on the fact that he was putting on his work clothes, instead of pajamas, despite it being almost nine o’clock at night. Jaxon avoided my eyes the entire time.

      “I just remembered, I still have some work left to finish. Why don’t you go to sleep? I don’t know how late I’ll be, okay?” He moved forward, meeting my gaze briefly before kissing my cheek, then walked out of the room before I could even say another word.

      I stared after him, wondering what the hell had happened to make him react so strongly. What did I do, and why did it seem like he couldn’t get away from me fast enough?

      “What the hell?” I said out loud to the silent room. My words echoing off the walls were the only answer I received.
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            JAXON

          

        

      

    

    
      I was an asshole.

      At least I knew that much.

      Sophia wasn’t a one-night stand I could just fuck and leave. She was so much more than that. She was my wife, and she deserved more than what I just did to her. She deserved more than me. And perhaps that was the problem. I couldn’t see how I could ever be a man deserving of her.

      The way she had looked at me as I moved inside of her…

      Jesus.

      I had never felt so vulnerable in my entire life.

      I had to get out of there, or else I’d end up saying or doing something we’d both regret in the morning.

      I got out of my car and into the cold night, walking across the almost empty parking lot on my way inside the building.

      This company had been one of the very few things I was proud of, yet it couldn’t bring me the solace I was seeking tonight. Not when I was feeling so restless.

      The way up to my office was quiet, save for the soft murmur of the vacuums of some of the cleaning crew.

      Everyone else had already gone home, most to their families—a place I should be right now. I took a sharp left when I reached the twenty-third floor and pulled up short when I saw Sadie walking out of my office.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I asked, perhaps a little too sharply, considering she jumped nearly a foot off the ground and turned toward me.

      But I wasn’t feeling nice right now, and she had just been in my office, doing God knows what.

      “Mr. Cooper. I didn’t know you were here.”

      “I’ll ask again. What the hell were you doing in my office?”

      “I-I was just leaving a file you’ll need in the morning.”

      “What file?” I asked calmly. I knew she was lying when she said that. When she didn’t say anything, I walked past her to my office. “Get in here,” I said before she could leave.

      She followed behind me diligently.

      There was no file on my desk. There wasn’t anything on my desk, save for my laptop that I’d left there. But I wasn’t worried. I doubted she could actually get into it.

      I walked behind my desk and opened the drawers.

      “What the hell?”

      A bright red thong. Cheap, from the feel of the fabric, and tacky as fuck. Not my wife’s. Sophia’s taste was much more refined than this. I turned to Sadie, and to my surprise and horror, she was naked save for the three-inch heels she had on.

      “What are you doing? Have some respect and put your clothes back on.”

      She moved toward me before I could say anything, wrapping her arms around my waist and holding on tight. I didn’t know where the fuck I was supposed to touch her to get her away from me.

      Grabbing her shoulders, I pushed her away from me and walked across the room. “Don’t,” I said, when she made a move toward me once more. “I don’t know what you thought would happen when you pulled this stunt, but let me set you straight. This is never going to happen. I’m married. I love my wife, and I don’t ever see myself leaving her for you. And even if I wasn’t married, I have no interest in pursuing anything with you. Pack your shit and get out of here. You’re fired.”

      She did something then that I didn’t expect. She laughed. “You love your wife? Please. Don’t think I don’t know why you married her. It’s for your inheritance.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder and smirked, not at all embarrassed by the fact that she was still naked. “Don’t you think this would make an interesting story? Like, fodder for a media circus?”

      I stood and narrowed my eyes at her. “You do that, and I’ll make sure you never find work in this city ever again. I will fucking ruin you, do you understand?”

      “Oh? And how would you make that happen?”

      “By releasing the video of you taking off your clothes in my office.” I pointed to the hidden black camera in the corner of my office. Not only had everything she’d done been recorded, but everything she had said was as well.

      I watched with satisfaction as her face paled. I crossed my arms. “We’re done here. You will never again hold a position in my company, even as part of the cleaning crew. You’re going to walk out of here and never look back. Do you understand?”

      She didn’t say anything more. She gathered up her clothes and, shooting one last glare over her shoulder at me, walked out of there. I didn’t watch her leave. I didn’t care about anything but what I had just admitted to that bitch that I had trouble admitting to my wife.

      I loved her.

      I loved Sophia Cooper with all my being, and no, I would never be the kind of man who was deserving of her, but I could work every day to become closer to that. I would spoil her so much, she wouldn’t ever think about leaving me.

      We could make this work. Her, me, the kids.

      I didn’t have to repeat my parents’ mistake. I stood up, suddenly needing to be at home, to hold her in my arms while she fell asleep. I just needed her.

      But first, I had to get her to forgive me for being an asshole.
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            JAXON

          

        

      

    

    
      The house was quiet when I got home. I made sure everything was locked up, then checked on the boys first before going back to our room, my legs moving slowly, knowing I was stalling for time.

      I didn’t know if I hoped she was awake or not.

      How would I even go about apologizing, and would she even want to hear it?

      I quickly realized all my worry was for naught when I walked inside our darkened room and found Sophia sound asleep, curled up on her side of the bed.

      Her long hair was spread across the pillow, and she wore my shirt to sleep in. Quietly, I undressed down to my boxer briefs and crawled into bed, pulling the covers back over us and wrapping my arm around her waist, pulling her close to me.

      After so many weeks of feeling so unsettled, my heart finally calmed, and I closed my eyes, falling into what was sure to be one of the best sleep of my life.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up to a warm body curled on top of me. She must have moved closer to me in the night. I didn’t mind. My arms tightened around her unconsciously, and I felt her move restlessly against me before she tensed, telling me she was just waking up.

      After a few strained seconds, she relaxed against me once more, and I let out a breath I didn’t even know I had been holding.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” I said, placing a swift kiss on her temple.

      “When did you get in last night?” she asked.

      “I was back an hour after I left,” I said.

      “Why did you leave? And don’t give me that bullshit about working. We both know that was a lie.”

      I let out a small sigh. “I fucked up.”

      “You did.”

      I held on to her a little tighter. “I’m sorry. I freaked out after…”

      “What? Sex? You freaked out after sex? Don’t you know how cheap that made me feel?”

      I tightened my hold on her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you feel that way.”

      “I know that wasn’t your intent, but you still hurt me, and I don’t know how I’m going to open myself up to you anymore.”

      “What are you saying?” I asked, panic filling my voice.

      “I don’t know. I just need time, Jaxon. You have more experience than me, and you’re probably good at separating sex and feelings, but I’m not. And I know you don’t want my feelings.”

      She moved off of me then and climbed off the bed. “Baby, I don’t want this. I hate this distance between us.”

      “I’m not the one who put it there,” she replied, and I knew that was true. I put it there. I hurt her. And I doubted she would want to hear how much she had come to mean to me, how quickly I had fallen in love with her.

      Worse, she might not believe me, and I didn’t know what to do about it. I’d fucked up, and all I could do was watch her walk out of our room, my heart weighed down by concrete.
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        * * *

      

      I walked into the conference room, getting a weird sense of déjà vu as I watched all the guys sitting there, looking at me.

      “What?” I asked, running low on patience today.

      “We heard you fired your assistant.”

      “What of it?” I asked. Firing and hiring people wasn’t anything new. I didn’t know why this was even worth a discussion.

      Callum and Dereck exchanged a look, and I knew they knew more than they were saying.

      “I was here last night,” Dereck said. I sighed and sat down at the only empty seat, next to Lucas.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah, and I saw her walk out of your office naked last night. Then she tried to get me to come home with her,” he added in disgust. And I wasn’t surprised at that.

      “Hmm” was all I could say to that. Not my employee, not my problem anymore.

      “Can you show more reaction than that? You’re a married man now. Please tell me you didn’t cheat on Sophia with your PA and then fire her.”

      “Hey, what do you take me for? Why the hell would I cheat on Sophia, and with my PA? Also, I would not fuck her and then fire her. Do you think I want a harassment lawsuit?”

      “Then what the hell is going on?” Callum asked.

      I sighed and sank farther into my seat.

      “You know you can tell us anything, right?” Lucas asked, sounding too much like the voice of reason in our little group.

      “I fucked up. And no, it’s not what you think. I didn’t cheat. Hell, the thought of touching another woman is downright repulsive to me.”

      “What did you do?” Lucas prompted when I was taking too long to tell them.

      “I think I love my wife.”

      I didn’t need to look around to know that each and every one of these fuckers was wearing a shit-eating grin.

      “I don’t see a problem with that, do you, Callum?” Lucas asked him, an amusing tilt to his lips.

      “Nope. Not one bit.” Callum turned to me. “Knew it would happen when you brought Sophia around instead of Kelly Reynolds.”

      “Who the hell is Kelly Reynolds?”

      Callum laughed. “Sorry. You probably know her as applicant number 345887.”

      Ah, the woman I was supposed to marry. Everyone around the table laughed, and I didn’t even have it in me to be offended by that.

      “You’ve been hit by the thunderbolt, brother,” Dereck said, leaning back in his chair.

      “Thunderbolt?”

      “Yeah, you know. Coup de foudre. Love at first sight.”

      “Fuck me,” I let out. How could I had been so oblivious to it all? “I fucked up. I don’t know if Sophia will ever trust me again.”

      “Sounds like you need to do something grand to win back your woman,” Dean said.

      “Something grand?”

      “Yeah. I fucked up with Ashley too. At the start of our relationship. She forgave me easily enough when I walked into her Econ class and read her that awful love poem I wrote.”

      We all smiled at that, having heard the story before. Ashley definitely kept him on his toes, that was for sure.

      “You know the woman still has the poem? She framed it and hung it up in her office. Said she was going to show it to our kids someday.”

      “And you’re a lucky bastard for that,” Lucas said. “We all are. It’s a wonder our women put up with us, but they do.” He turned to me then. “You didn’t fuck up enough for her to walk away for good. So fight for her.”

      I stood up. “Fight for her. I think I know what I need to do.”

      A simple gesture, really, yet the meaning behind it was anything but. “I’m going to go fight for her.”

      I walked out before anyone could say anything, leaving to the sound of their cheers and applause.

      Sophia better be ready. I was fighting for her, and I would never let her go again.
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      Obviously, a walk around the neighborhood didn’t help me clear my mind.

      I actually missed being busy.

      Before, I was so busy making sure the bills were paid, the kids were taken care of, fighting for decent work hours so that I could make money and be there for the kids, and everything in between that I barely had time to think.

      Now I was stuck doing nothing but twiddling my thumbs and thinking about Jaxon.

      I was in love with my husband.

      And that was a problem.

      I was a stupid girl.

      And the worst part? I didn’t see that ever going away.

      Walking up to the house, I let myself in, and like every time I had done so, disbelief still ran through me at the fact that I got to call this beautiful place mine.

      On the surface, it looked like I had everything.

      Yet I realized I would give up all of this for my husband’s heart. And that thought just about broke mine into a million pieces.

      Noises in the living room, just around the corner, caught my attention then, and I paused in my step. I was the only one home. The kids were at school, and Jaxon was at work. What if this was an intruder, breaking into our house for jewelry and money?

      Oh, God. What the hell was I supposed to do?

      Grabbing the first thing my hand came into contact with, a black umbrella, I slowly made my way farther inside the house, my heart pounding in my chest. I was too busy trying to get myself moving, I didn’t think about the fact that I should have run back out of the house and called the cops, and I most certainly didn’t think about the fact that there were red and white rose petals on the ground, at least not until I was halfway there.

      “What the hell?”

      I dropped the umbrella and ran into the living room, and the sight there brought me up short. All of my men were there, dressed in black suits and identical maroon ties. Jaxon, with his large build, was in what I was sure was a custom-made suit, his hair neatly combed and a heart-stopping smile on his face. Zachery was standing next to him, almost reaching Jaxon’s shoulders in height, with a proud smile on his face, while Bryce and Bradford stood slightly in front, looking so adorable, I wanted nothing more than to wrap my arms around them and never let go.

      “W-what’s going on?”

      “I told the kids,” Jaxon said.

      “What did you tell them?” I asked warily.

      “About the contract?”

      “What? Why?”

      We agreed before that we wouldn’t tell the kids. Mostly, I didn’t know what they would think if they knew, and I didn’t want them to think a cold relationship like that was normal. It wasn’t.

      “Because when I asked their aunt to marry me again, I wanted them to know that it’s for love and love only.”

      I took a step back, so sure I didn’t hear him right. “What are you saying?”

      “Can’t you tell? I love you, Sophia Cooper. I think I’ve loved you since the very first moment I laid eyes on you, and I love you even more every day. I can’t imagine my life without you or the kids, so I won’t. Be mine.”

      I didn’t even realize I was crying until I felt the tears trail down my cheeks, dripping onto my chin. “But what about everything before…”

      “That was me being a dumbass. I was scared. Baby, you have to know, I didn’t grow up in the best house, and my parents weren’t exactly the best role models. I was afraid I had my dad’s temper. That I wouldn’t make a good husband… a good father.”

      “How could you think that? You’re so good to the kids and me.”

      “I try to be. I still don’t think I deserve you, deserve this family, but I’m going to make sure you never regret it if you give me a second chance.”

      “And the contract?” I asked, because I had to. That damn contract had been weighing heavily on my heart since the moment I signed my name on it.

      Jaxon reached behind him then and pulled out a stack of paper. I recognized it right away.

      “This stupid, meaningless contract? This thing, made up by a desperate man who wanted to keep you so bad, I didn’t think you would ever agree to be my wife unless I had this drawn up. I shouldn’t have done it. I should have wooed you the old-fashioned way, yet I can’t bring myself to regret it because it made you mine sooner.”

      “Silly boy, I have been yours since the first moment.”

      He smiled a little at that, and to my surprise, he ripped the whole thing in half with his bare hands.

      I gasped, which was drowned out by the kids’ cheers when Jaxon threw all the paper in the air, letting it rain down on us.

      I didn’t think then.

      I ran toward him, and like I knew he would, he caught me in his arms and spun me around in circles.

      “I love you too,” I said.

      “Good. I’ll spend the rest of my life making sure you won’t ever regret giving me your love.” And then he kissed me. Kissed me with the ferocity that was usually reserved for the bedroom, kissed me in place of all the words we couldn’t say, and kissed me with the promise of forever. A promise I knew he would keep until his last dying breath.

      Jaxon Cooper was mine.
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JAXON

        

      

    

    
      Eighteen hours.

      Eighteen long, nerve-racking hours.

      That was how long Sophia was in labor. And though I loved that she was delivering our baby into this world, I hated that she was in pain for the majority of it, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.

      Sophia had had such an easy pregnancy, we never gave much thought to how hard the labor would be. And that was our mistake. Our child had already been a week past the due date, and I’d had no idea how fraught it would be to see my woman in pain.

      Right now, Sophia was holding our child in her arms to introduce Bradford and Bryce to the newest member of our growing family.

      Zach had been silent most of the time. Though he went above and beyond to help Sophia out during her pregnancy, he had been somewhat subdued since he’d arrived with Callum and Bethany hours before.

      I walked over to him. “Can I sit down?” I asked, pointing at the empty recliner next to him. He shrugged. I’d take that as a yes. I took a seat, and we didn’t say anything, just watched the twins interact with the baby.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      Sophia and I had been married for three years. Zach was no longer that lost fourteen-year-old boy I’d driven to the hospital. He had just turned seventeen and was almost as tall as me. No doubt he would fill out even more in the next couple of years.

      He was truly becoming a man that both his aunt and I could be proud of. And I had looked at him like he was my own kid since this family accepted me into their fold.

      “I’ve never seen my aunt as happy as she is now,” he said.

      I frowned. “Why does that make you sad?”

      “It doesn’t make me sad. I just never realized how much she had to sacrifice to take care of us.”

      “Hey, now. Don’t say that. You know she doesn’t think of it that way. And she would be hurt to know you think that.”

      He looked up at me and offered a small smile. “I know she doesn’t. But it doesn’t make it any less true. And I love her for it. I love my aunt. I was just saying, I didn’t realize she wasn’t happy until you came along.”

      “She was happy with you,” I said gently, and that was true. I knew how hard it had been for Sophia to take on the responsibility of her nephews, but she was happy with them.

      “She was, yes. But it’s also hard to remember that you are happy when you’re poor. When you’re stressed and worrying about whether or not you can keep a roof over everyone’s head.” I opened my mouth, to say what, I didn’t know, but he cut me off. “I’m not saying all this to make me sound ungrateful for the time I had with her before you came along. I just wanted to let you know, you made her happy, and you made us happy, not because you’re rich. Although that certainly didn’t hurt.”

      He shot me a playful smile, and I ruffled his hair, earning one of those teenage scowls from him.

      “You made us happy because of the way you took care of us. So, thank you. I don’t know if I ever said that.”

      “I don’t need you to thank me for taking care of my family,” I said, looking away and blinking away the moisture that was building up in my eyes.

      “Still, I wanted to say it anyway. And I’m not sad, or at least I’m not sad for the reason you think. I guess with everything going on, it just got me thinking, you know? About everything that has happened so far.”

      I nodded. “I understand. Now come on. I think it’s time you meet the newest member of our family.”

      He grinned and stood up, and together we walked over to Sophia.

      She looked up and smiled at us, and though it was tinged with exhaustion, it was no less beautiful. It was enough to make my breath catch.

      I leaned down and kissed her lips. “Hey, beautiful. How are you feeling?”

      “Tired. And happy.”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      Zach moved closer to me and leaned down, reaching out a finger to touch the baby’s chubby cheek, smiling a little bit.

      “Have you thought of a name?”

      Sophia and I shared a smile.

      “Yeah,” I said, clearing my throat. “Boys, meet Candance Remy Cooper.”

      When I looked up, all three boys had tears in their eyes. We all knew the significance of naming our daughter after Sophia’s sister. I wanted to let them know that Sophia and I couldn’t replace their parents, but we would take care of them as our own, and at the same time, honor their memory.

      When Sophia and I got married a second time, I vowed to take care of her and the kids, and so far, I believed I had done a decent job of it. And hopefully, I would be able to keep it up for the rest of my life.
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        * * *

      

      Later, when the boys had gone home with Callum and Bethany, I held my wife in my arms, while she held our beautiful daughter in hers.

      Candance was born with a full head of hair, chubby cheeks, and a healthy weight of seven pounds. She was so beautiful that my heart hurt looking at her, and she looked just like her mother.

      I was absolutely in love with her at first sight.

      “My girls,” I said, kissing Sophia’s temple and bringing her closer to me.

      “Yours,” she reiterated. “But you’re also mine too, right, Mr. Cooper?”

      “Always.”

      She smiled and leaned against my chest, closing her eyes. “My love, my forever… my dirty husband.”

      
        
        end.
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            MADELYN

          

        

      

    

    
      I watched as the strange men moved the last of our furniture onto the front lawn to prepare for eviction. A police officer stood nearby to supervise things while some of our neighbors came out to witness our humiliation.

      Everything that I had grown up with, everything my mom had loved before she passed, and everything that had defined me for so long …

      Gone.

      How could my dad have messed up so badly? What was he thinking when he’d gambled away everything we owned and expected us to come out unscathed? I was so mad, I couldn’t think straight. We’d always lived humble lives, and I had wrongly assumed that my dad was more level-headed than this. He had worked as a corporate accountant for the last twenty years, since he graduated from college. About ten years ago, he was hired at Kempton Enterprise, a company specializing in the hospitality industry, mainly building hotels and resorts worldwide.

      It was a big company, and my dad actually got a pay raise for joining their team. For a while, we weren’t living in a broken-down neighborhood anymore. He was able to save enough for a down payment, and we moved out of the small one-bedroom apartment to a three-bedroom house that was more than enough for our little family.

      He even saved up enough to send me away to UCLA.

      We didn’t have a lot, but we had enough, more than what many people had. I had felt lucky—which is why I’d been so blindsided when the officer knocked on the door this morning.

      Dad had rented a truck, and the men were kind enough to place most of the big furniture for us to put into storage while the smaller stuff was scattered on the lawn. We had less than forty-eight hours to get everything we wanted to take with us, otherwise, they would just throw it all out.

      Everyone drove off when they had everything cleared out, and we were no longer allowed in the house I had lived in for the past seven years. Numbly, I went through the pile and picked up the things I wanted to take with me. I realized then just how much we would have to leave behind.

      Thank God I’d only flown home last night and hadn’t had time to unpack my suitcases yet. They were moved to my car as soon as I received that door knock.

      Dad avoided my eye. When I was done and climbed into the truck next to him.

      “Why don’t you follow me, sweetheart? We’ll go to a motel for tonight and deal with everything else tomorrow morning.”

      “Okay,” I said quietly. It wasn’t what I wanted to say to him, but even if I knew what to say to him, I couldn’t do it in the moving truck, and not in front of the house that was no longer ours.

      I jumped back out and went to my car. We drove to a nearby motel, and though it wasn’t in the nicest part of the city, we had no trouble renting a twin room.

      We were quiet on our way to the room, which I suppose wasn’t surprising.

      I had always been a little awkward, even as a kid, and though it’d gotten better the older I became, I was still pretty reticent. I got that from dad—my mom had been the social one in our family. The house had been pretty quiet since she died three years ago.

      What was surprising was the gray pallor on my dad’s skin that I hadn’t noticed before. I’d thought he looked a little sad when he’d picked me up at the airport yesterday, but this was something else entirely.

      He looked extremely fragile, as if a gust of wind could blow him away, and there wasn’t anything I could do to keep him with me. Despite my anger, my gut twisted with concern, and I honestly didn’t know what I could do to help.

      I had recently graduated with a degree in literature. The plan was to take a year off to work so I could do some internships before going back to school for my master’s degree, or maybe even doctorate. I wanted to follow in my mom’s footsteps and become a literature professor at Columbia University. But the way things were now, I was starting to regret majoring in this.

      I was qualified for nothing, and I didn’t know how to help my dad, who had always seemed like the strongest man in the world. He was steady and dependable. A little reserved, perhaps, but I didn’t see that as a flaw. Though he wasn’t tall by any means, he had always felt sturdy—I never thought there would come a time when I had to worry about him.

      But I was worried now.

      I felt guilty again as I reflected on the fact I hadn’t suspected his gambling problem, and I wondered what had gone wrong to lead him down this path. Perhaps I shouldn’t have gone to school across the country. I should have stayed by his side, especially since my mom’s passing—she was his best friend, and I knew her death had affected him more than he let on.

      But it was too late now, and I really didn’t know what to do anymore.

      I looked around the room, relieved that at least I couldn’t see any bugs or rats anywhere. It appeared pretty clean, although there was this strange smell, and I wasn’t sure where it was coming from.

      “Why don’t you go take a shower and rest up? We have a busy day tomorrow.” My dad attempted to smile, but it looked more like a grimace, and I didn’t have it in me to demand an explanation. Maybe tomorrow I could get him to tell me what had gone so wrong, but tonight I wanted to pretend that things would be okay.

      I failed in that way when I broke down silently in the shower and couldn’t stop crying.

      I stayed in the bathroom for over an hour, but Dad didn’t try and rush me. He probably knew what I was doing in there, and when I came back out to the room, Dad’s eyes were noticeably red—the same as mine.

      Neither of us commented on it, and we looked away from each other as he passed me to the bathroom.

      I quickly climbed under the covers and turned off the lamp on my side of the room, pulling the blanket over my head and closing my eyes.

      If I tried hard enough, I could pretend this was nothing more than a bad dream and finally get some much-needed sleep. I was exhausted, especially having taken the red-eye flight from LA to New York the night before.

      “Just go to sleep, Madelyn. We can deal with everything tomorrow,” I whispered to myself. “Nothing can be resolved now. Go to sleep. Just go to sleep …”
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        * * *

      

      The pounding at the door woke me up.

      I must have drifted it off before Dad got back to bed because I didn’t remember him returning, and now there was this loud knocking outside.

      I reasoned with myself that it was probably just our neighbors making the noise. This hotel seemed like the kind of place where people would be getting up to all sorts of bad things at all hours of the night, and no one would call in to complain. Yet the pounding did seem awfully loud …

      I gasped and sat up on the bed when a particularly loud noise sounded right outside our door.

      Who could possibly know we were here?

      I had a few distant cousins in Wisconsin, but that was it. Maybe someone had the wrong room? The pounding continued, then I heard the distinctive voice of a man.

      “Open up, William. I know you’re in there. If you make me break down this door, there isn’t a place you and your precious daughter can hide where I won’t find you.”

      The lamp clicked on by Dad’s side of the room. I looked at him and saw something I had never seen on his face before.

      Fear.

      “What’s going on, Dad? Who is outside?”

      “I’m so sorry, Maddie. Just … come here. Get behind me, alright?”

      I scrambled out of bed and did as he asked, just as the door burst open, and three men walked in. One of them had long blond hair tied into a ponytail and wore a sleazy-looking black suit. I could tell the other two were just his goons.

      I let out a startled squeak, moving closer to my dad’s side and grabbing hold of the back of his shirt. The men surrounded us. They all had dark eyes and mean smiles carved on their faces.

      “Well, well, well. What do we have here? William, you didn’t tell me your daughter was so beautiful.”

      One of the goons moved behind us, grabbed my sleep shirt, and lifted it, exposing my bare skin to his gaze. I whimpered and jumped away from him. His smile widened, showing off one missing front tooth. He was probably the biggest of the three, but going by the glazed look in his eyes, it was obvious that he wasn’t the sharpest.

      “Please, Seth, leave her alone. It’s me you want.”

      “Why should I? Can you pay me back right now?”

      “Y-you know I can’t.”

      “Then perhaps we should take her as collateral. You can have your daughter back after you gather enough money to pay me and my boys. Yeah?”

      The one who had smiled at me moments before made a move to grab me. I ducked away from his reaching arms and backed myself against the wall. “Leave me alone!”

      “Stop!” Dad yelled. “Take me instead. I’m the one who owes you money.”

      “Dad, no!” I tried to get to him, but the goon grabbed me. He pulled me so close to his large body that I could smell his BO.

      “No!” Dad ran to me, but he was stopped by Goon #2. “Please. Just leave her alone. I’ll get you your money. I promise.”

      “When? Today is the deadline.”

      “Please, just give me more time. I’ll get it to you, I promise! If not, you can do whatever you want to me.”

      “Dad!”

      “Shush, Maddie. Please.” He looked at me with wet eyes, begging me to stay silent. I bit my lips to keep from crying out.

      “You get me the money in two weeks plus fifteen percent interest. You hear me?”

      Dad closed his eyes and let out a deep breath. “Yes, I hear you.”

      Seth turned to me, licking his lips. I resisted the urge to vomit right then and there. “Soon, little bird. You’ll be mine if Daddy here can’t pay me back.”

      He nodded to his goons, and they released us. Seth turned, but before he left, he punched Dad in the stomach, causing him to double over. I didn’t watch them leave. I ran to my dad, tears streaming down my face.

      This was worse than I thought.

      What the hell were we going to do?
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        * * *

      

      Five hundred and twenty-three thousand, six hundred and seventy-four dollars.

      That was how much Dad owed them, if you included the fifteen percent interest.

      I had never even seen close to five hundred thousand dollars in my life. How were we supposed to get it to them in time? They could probably give us the next hundred years to pay off, and we still wouldn’t be able to do it. God, all I wanted to do was curl in on myself and cry. What a disaster.

      “What happened, Dad? How did it get so bad?”

      “I’m so sorry, sweetheart. I don’t know. I tried to help … and then … oh, God. What are we going to do?” Dad covered his face with his hands as his whole body shook in a silent sob.

      I had only seen my dad cry one other time, and it was during my mom’s funeral. I hadn’t known how to handle it then. He’d always been so strong, but there he was, breaking down, and I couldn’t help him.

      I didn’t know how to help him.

      Not when all I wanted to break down with him, not in heartbreak but in fear and anger. I wanted to yell and scream at him for being so stupid, but I also wanted to help him because he was the only family I had left, and I loved him with all my heart.

      I had never felt more helpless.

      “You said you can get them the money in time. Were you just saying that to buy time, or do you actually have a plan?” I asked. I hoped he did because I had no bright ideas, save for selling my organs on the black market. Though I doubt even that would cover it all.

      “It’s nothing, sweetheart. Don’t worry about it. I will think of something.”

      “How can I not worry?” I cried. “Dad, they just threatened to kill you. Like something out of a movie. These things don’t happen in real life—they shouldn’t happen in real life. What have you gotten yourself into?”

      “Something I should have walked away from. I’m so sorry, my sweet girl.” He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me in close, and because I was a daddy’s girl through and through, I let him and welcomed the comfort his arms offered, even though I knew it wouldn’t solve anything.

      “We can leave,” I said. “Get out of here and start over somewhere.”

      He pulled back and looked at me like I was some naïve little girl. “That won’t work, sweetheart. And I can’t have you uproot your entire life for my mistake.”

      “I don’t care as long as we’re both safe,” I said, tears clouding my eyes.

      He shook his head and opened his mouth to say something more when there was another knock at our door. We both tensed and looked over at it. The door pushed open easily enough—it was broken, after all—and I felt my dad relax at the sight of a medium-built man in the doorway.

      I didn’t relax. Jack Harold had been my dad’s friend for about four years now. I had only met the man twice: once when we happened to be at the same fundraiser sponsored by my school, UCLA, and a second time when I came home for Christmas the year before I graduated. I was told Jack didn’t have any family, so he’d spent the holidays with my dad in more recent years.

      In another lifetime, he could have been considered handsome with his strangely alluring green eyes, tan skin, and shiny black hair, I was sure he left quite an impression wherever he went. Yet he looked too worn out most of the time. As if life had got too hard, and he didn’t know how to live it properly. Years of alcohol abuse took its toll on him, and the last I’d heard, he couldn’t keep down a job for longer than a few months at a time.

      Sometimes I wished my dad had never met him, and I wasn’t sure, but I thought my dad sometimes wished for the same thing as well.

      He seemed nice enough, but there was just something about him that rubbed me up the wrong way. Not that I could ever say anything to my dad—he considered Jack one of his closest friends, and to be honest, I was sort of happy that they had each other. Since my mom passed, he’d been kind of lonely.

      Only, I had a feeling my dad was in his current predicament because of Jack’s influence.

      Jack walked over to us, a haggard look to his appearance. He looked concerned for us, like he genuinely cared, yet I couldn’t shake the distrustful feeling I got whenever he was near.

      “William, are you okay? I came as soon as I heard.”

      “I’m fine. Thanks for coming to us on such short notice. I have no idea how they found us so fast.”

      Jack shook his head. “We’re on their street now. Of course they can find us.” He turned to me and offered a small smile. “How are you, Madelyn? They didn’t hurt you, did they?”

      “No, I’m fine. They didn’t hurt me. I’m just a little shaken up.”

      “Good. Good. You’re such a brave girl. I know you are. And you will have to be in the coming days.”

      At his words, my dad stiffened. I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      Jack turned to my dad. “You haven’t told her?”

      “I’m not involving my daughter in this,” Dad said firmly at the same time as I asked, “Told me what?”

      Jack ignored my dad and turned to me. “We found a way to pay off your father’s debt. But we need your help to do it.”

      “How?”

      “Jack, I said no!” Dad yelled, his eyes glaring angrily as he took in the smaller man.

      And there was the dad I grew up with. The protective man who would do anything for my mom and me. The man I’d thought had disappeared since the moment I’d stepped off the plane and saw him waiting for me by the gate.

      “Do you have any other plans? Do you know what these men will do to you if you can’t pay them back? What they will do to someone like Madelyn?”

      Dad’s hand tightened around me, his lips thinned, but he didn’t say anything. Jack turned to me, and I noticed how absolutely ancient he looked, completely worn down from stress. “Have you ever heard of Oliver Kempton?”

      I shook my head. Then something occurred to me. “Kempton? Like Kempton’s Enterprise? The company Dad works at?”

      “Used to work at,” Dad muttered.

      “What do you mean?”

      “They let me go three weeks ago.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked, wanting to cry. I didn’t even know he was out of a job. What the hell had happened? My dad had always been responsible. How did he get himself into such a bad situation?

      “Madelyn, I need you to focus, okay?” Jack said, bringing my attention back to him.

      “What about Oliver Kempton?” I asked tiredly.

      “He’s the man who’s going to save your dad.”

      “Yeah? And why would he do that?”

      Though Jack’s expression stayed the same, there was something glinting in his eyes that I didn’t much like. Unconsciously, I moved closer to my dad, who wrapped one strong arm around me.

      “Because you, my dear, are going to seduce the billionaire.”
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      I looked around the expansive ballroom of one of my hotels, trying to keep the bored look off my face. I had been to these things a million times, and I wondered why I kept putting myself through it.

      Then I caught Dereck’s eyes across the room, his arm wrapped possessively around his wife’s slender waist, and I remembered. All in the name of the business.

      All of Dereck’s business partners were here tonight with their wives. I had to admit that I didn’t think they’d had it in them to get the company to take off so quickly in just a few months since I’d proposed my interest in investing in it.

      It hadn’t been a dying company by any means, but it wasn’t thriving either—that was why they needed my help. But I didn’t want to put a dime of my money into a company that could potentially die in the future.

      They proved me wrong.

      I had no idea where they’d obtained the extra funding to bring in more projects, but however they’d done it, it was helping. We’d been talking back and forth about forming a new partnership, and while I would never admit it, I was excited about the prospect.

      And, to be honest, I hadn’t been this excited about work in a long time.

      I didn’t know what happened or how it happened, but I no longer felt that rush when conducting business plans and building new hotels and resorts worldwide. Or perhaps I just needed someone to share it all with?

      At that thought, my mind quickly turned to the eighteen-year-old redhead I hadn’t been able to get out of my mind since the first moment I’d laid eyes on her. But it had been years. She was no longer eighteen or in school, but she would definitely still be too young for me. I was thirty-five and had more than a decade of life experience on her. That was why I’d stayed away.

      Still, it didn’t stop me from thinking about her every once in a while ...

      Then, as if my thoughts had the power to conjure her up, I caught a glimpse of red hair flashing past me in a crowd of people.

      I walked away from the man I had been talking to, an investment banker, and followed the red. I could have sworn it was her, but why the hell would she be here?

      I didn’t know, and I didn’t care. I was acting purely on instinct then. I had to find that girl.

      Up ahead, red hair turned a corner and disappeared from sight. I hustled through the crowd, trying hard not to push anyone out of the way as I rushed to catch up.

      Only, I could no longer see where she was. It was as if she’d vanished completely into thin air. Or perhaps she’d never actually existed. Perhaps she was a figment of my imagination, after four long years of obsession.

      Shaking my head a little, I moved back inside the room when something caught my attention out of the corner of my eye. I turned to the double French doors leading to the balcony.

      Slowly, I walked over, my eyes settling on the teal fabric of a floor-length dress, moving up to the flare of a feminine hip, trim waist, perky tits that were definitely more than a handful, a sweetheart neckline, and the creamy bare skin of dainty shoulder, then onwards, right up to her red hair, tied up in a fashionable do, with wispy red strands framing a high-cheekbones, and a delicate face.

      My breath caught.

      She had long since filled out her curves. She was older, but not by much, and I was happy to note that some things had remained the same. The shy, almost awkward demeanor of her stance, the endless freckles that were laid across her fair skin, and even those big brown doe eyes spoke of a world of innocence. And the depraved part of me wanted to corrupt it so thoroughly, she would never be able to get back to it.

      The sight of her still got to me. I realized then that my first reaction to her years ago hadn’t been a fluke. These feelings were real.

      “Fuck,” I said under my breath. Thankfully, she didn’t hear. She didn’t even seem to be aware that I was watching her.

      I moved without thinking, walking through the doors to bring myself closer to her.

      She let out a startled gasp when she caught sight of me, a slight blush overtaking her face and moving further down to her chest. I found myself wondering how far that blush of hers went down, and what I would need to do for the privilege of finding out.

      “Oh, sorry, you scared me.”

      “What are you doing out here?” I asked, my voice sounding rough to my own ears.

      “Um … hiding?”

      My lips curved up in amusement. “Was that your answer or your question?”

      She cleared her throat and straightened her stance. She was at least a foot shorter than me, so it wasn’t like that helped much. I still towered over her.

      “My answer,” she said more confidently. I liked the way her eyes roamed over me. Like she couldn’t get enough of me. She was obviously inexperienced, otherwise, she would have done a better job hiding her interest. Yet I couldn’t bring myself to care, even as I knew this inexperience had a lot to do with her age. I liked her transparency. I liked the way she licked her lips as she took me in, from my lips to my shoulders, chest, and even eyes, though she had trouble holding my gaze for long.

      I moved a little closer to her, and I relished the fact that I could see the indecision in her eyes as she wondered whether she should back away or stay where she was.

      She held still, and my smile widened a little more. “Why are you hiding?”

      “I don’t know. I guess it’s just a little overwhelming out there.”

      “Not your scene, huh?” A thought occurred to me then. “Who are you here with?”

      This was an invite-only gala. She wouldn’t have been able to get in without one. “What are you doing here?” I asked, my voice lowering to almost a growl.

      I knew she’d just graduated with a bachelor’s degree in literature. There wasn’t any reason for her to be here ... unless she was here with someone. Who was the bastard?

      She backed away from me, her eyes widening, and I realized too late I was probably scaring her.

      “N-no one. I’m here by myself.”

      “How did you get an invitation?” I moved forward, closing the small distance she’d put between us.

      “A friend gave it to me,” she said, her eyes averting down to our shoes. She was lying to me. But why would she need to lie? What was her reason for coming here?

      “A friend? Which friend?”

      “Someone you don’t know.”

      “Do you know who I am?”

      “Y-yes. You’re Oliver Kempton.”

      My eyes narrowed on her. Perhaps it was the way she said my name, or the fact that she was trembling under my gaze, but something told me she was here specifically for me.

      Without another word, I grabbed hold of her hand and led her back inside the ballroom, then continued to the doors leading outside the ballroom. She didn’t put up a protest, which was even more suspicious—surely a good girl like her wouldn’t just blindly follow a man she didn’t know away from a room full of strangers?

      We got out of there in no time, and I led her to the elevator, punching in my key card to take her to the penthouse suite. I watched her on the way up, noting the paleness of her complexion and wondering why the hell she looked so scared of me.

      I didn’t touch her. Once the elevator doors opened to my suite, I walked out ahead of her and headed straight to the kitchen. I needed a drink.

      Of all the ways I’d imagined seeing her again over the years, this wasn’t it.

      Perhaps it sounded naïve, but I didn’t think Madelyn Major was the kind of woman to work an angle on me, yet it felt like that was exactly why she was here. To see me.

      I knew everything there was to know about her, from her height to her school grades, where she ranked in her graduating class, and even where she lived. But I didn’t know the personal shit. I didn’t know what she was like as a person aside from what I had assumed about her based on nothing but my observation of her across the room that one night.

      But maybe I was wrong. Maybe she was just like every other woman to have ever crossed my path, and I was stupid to believe otherwise.

      I looked back and found her standing in the middle of the room, her arms hung awkwardly by her sides and her gaze downcast.

      I took a large gulp of the whiskey, savoring the burn as the expensive liquid made its way down my throat.

      “What are you really doing here?” I asked, my voice loud in the silent room. She jumped, and her eyes startled up and met my own.

      My heart clenched, taking in those big brown eyes of hers. She looked like an innocent little lamb, and I briefly wondered how someone who looked so innocent could set out to seduce a man.

      Although she’s doing a really bad job of seducing me, I thought with quiet amusement. Usually, the woman who had set their sights on me were a lot bolder than this.

      She was something else entirely different. She was almost shy, and the more time I spent in her presence, the less I was convinced that it was all an act.

      No one could be that good of an actress.

      “I came for you?”

      Again, with the answer coming out like a question. I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Is that your answer?”

      “Yes,” she said, a little more confidently.

      “And now you have me. What are you going to do?”

      She blinked. “What?”

      I set the glass down and stalked towards her. She stayed where she was, though I did catch a brief look of panic in her eyes. “You have me right where you want me. So, little girl, what are you going to do about it?”

      “What do you want me to do?” she asked with an almost breathless quality in her voice.

      “Should I get you naked?”

      Her breath caught at the statement, and she froze as I ran my fingers gently over the curve of her bare shoulder. “How about I demand that you undress me? What if I tell you to get on your knees, take my cock out, and gag on it until I come?”

      She shook her head but didn’t say anything more. She looked frightened, and that just pissed me off. Any amusement I had died that instant, and I moved down until my lips were leveled with her ear. “Have you ever had a cock in your mouth before? Will I be the first man to ruin you?”

      She shivered, and I knew it wasn’t desire. Disgusted, I moved away from her. “Why the fuck are you here? And the truth this time... Madelyn.”

      “H-how do you know my name?”

      I didn’t answer her. Just raised an eyebrow, waiting.

      She looked away, but not before I caught tears in her eyes. My gut clenched at the sight. Whatever her reason for being here, for using me, she must be really desperate if she was willing to get into my bed for it.

      I waited for her to collect her thoughts. I could be a patient man.

      “My father used to work for you,” she said.

      I didn’t show any outward reaction. I knew her father used to work for me. I was the one who fired him.

      “He made some bad choices.”

      I knew that, too.

      “And what does that have to do with me?”

      “I’m sorry. I told him this wasn’t going to work. Why would you be interested in me?”

      “Told who? Who told you to come here? Your father?”

      “No, my father was against the idea. He still is. It was my father’s friend who told me. It was him who gave me the invitation for tonight.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Who is it?”

      “Jack Harold. Do you know him?”

      I masked my expression, even as my gut clenched again in anger. Fucking Jack Harold. I thought I was done with the fucker. Only he’d still found a way to weasel back into my life. I should have known.

      Madelyn fidgeted on her feet as I remained silent.

      I had wanted her at first sight, but I’d left her alone because of our age difference. Yet, here she was, back in my life, practically presenting herself on a silver platter. Could I be blamed for not wanting her to leave?

      I wanted her.

      I wanted her in my bed. I wanted to do every unspeakable thing to her. I wanted to ruin her so good, she would compare every man she took to bed afterward with me.

      I shook away the thought. I didn’t want to imagine her with any other man.

      That would be a problem for another time, and perhaps it wouldn’t even be a problem if I could find a way to fuck her out of my system.

      But I couldn’t do it when she looked so goddamn scared of me. Not tonight. A plan formed in my head then. One I couldn’t say I was proud of, but that wouldn’t stop me.

      I grabbed her hand and led her to my office. She came along obediently. I pointed to the seat across from my desk. “Sit down.”

      I sat behind my desk, clasped my fingers together, and stared at her. I watched her squirm and resisted a smile.

      “What bad choices did your father make?” I asked calmly.

      Her lips trembled, and I had to stop myself from going to her. She wasn’t mine to comfort. “I don’t know what happened. I just came back home to New York a couple of days ago. We lost our house the next day and…”

      “And?” I prompted. How could I have not known? For years, I kept track of her whereabouts, but I never thought to keep track of her dad. Not until it was too late and I was forced to fire him from my company. But I didn’t realize things had gotten that bad.

      “He owes money to the wrong people. Money I will never be able to make in this lifetime. And they only gave him two weeks before he has to pay or they’ll…”

      “They’ll what?”

      She looked at me then. “What do you think?”

      I leaned back against the chair. I doubted William had actually borrowed so much money that I couldn’t pay it back. Yet a darker part of me didn’t want to give that money away for free. I could help her and her dad out from the goodness of my heart, but I wasn’t a good man. I couldn’t be, not if I wanted to be on top. And that was where I was.

      “Do you know why I fired your dad?”

      Eyes widening, she took me in. “You fired him?”

      “Yes. I had him come into my office and fired him personally.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he was stealing company money. I think he got off easy, considering. I didn’t press charges. Your father is still a free man.”

      “What? How is that possible?”

      “Do you think I’m lying, little girl?”

      “Stop calling me that! I’m not that little?”

      “No?” I stood up and moved toward her slowly, like an animal would move in on their prey. And, like the good little prey that she was, she froze in her seat. I rested my hand on either side of her body and leaned in, trapping her where she was. “Look at you. Innocence practically seeps out of your every pore. And they sent you to seduce me?”

      Her lips curled, and her dark eyes sparked with that fiery temper I couldn’t get enough of. Not a meek little lamb anymore. Too bad for her I was everything they said I was.

      The big bad wolf sent out to devour her whole.

      “Well, you caught my attention, little girl. What are you going to do about it?”

      Her chin moved up in a stubborn tilt, and I had to stop myself from smiling.

      “What do you want?”

      “Hmmm.” I moved back and sat down on the edge of the desk. Her shoulders relaxed a little the further away I moved. Silly girl. Did she think she was safe from me? “I’ll pay off your dad’s debt.”

      She sat up a little straighter. “You will? Why? What will you get out of this?”

      I didn’t stop my smile from showing then, and I knew it wasn’t a nice smile when she deflated a little in her seat. “Thirty days and nights. I want you here with me. To do as I wish.”

      She licked her lips. “What, uh… what do you plan to do to me?”

      “I can tell you, but that would ruin the fun, don’t you think?”

      Her breath caught, and she bit her bottom lip, bringing my attention to it. I shifted a little, trying to hide the effect she had on me with such a simple gesture.

      “What are you scared of?” I asked.

      “The unknown.”

      I held my hand out to her and waited patiently for her to grab it. Three seconds to count, and then her small hand was in mine. I pulled her up until she stood directly in front of me. “Are you afraid of me?” I asked.

      “You’re nothing but a stranger to me.”

      Yes, that was true. I was a stranger to her. But she wasn’t one to me.

      “I’ll be gentle with you,” I said softly, running my finger up and down her cheek. Her eyes still reflected her uncertainty... but also her interest.

      She licked her lips again, and unable to resist any longer, I moved my hands to her waist and pulled her in close. I captured the surprised gasp from her lips with my own, plunging my tongue inside that warm heaven of hers.

      Fuck me.

      How many times had I imagined what her lips would feel like? How many times had I jerked off to the image of her, to the fantasy of her naked?

      Too many to count, to the point where I’d seriously thought there was something wrong with me in the months after that first time I saw her.

      Sometimes I wished I’d never laid eyes on her.

      But mostly, I just wanted her.

      She froze in my arms for only a fraction of a second, and then she was kissing me back, mimicking the movements of my tongue with her own and driving me crazy in the best way possible.

      I couldn’t get enough.

      I moved my hands down to her ass and squeezed the luscious curve as I brought her closer to me so that she could feel my erection. Feel what she did to me.

      She mewled and began to move against me in unpracticed movements. God, I could come from this alone.

      I pulled away from her, our lips separating only an inch, our hot breath mingling in the tiny space.

      “Say yes,” I whispered, tightening my hold on her. I didn’t know what I would do if she said no.

      She didn’t say anything for a few seconds, and those few seconds felt like an eternity by my count. Then her arms moved from my waist to my shoulders before she wrapped them around my neck and pulled herself to me.

      She nodded.

      I smiled then. Good. She was going to be mine for the next month. Mine to do with as I wished, mine to corrupt, to tarnish, to use…

      To worship and to spoil.

      Just…

      Mine.
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      Oliver Kempton was a puzzle I wasn’t sure I wanted to figure out.

      From the moment I agreed to be his for the next month, everything was put into action so fast that my head spun.

      I was sent back to the motel in a car that was probably worth more than all of my possessions put together, with a driver who looked like an ex-MMA fighter.

      Jack wasn’t there when I arrived, thank God, and Dad was awake. He stood up when he saw me.

      “Maddie. What happened? Are you okay? Of course, you’re not okay. I don’t want you to do this anymore, okay, sweetie? I hate that you’re even doing this tonight, but no more. We’ll figure something out—”

      “Dad,” I interrupted his rambling before he could get himself worked up over nothing. He didn’t hear me as he continued to talk, his voice getting louder and louder with each second that passed. “Dad,” I tried louder and grabbed his hand again. “Dad! Daddy! Listen to me!”

      He stopped mid-sentence and took me in, and to my horror, his eyes welled up with tears as he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me in tight. “I’m so sorry, baby. Sorry, I can’t protect you. Sorry I screwed up. This is all my fault.”

      “Oh, Daddy. It’s okay. It really is,” I said, rubbing my hand up and down his back. I pulled away slightly so he could see me. “I’m okay.”

      “What happened?”

      A cough startled us at the door. I forgot that Angel, my driver/bodyguard, had followed me in. Dad tightened his hold on me briefly before pushing me back behind him, his body tensing.

      “Dad, it’s okay. This is Angel. Mr. Kempton’s… driver.”

      He turned around, shock in his eyes. I understood the reaction. I was still shocked over all that had happened tonight with Oliver. Shocked that he wanted me, shocked that he would pay off my dad’s debt like it was nothing, and shocked that everything was happening so damn fast…  but mostly, I was shocked over my own reaction to the enigmatic billionaire.

      I’d been hiding on the balcony when he’d caught me, trying to prepare myself to go back in and seduce Oliver Kempton, yet not knowing how I should do it. Then he was right there, and he was talking to me like he was interested, and all I could think about was where he could have gotten those devastating hazel eyes, about the deep baritone of his voice that was oddly comforting, and that exquisite smile of his that just about ruined me.

      He was beautiful.

      Jack had shown me his picture before I left, and I knew he was handsome from that, but nothing could have prepared me for just how arresting his mere presence was. My heart had pounded so fiercely in my chest, I was afraid I might pass out at any given second.

      “Angel is here to take you back to Mr. Kempton’s hotel. He has a room set up for you,” I said quietly.

      “And you’ll be with me, right, sweetheart?”

      I wondered if he could hear how naïve that question sounded. Luckily, I had already prepared a story to tell my dad.

      I shook my head. “No, I’ll be going to Mr. Kempton’s house.” Before he could say anything, I rushed on, “I told Mr. Kempton our story, and he was sympathetic. He agreed to pay off our debt, under the condition that I come work for him as his... maid.”

      I made the mistake of looking at Angel and almost groaned out loud. Even he didn’t look like he believed me, but I couldn’t very well tell my dad how I’d sold my soul to the Devil, and I would do it again as long as it would save him.

      “Maddie—”

      I shook my head. “It’s a done deal. Now, come on. We can’t stay here. Not only because they know where we are, but it’s really not safe anyway. Okay?”
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      I woke up in a large room with an en suite bathroom, a king-size bed, and a large window that led out to a balcony with a view of the Hudson River, surrounded by thick evergreen trees and oak trees, and other trees I didn’t know the name of... and nothing else. I couldn’t even hear the city.

      There had never been a time when I couldn’t hear the city.

      I was born and raised in New York. I grew up sleeping in the city that never sleeps, and for the first time, I’d drifted off with nothing more than the sounds of crickets outside my window.

      It was unnerving.

      Yet quite peaceful.

      The sun was already up when I opened my eyes. Last night, after we’d dropped my dad off at one of Oliver’s hotels—the hotel the gala had taken place—Angel drove me here. The house was empty, and Angel had shown me to this room.

      I didn’t even know if Oliver was here, and I didn’t know what I hoped for.

      Yet my heart rate picked up at the thought of seeing him again.

      I was a stupid girl.

      I was being paid to be here. Nothing more and nothing less.

      I never thought I would sell my body to anyone, and yet that was what I had done, and strangely enough, there wasn’t a part of me that was afraid.

      Apprehensive, sure, but not afraid. Some foolish part of me actually trusted Oliver, and for nothing more than the fact that I was insanely attracted to him, and that was just so stupid I could punch myself in the face.

      I couldn’t let my emotions get the better part of me, or else I would find myself nursing a broken heart when this was all said and done.

      Getting out of bed, I walked to the bathroom to prepare myself for the day.
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      I spent the day alone.

      Oliver was nowhere to be seen, and the big house was empty. I didn’t even know where Angel had disappeared, and I was going crazy.

      I didn’t think I had ever spent so many hours of my life by myself before, and I hated the fact that Oliver had just left me here with nothing to do, while he hadn’t even had the decency of calling first.

      I cleaned the house.

      I was sure Oliver lived alone, but the man had like seven bathrooms in this house, a huge living room and kitchen, and though each room was relatively clean, it still took up a portion of my time. I passed the rest of the time making dinner.

      Before my mom passed, we used to make most meals together. She went to culinary school, though she never got her degree. She met my dad in her second year and was soon pregnant with me.

      I asked her once if she regretted the way her life had turned out, and she told me she didn’t, that she loved my dad, loved that they had brought me into this world together.

      I often wondered if I would ever be happy like that.

      It wasn’t until I was five that she went back to school, but this time it wasn’t for her culinary degree, but her literature one. She got her doctorate when I was fifteen and had only been able to teach for three years at Columbia before she passed away from a heart attack.

      That came as a surprise to us all.

      My mom had been healthy. She walked most mornings and had a pretty nutritious diet, yet one day she was here, and the next, she was gone.

      My dad was devastated.

      Dad and Jack weren’t close then, but my mom’s death brought them together in ways I wished never had happened. He got my dad into this debt, I was sure of it. Only, I didn’t know why. I hoped this would be a wake-up call for my dad, and we could soon put this whole thing behind us. But I had to get through my thirty days with Oliver first.

      And as if I’d conjured him up just by thinking of him, I felt his presence behind me first before catching sight of him in the reflection of the window just above the stove where I was cooking.

      We didn’t say anything to each other for a long time, and I resisted the urge to squirm at the way his eyes took me in.

      “Is that about done?” he asked, pointing to the beef stew on the stove.

      I cleared my throat before I spoke. “Yeah.”

      “Good.”

      He walked over to me and, reaching over, turned off the stove. The click sounded loud in the silent room, and I almost jumped from the noise.

      His eyes darkened with hunger, and I shouldn’t know what that look meant, considering most of the boys I dated in college didn’t look at me like that—like they could devour me whole and still have room left over, but I did, gosh golly, did I know what it meant, and my heart dropped all the way down to my stomach from that look alone.

      He grabbed my hand without saying another word and led me out of the kitchen and back to my room.

      I moved further inside, blood rushing to my ears. We were really doing this. Oh God, we were, and I didn’t know if I’d prepared myself enough.

      When was the last time I shaved? I couldn’t remember, and if I couldn’t remember, it meant it must have been a while ago now. Plus, I’d spent the day cleaning and cooking. I doubt I looked like anything or anyone he would want to ravish, yet he was piercing me with that dark look in his eyes again, and there was a noticeable bulge tenting in his pants. I tried to avoid looking at that area as much as possible, but it was like a beacon in the dark... so fucking impossible to ignore.

      He walked further inside the room with confidence, and I wondered if it was the money that gave him that confidence, or if it was something he was born with. I doubted a man who looked like him could ever be anything but confident, money or no money. 

      He sat down on the edge of the bed, and all I could think about was how I had slept there just last night, and he was in it now.

      “Are you scared of me?” he asked. 

      “Do you want me to be scared of you?”

      His lips tilted in a small amused smirk. “No, baby. I don't want you to be scared of me. I want you to burn for me.”

      I fidgeted on my feet from side to side, and, unable to meet those hazel eyes of his any longer, I looked down at the carpeted floor between us. 

      “No, I’m not scared of you.” Despite him saying I was his for the next thirty days, I just had this sense that he wouldn’t make me do anything I didn’t want to do. He might try to seduce me into his bed, but he wouldn’t force me.

      And yet, I…

      I wanted to be in his bed.

      I wanted him.

      “Strip for me,” he said, the words deafeningly loud, even with the roaring in my ear. 

      My eyes jumped to meet his, trying to decipher what he was thinking, but the mask was in place, and I didn't know what the look in his eyes meant anymore. I told him I wasn't scared of him, but perhaps I was scared of the unknown. With shaky hands, I moved to the top button of my pink plaid shirt and began to undress. His eyes stayed on me the whole time, making my movements awkward. I felt like what he had called me in his penthouse suite last night. 

      Like a little girl playing with fire and knowing I would get burned, no matter how careful I was.

      I pulled the shirt off my shoulder and let it fall to the floor. The cold air made goosebumps rise across my skin, and I resisted the compulsion to cover myself. I was in nothing but fitted blue jeans and a plain black bra. 

      Oliver looked at me expectantly, and without taking my eyes away from him, I unbuttoned my jeans and shoved them down. 

      His eyes raked over my body unabashedly. “God, you're beautiful. So much better than I even imagined, and trust me, I imagined you naked a lot.”

      I frowned. We had only met last night. How many times could he have imagined me naked? Why did the thought that he had left me feeling flustered? 

      “Take everything off,” he said with a slight growl. 

      I reached behind me and unbuckled the bra, letting it slide off my arms, and without another thought, hooked my thumb in the waistband of my panties and slipped them off, ignoring the wet spot in the center.

      I hoped he wouldn't notice.  

      Oliver stood up, and it took everything in me not to turn around and run away. No doubt he would see it as a game if I did.

      He stopped when he was close, close enough that I could make out every individual golden fleck in his hazel eyes. Close enough that I could take in the scent of him. He didn’t wear a lot of cologne, but I could smell a hint of cedarwood and amber mixed in with the smell of paper and coffee, and I found I couldn’t get enough of it.

      I closed my eyes as he moved his hands in my hair, pulling at the scrunchie holding the thick mass together until it loosened. He smiled that devilish smile before pocketing the scrunchie, and though this was innocent enough, with the way I was reacting, he might as well have been doing something far more scandalous, like putting my stained panties in his pocket.

      I closed my eyes again when he leaned down and ran his lips across my jawline, down my neck, sucking on the skin there.

      “Oliver,” I said on a breathy moan. This felt too good. And I didn’t know what to do with my hands. What did he want me to do with my hands?

      As if reading my mind, he moved his lips back to my ear and whispered, “Wrap your arms around my neck.”

      His voice sounded gruff to my own ears, the demand in it clear. I didn’t hesitate. I did as he asked, leaning in and wrapping my arms around his neck, bringing myself closer to him. My sensitive nipples rubbed against the fabric of his white button-up. I let out another moan, and Oliver went back to sucking on my neck.

      I was sure he would leave a mark there.

      But the thought didn’t disturb me as much as I thought it would.

      “You’re so responsive to my touch,” he stated, one hand moving up to wrap around my hair. He pulled on it, tilting my head back, giving him better access to my neck. I played with the ends of his hair, trying to keep focus so I didn’t fall on my ass.

      “I bet you’re wet for me,” he said, and my inner thigh muscle clenched.

      I didn’t think that statement merited a response because, seriously, what could I say to that? But then he pulled on my hair a little harder, moving back away from me slightly, his eyes bright with hunger and something else. Something much more potent.

      “Tell me, are you wet for me?”

      My mouth gaped open, but nothing came out. How could I answer that?

      I shook my head, but I didn’t know what I was saying no to, and there was a challenge glinting in his eyes that I didn’t like very much.

      I tried to back away, but he grabbed me by my waist and held me close.

      “Oliver,” I said, my breathing becoming labored. I had never been so aware of my nakedness as I was in that very moment, and as if to let me know he was thinking the same thing, he moved his eyes down my body, lingering in some places longer than others.

      “If you can’t answer me, I guess I’ll just have to find that out myself.”

      He let go of my hair and placed his hand on my shoulder, cupping it. “Watch me, Madelyn. Don’t look away, got it?”

      Not knowing what else to say, I nodded.

      He smiled. “Good girl. You’re such a good little girl, and you know what happens to little girls when they’re good?”

      “No, what?” I asked, barely getting the words out through my labored breath.

      “They get a reward.”

      Somehow, I doubted the reward would be something sweet. That was confirmed to me moments later when the hand on my shoulder began to move, first to my breast. He cupped one globe in his large hand and played with it, massaging the pliable flesh with his palm. My grip tightened around him, and I looked up and met his eyes. “Oh God, Oliver.”

      “Do you like this? Do you like it when I play with your tit?”

      He squeezed me roughly, way harder than I had ever done to myself, yet the pain only turned me on more.

      “Answer me, little girl. Tell me how much you like it when I play with your tit. When I pluck this beautiful nipple between my fingers until it turns hard.”

      He followed his words with his actions, plucking my nipple until it turned into a rigid peak, until I could feel a gush of wetness coming out of my pussy, and until I was squirming in front of him.

      He smiled darkly, moving his hand down to my navel, circling around it once, then twice, before moving further south.

      I tried to move away, seeing where he was going with this, but he only tightened his hold on me more.

      Our eyes met just as he cupped my wet pussy.

      He let out a low groan. “I knew you would be like this. I knew you would be wet for me.”

      He moved his hand then, adding delicious friction across the slick flesh, and I moved without thinking, grating my hips along the movement of his hand.

      “Oliver!” I screamed when I could feel myself at the precipice of an orgasm, only to have him pull away at the last second. “Hey,” I said, frustration clear in my voice.

      He didn’t say any more to that. Instead, he carried me up in his arms and moved to the bed. He set me down and moved in behind me. Before I could think to ask what he was doing, he had my legs spread out on either side of him, and then his hand was back between them.

      “Oh, God,” I breathed out.

      “I want you to watch me pleasure you,” he growled. “Look, Madelyn. Watch what I’m doing. If you look away, I won’t let you come.”

      Sounds cruel.

      I must have said that out loud, because he let out a small chuckle before he moved his hand again, twirling around the lips of my sex, over and over. His hands would sometimes brush up against my clit, but he never lingered, and it was taking everything in me not to grab it and force him there.

      This was too much.

      I just wanted to come.

      Then he entered a single finger inside of me, and the burn of the stretch warred with the pleasure building inside of me.

      It’s been a while since I’ve been with another man. Yet the way I was reacting to him made me feel like a virgin all over again.

      I writhed in his arms, not sure if I wanted him there or not, but he wasn’t giving me a choice when he began to move that finger in and out of me.

      Slowly at first, giving me enough time to adjust before he increased in momentum, and soon, it was all I could think about.

      My hands clutched to his thighs, and I turned a little to look at him. Our eyes met, and he didn’t admonish me for looking away from what he was doing. My back arched when he used his other hand to cup my breast, and it wasn’t long before I was falling …

      Falling …

      Falling …

      What a scary thing, to not know if he would catch me when I tumbled to the ground.

      We were both breathing hard after, and I didn’t know what to say to him. Although words felt unimportant, especially after all he’d done to me, and especially when I could feel his erection behind me. I wiggled my bottom toward it bravely, and with a groan, he grabbed my hips and stilled me.

      Before I knew what was happening, he maneuvered us until he was lying flat on his back, and I was on top of him, my legs on either side of him. I didn’t have time to worry whether or not I might be staining his shirt with my fluids.

      He moved my hips so that I was rubbing against him, and it felt too good for me to care about being self-conscious. When he deemed I’d got the hang of it, he let go, moved his hand to the back of my head, and pulled me down for a forceful kiss.

      Kissing Oliver Kempton was an experience all to itself, I realized when he bit my bottom lip to get me to open for him, right before he plunged his tongue inside me and devoured me whole.

      He was really good at kissing. Just the right amount of hardness, the right amount of yielding, and the right amount of dominance that made me feel safe to leave myself vulnerable in his capable hands.

      I continued to move my hips, loving the hard press of his penis against my softness, even if his pants were in the way, and it wasn’t long before I could feel Oliver’s control slipping. I moved harder against him, reveling in the slight tremor of his big, beautiful body beneath mine, and enjoying the soft bite of pain when he pulled my hair.

      “Madelyn, you feel so good,” he said, making me smile. It was a powerful, heady feeling—to know I could make someone like Oliver lose control.

      I had the sudden urge to see him come then, and I doubled down my efforts, moving roughly and quickly against him. My movements were a little awkward. I didn’t think I had ever participated in dry humping before, not even in high school, but he didn’t seem to mind my awkwardness. In fact, with the noises he was making, it seemed like he was thoroughly enjoying it.

      And I was, too. I could feel my orgasm building again. It wouldn’t take much for me to fall over the edge, but I wanted to see him come first. I wanted to feel him tremble beneath me from the pleasure I was giving him.

      I deepened the kiss, and like he had done to me, I took his bottom lip between my teeth and bit into it. He lost it, then. I could feel him coming in his pants, could feel the wet mess that we were making, and could feel his taut muscles as I let go and came as well.

      We didn’t say anything for a while. Just looked at each other. And then he smiled at me, a self-deprecating smile. “I feel like a teenager all over again. You know, I don’t think I’ve ever come in my pants before.”

      I don’t know what got into me then, but I threw my head back and laughed. “Maybe next time you can take your clothes off?” I said shyly.

      “There is that.” He gently moved me off him and climbed off the bed. I thought for a quick second that he might leave, and that would have made me feel just awful about myself, but that wasn’t the case. He was taking off his clothes.

      His eyes gleamed in amusement as he watched me watch him hungrily. Every article of clothing he took off was like Christmas and all of my birthdays wrapped up into one. His skin was a deep tan that I couldn’t get enough of, and his hard muscles made me want to explore every crevice with my tongue.

      He was beautiful, with broad shoulders, a tall frame, and a trim waist. He was hard where I was soft, with a few scatterings of chest hair that I was completely fascinated by—enough to make him look manly, yet not brushy or unkempt.

      And then he removed his pants and my mouth watered. He wasn’t wearing anything underneath, and he was even beautiful there. His penis was half-mast, the bulbous tip wet from his come. I wanted to taste him.

      I licked my lips, and he groaned. “Don’t look at me like that, baby.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you want a taste.”

      Well, I did want a taste. I didn’t say that, but he must have read it in my eyes. He smiled a little and crawled back into bed with me. He pulled the covers over us but didn’t turn off the light.

      It was still too early for bed, and we hadn’t even had dinner.

      But I found I didn’t want to get up, I didn’t want to leave the bed, and I didn’t want to leave Oliver’s arms. I wanted to lay here for a while longer.

      This man was clearly dangerous, not only to my sanity but to my heart. How easy it would be to fall in love with him, and I don’t think he even realized that.

      Otherwise, he would have kept his distance.

      Men like Oliver weren’t looking for love or marriage. They wanted a casual fuck for one night, or in this case, thirty nights, but I wasn’t under any illusion that this would lead anywhere.

      I sighed and burrowed my face into his chest, taking in his addictive scent so I could commit it to memory. He moved his hands up and down my back absently, so lost in thought. What I would give to read his mind…

      My stomach chose that moment to make itself known. Oliver shook the bed with his laugh, his arms tightening around me before he sat up with me still in his hold. “I’ve neglected you, haven’t I? Sorry about that. We should probably go eat. That beef stew smelled amazing when I got in.”

      I smiled and looked down. It was a family recipe, and I usually only cooked it when I needed some comforting. “Thank you.”

      “Come on. I’ll dress you.” He winked and moved off the bed before I could respond, leaving me sitting there, staring after that luscious ass of his.
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      Years of imagining the taste of her skin, of imagining what she would look like naked, of that freckled, creamy skin all on display in front of me, with her red hair wild, her lips swollen from my kisses, and her big brown eyes taking me in hadn’t done her justice.

      The real girl was just so much more alluring than any of my wildest imaginings, and trust me, I had imagined her naked quite a lot.

      We hadn’t fucked—even though I badly wanted to be inside of her.

      I wanted her to get used to the idea of us first before I took her completely, but the wait seemed almost impossible every time she was near.

      I knew when I finally captured her, our chemistry would be out of this world. I was quickly proven right the previous evening when I’d touched her. Jesus, I could still feel the remnants of her slick heat around my finger.

      She was so tight, and I’d wondered how long it had been since a man had fucked her properly. My mind turned dark just at the mere thought of another man touching what was mine.

      At least for the next thirty days.

      This was about getting her out of my system so I could finally act like the rational man that I knew I was. The man I had been before I met her.

      Believe it or not, I didn’t make a habit out of stalking young girls.

      Just the thought made me feel uneasy, but the truth was I had been stalking her since she was eighteen. Had stalked her from afar and learned as much as one could learn about another person through school records and a private investigator.

      And I knew, given a chance, I would do it all over again.

      Yet, I couldn’t let myself get too close.

      I didn’t want to want more than what we had now. A simple arrangement where I helped her father out, and she gave me her body for a month.

      That was why I didn’t spend the night with her. The previous night, after dinner, I’d dropped her off at her room and walked away, pretending I didn’t see the disappointment in her eyes.

      I jacked off to the thoughts of her alone in my bed, and wondered if I would be able to get over her when our thirty days were up.

      That didn’t seem impossible now, but anything could happen. I just needed to fuck her out of my system. That was all.
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        * * *

      

      I drove home, frustrated.

      It was earlier than when I usually returned home, but after dealing with one needy client after another, I didn’t think I had the energy to even do something as simple as read an email. I had been distracted this morning, and it was all thanks to a red-haired beauty who I couldn’t get out of my mind. And to top off an already exhausting day, my fumbling nervous wreck of a new assistant spilled coffee on me.

      I was sure she was more mortified over the situation than I was, but it also meant that I was driving home with a stained shirt. Thank fuck her coffee had been lukewarm.

      I pulled into my drive and noted the lights on in Madelyn’s room. I wondered what she’d done all day while I was at work, and I also wondered why she hadn’t gone anywhere, even with Angel on standby for her.

      If she had, it wasn’t with Angel, as he was instructed to tell me, though I doubt she could have gone anywhere without a car. The nearest road was seven miles away.

      It hadn’t been my intention to bring her here. The house was too damn isolated, and I was worried she might think I brought her here without any means to leave. But the house had been the first thing I brought when I made my first million, and it was where I went when I wanted to get away.

      I brought her here because I thought she would like the peace and quiet, and Angel was placed on standby in case she wanted to go back to the city.

      Only, she never called on him.

      I shook away the thought. What she did during the day was none of my concern. As long as she was here by the time I got home, it would be okay.

      I got out of the car and walked inside to a quiet home. It didn’t take me long to find Madelyn, however. She was in the sitting room, a book in her hand, but I could tell she wasn’t reading. She was looking out of the window with this lost look on her face, and I didn’t know why.

      I also didn’t know why my heart pinched at the sight of her sad, only that I didn’t want her to be sad anymore.

      I shuffled loudly on my feet to make my presence known, to not scare her, yet her eyes still widened in surprise when they jumped up to meet mine.

      “Oliver. What are you doing home so early?”

      “Don’t you want me here?” I asked playfully.

      She looked down. “No, it’s not that. You’re just usually not home at this time.”

      “It’s only been two days since I brought you home with me. How do you know when I usually get home?” I asked, one side of my lips curving upwards in a small smile.

      She flushed. “Ah, I assume a man in your position would work at least 60 hours a week.”

      It was true that I did put in a lot of hours, but that wasn’t what I wanted to talk about. I walked further into the room, only stopping when I was a foot away from her. She didn’t say anything when I reached out and pushed a red strand of her hair away from her face, tucking it behind her ear so I could see her soulful brown eyes.

      She had the kind of eyes I could drown in. Bottomless and filled with an air of mystery I wanted to spend the rest of my life investigating.

      “What’s wrong, little girl?” I asked, cupping her soft cheek in my large hand.

      She nuzzled into my palm a bit before shaking herself out of her stupor. “Nothing at all.”

      “Liar,” I said softly, and her eyes sparked with the fiery temper once more. I held in my smile.

      “Hey, don’t call me a liar.”

      “Okay, then tell me what’s wrong.” I moved in a little closer to her, and she backed away some more, trying to make it out of the door. I wondered if she wanted to play a game of cat and mouse. If she ran, I’d give chase.

      My eyes told her as much, and I suppressed a smile when she stopped moving. She lifted her chin up in a stubborn tilt. “That is none of your business.”

      True, but I had spent years making her business my business, I couldn’t even tell the difference anymore. I shot her a hard stare, and she bit her lip.

      Then the anger returned tenfold, and a depraved part of me got off on her fury. She was such a beautiful sight, with fire in her eyes.

      She crossed her arms over her chest, but I wondered if she realized that all that did was put her perky tits on display for me. I could see the outline of her nipples, and I’d bet everything she wasn’t wearing a bra. My mouth watered at the thought of taking her sweet nipples into my mouth, one after another, and sucking hard, until she writhed beneath me in unmeasurable pleasure, but I doubted she would let me touch her now, not when she was so angry.

      “Just because I live here for the next month doesn’t mean I have to tell you all that’s going on with me.”

      I leaned down until we were at eye level—not an easy feat, considering how short she was—and said, “Yes, you do. You will tell me everything that’s going on with you. You will tell me when you’re sad or angry, frustrated or horny. If you’re hurt, or someone hurt you. Hell, even if you have something as small as a paper cut, I want to know about it. You get me?”

      “Why? Why would I tell you any of those things?”

      “So I can fix it for you.”

      That gave her a pause. “What? I don’t need you to fix anything for me. I’m not a child!”

      “Then stop acting like one, little girl.”

      And that was probably the wrong thing to say, which was confirmed moments later when I felt her hand on my cheek in a hard slap. We looked at each other in surprise. Her, over her own violent behavior, and me over the fact that she’d actually done it, as well-deserving of it as I was.

      We were both breathing hard, and Madelyn frowned a little before backing away from me once more. I didn’t think. I grabbed her around her waist and pulled her into me in a brutal kiss.

      She didn’t hesitate when she wrapped her arms and legs around me as I carried her up, kissing me back with equal fervor. We knocked something off the side table nearby, but I didn’t care to check. I just needed to get her naked.

      The walk to the bedroom was too far away. I settled her down on the couch nearby, moving my body on top of hers, never breaking the kiss. She tugged on my hair, trying to get me to deepen the kiss, and when I did, she moaned in my mouth.

      The sweetest damn sound I had ever heard from anyone, I was sure of it.

      I kissed my way down, from her neck to her collarbone, then I pulled down the white shirt she wore to expose her tits to my gaze and mouth. I’d guessed correctly earlier.

      She wasn’t wearing a bra.

      I took one peak in my mouth while playing with the other one with my fingers, plucking the taut flesh as she squirmed beneath me, rubbing that sweet cunt of hers against my hard dick.

      “God, why does it always feel so good with you?” I asked, licking the dusky pink areola before sucking it back into my mouth. She arched against me.

      Impatient, I ripped her shirt off until it lay tattered at her side.

      “Oh, God,” she whimpered while I worked to rid her of her legging and panties. I threw the clothes on the floor and cupped her drenched pussy in my hand, before inserting two fingers inside of her.

      She clenched around me, her greedy little pussy sucking me in every time I moved back inside of her, her grip tightening around my shoulders as she fought waves and waves of pleasure.

      I couldn’t get enough of this.

      I needed her so fucking bad.

      I removed my tie and reached into the pocket of my trousers for the condom I had shoved there earlier. Madelyn’s eyes widened, almost comically, and I would have laughed if things had been less strained, but all the blood was rushing south to my erection, and moving was almost painful.

      “Tell me no if you don’t want to do this with me,” I said. I would hate not being able to get inside her, but I would hate the thought of her saying yes before she was ready even more.

      “I do,” she said softly, running a single finger down the side of my face, before moving to my lips. I bit her playfully, and she smiled a little.

      She nibbled her lip, and it looked like she wanted to say something to me. I frowned. “What is it? You’re not scared of me, are you?”

      “I thought we’d already established that I’m not scared of you.”

      “Then what’s got you looking like that?” I asked.

      “Um, it’s just been a while, is all. I’m just a little nervous.”

      Eyes gentle, I moved in a little closer to her and took her soft lips back in mine. I could easily spend an eternity kissing her, and still be just as affected as I was now.

      It was as if she was made to be kissed by me.

      “I’m here,” I told reassuringly.

      “You’re here,” she repeated.

      I took the condom and held it between my teeth, my hands moving down to my slacks, yet I hesitated in removing it.

      I stared down at her and then back at my hands.

      All I could see was the way she had looked at me when she told me about her situation, and I…

      I couldn’t do it.

      Shaking my head, I quickly moved off of her.

      “Oliver?” she asked, grabbing her torn shirt and holding it close to her chest, covering herself as best as possible. I knew I should say something, do something more than simply stare at her, but I couldn’t help it. I—Goddamn it.

      She shouldn’t be here.

      She wouldn’t have been here in the first place had I not given her a choice. I couldn’t stomach the thought that I was taking something away from her without her consent, even if she just told me she wanted this.

      Without saying another word, I walked out of the room, out of the house, and drove away.
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      I didn’t know where I was going until I reached Blacklist’s.

      It made sense that I’d come here to see Jerimiah. I didn’t have the energy to feel like an asshole for walking out on her like that.

      I knew I wasn’t making any sense, even in my own head. That I had no reason to feel this damn guilty, because Madelyn had felt what I felt, and that she had been willing to get into bed with me, yet a part of me still felt like the worst kind of monster, taking advantage of an innocent, and I couldn’t go through with it.

      I didn’t know what to do with her.

      I didn’t know how to be good for her, and I meant the kind of good a girl like her deserved. I was a bastard, and she should hate me—rightfully so.

      And I’d walked out on her.

      Fuck me.

      The bar was unsurprisingly slow, considering it was a Tuesday night and barely seven o’clock. Jerimiah was behind the bar when I got there. He caught my eye and then told another bartender to take care of the patron he’d been talking to before making his way to me.

      He poured a shot of whiskey.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      I let out a sigh and took the shot. He poured me another one. Good man.

      “Everything is wrong.”

      He let out a chuckle and shook his head. “Yeah, okay. The billionaire’s got a problem. Want to tell little ol’ me about it?”

      I frowned at him. Jerimiah was a successful restauranteur, with restaurants all over the country and a few breweries and wineries to boot. He wasn’t exactly strapped for cash, and I knew the reason why he was manning the bar tonight was that he was avoiding going back to his office to do paperwork.

      We both grew up poor. Me, more so than Jerimiah. I grew up with a single mom who tried so hard to make it work for us. But life got too hard, and she ran away when I was ten, leaving me with my aunt and her husband. That was where I met Jerimiah. He was our next-door neighbor, and we’d become fast friends the first day I moved in.

      Then my aunt died when I was sixteen, and it was about that time when my uncle kicked me out of the house. I went to live with Jerimiah and his family, but only two years later, his parents died, leaving him with the sole custody of his kid sister.

      We each had our own struggles, but now we were both successful in our own right.

      His sister was married to Dereck. I had only met the man two handfuls of times, but I was good at reading people, and I knew Dereck was one hell of a businessman. I didn’t know his business partners very well, but I was sure they each could hold their own, which was why I’d approached Dereck with the idea of investing in his company when I realized it wasn’t thriving.

      But I needed them to prove to me that they could hold it up, and they did that in as little as six months. It was an amazing feat, and I knew we were in the beginning stages of what I was sure would be a life-long partnership.

      But that wasn’t why I was here.

      I was here because of a certain redhead I didn’t know what to do with.

      The motto, “Fuck her and leave her” no longer held up. I suspected it would never have held up anyway. Not when it came to Madelyn. I realized now how foolish I had been to believe I could actually fuck her out of my system.

      Not when I was picturing forever with her, and that just scared me shitless.

      Men like me didn’t deserve happiness with a forever girl.

      I would surely ruin her in some way—even if that had been my intent initially, I didn’t want to ruin her beyond repair.

      When I took too long to answer, Jerimiah tapped his knuckle on the countertop impatiently. I knocked back the second shot.

      “I fucked up,” I said.

      He raised one eyebrow at that. “With a woman? Cause I don’t see you fucking up a business deal.”

      “Yes, with a woman,” I grumbled. “I don’t know what to do with her.”

      He smirked. “You need a few pointers, buddy?”

      I scowled at him, resisting the urge to throw the empty shot glass at his smug face. “Not that.”

      “Have you ever felt like you fucked up beyond repair?”

      “In a relationship?” he asked. I nodded. “No, not really.”

      “That’s because you’ve never been in a relationship that lasted longer than a month.”

      “Hey, you haven’t either.”

      I nodded. I needed another shot. Too bad Jerimiah was holding onto the bottle. “What’s wrong with us?”

      “I’m assuming you want to be in a relationship with this girl?” I nodded when he looked at me for confirmation. “Why?”

      “Beats me. She’s got me hooked. And I don’t know what to do about it.”

      “Let her go,” he said with a shrug.

      I growled. “Fuck, no. I’m never letting her go.”

      His smile widened at my response, and I realized too late he was playing me. I threw a used nearby napkin at him. He laughed and flung it away. “Tell me about this girl who’s obviously got you tied up in knots.”

      “She’s …” How could I go about describing Madelyn? How could I admit that I had been obsessed with her the first moment I looked at her?

      “She’s an insolent little girl, awkward in every sense of the word, and so out of touch with the world, it’s not even funny. Her naivety makes me want to protect her and hold her close, and her beauty pains me every time I look at her. Fuck me.”

      He laughed. “You know, Dereck had a similar conversation with me when he was trying to woo my baby sister.”

      “Woo? I think she fell for him as hard as he fell for her.”

      And that was true enough. Anyone with eyes could see how much Lily loved her husband, and how far gone he was for her.

      Jerimiah scowled. “She didn’t fall for him. He wooed her away from me.”

      I laughed. “I see you’re still sensitive about that.”

      “Whatever. Do you want to hear my advice or not?”

      I waved a hand to signal to him to go on.

      He grinned, and I didn’t like the look on his face very much. “Coup de foudre,” he said.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you’ve been hit by the thunderbolt, brother. Love at fucking first sight. It was why Dereck was so goddamn crazy and unbearable when he and Lily first got together. Hell, the bastard is only a little more tolerable now. And this is why you’re acting so out of character.”

      He probably said more, but I didn’t hear, nor did I care. I wasn’t paying attention anymore.

      I wasn’t in love with Madelyn.

      There was a clear line between love and obsession, and I was the latter… wasn’t I?

      “Pour me another shot, will you?” I grumbled, pointing to the bottle.

      “Getting blasted drunk isn’t going to help your situation one bit, you know.”

      “No, but at least it’ll stop me from thinking.”

      I held up the empty shot glass in my hand. Jerimiah looked at it before moving his eyes to me. Then he shook his head. “No.”

      I growled. “What do you mean no?”

      “I mean, no. Go back to her. You obviously left in a state, and I doubt she’s doing any better. If you get drunk now, you won’t think clearly when you’re trying to grovel.”

      “I’m not going to grovel. Fuck you. I’ll get my drink elsewhere.”

      “Go home,” he said firmly, using his big brother voice on me. That voice didn’t even work on Lily. Did he really think it would work on me?

      I flipped him the bird as I walked out of there and straight to my car.

      I had two shots. I wasn’t drunk, and I wasn’t feeling the effects of the alcohol. I was going to find a place that would serve me something strong, and do my best not to think about Madelyn.

      I drove.

      And drove, and though it had been my intention to go to another bar, I found myself right back at home.

      I didn’t even know what I was doing here. I doubted she’d want to see me so soon after the way I’d left her.

      All the lights were turned off, even those in Madelyn’s room.

      I briefly wondered, with panic strumming in my chest, if she’d left me. But no, Madelyn wouldn’t just leave.

      I got out of the car and moved inside the house quietly.

      Everything was at a standstill. I never realized how time seemed to freeze in a silent, dark house before.

      Everything was exactly as I had left it. The broken lamp next to the table from when we were kissing, to her black leggings, panties, and my tie lying on the floor. I ignored it all and made my way to her room.

      Opening it a crack, I peered in and sighed with relief. Madelyn was sleeping soundly on her bed.

      I wasn’t sure how long I stood there for, but I should probably move. I wouldn’t know how to explain what the hell I was doing here if she woke up and caught me. So I quietly closed the door and walked back downstairs to the living room.

      I cleaned up. There wasn’t a lot, but I didn’t want Madelyn to wake up in the morning with the reminder of my fuckup all over the house, and when I was done, I went to my room and tried to sleep.

      Nothing was going as planned today, so I shouldn’t have been surprised that I couldn’t even fall asleep.

      I tossed and turned most of the night away, finally giving up at around four in the morning.
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      I woke up with a pounding headache and the memory of last night.

      To the way he abruptly left, as if he was disgusted by me.

      The thought made me both sad and angry at the same time.

      Why bring me here if he wasn’t planning on doing anything with me? I had been ready… no more than ready, I was begging for it, for him.

      And he just left.

      I didn’t even know what he expected from me anymore. It was obvious from his behavior that he wouldn’t fuck me now, so what was I still doing here? Would he kick me out this morning, and how humiliating would that be when the time came?

      I should have left last night, but the thought of going back to my dad’s hotel room, paid for by Oliver, didn’t sit well with me.

      I was hoping he would come back to me at some point in the night and apologize for his asshole behavior, but I’d fallen asleep, and I hadn’t even heard him come home.

      If he had come home at all.

      He might still be out with another woman who was way more experienced than me and probably didn’t disgust him as much.

      I shook away the unpleasant thought and got out of bed. Slowly, I dragged myself to the bathroom and got ready for the day, but I packed up all my stuff before I left the room, just in case he wanted to kick me out this morning. I wouldn’t linger if he did. I would just grab my suitcase and go.

      I got downstairs and froze on the spot at the sight that greeted me.

      Oliver was in nothing but gym shorts and a fitted black tee, and he was standing by the stove cooking breakfast. I could smell the bacon from where I stood, and my stomach grumbled from the scent.

      Oliver, sensing my presence, turned around, spatula still in hand.

      “Morning,” he greeted, his smile warm. This didn’t look like a man about to kick me out.

      “Good morning,” I said slowly.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked, and I nodded. “Good. Why don’t you sit down, and I’ll put together a plate for you?”

      “Okay?”

      His eyes glinted in amusement. I shook my head at him and took a seat on one of the barstools by the kitchen island.

      We didn’t talk, not when he served me breakfast, and not when he pulled up a seat next to mine, sitting so close to me that our thighs almost touched. Last night’s event hung in the room like a needy, noisy five-ton elephant, and I didn’t want to be the first one to address it. Not when I was still feeling so vulnerable.

      The man had left me sitting on the couch, nearly naked.

      And now he was acting like nothing had happened? I stabbed my fork forcefully into the scrambled eggs without really seeing it, my appetite gone. I put my cutlery down. “I’m done,” I said tightly, moving the chair back to get out. Oliver grabbed my wrist before I could leave, and I leveled a glare at him. “What?”

      “I’m sorry, Madelyn. I shouldn’t have left last night.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have.” I tried to pull my wrist away, but he only tightened his hold. I glowered at him.

      “Have dinner with me tonight?” he said, and although there was still this aloofness about him, I could hear the underlying desperation in the question.

      “What?”

      “Have dinner with me tonight,” he repeated, his grip tightening on me just a fraction. I tensed my arms, forcing him to let go and move back a step. Oliver stood up, and I had to remind myself that I wasn’t afraid of him physically, even if he looked like a giant.

      “Why do you want to have dinner with me?”

      “Does there have to be a reason to take a beautiful girl out to dinner?”

      Did he think I was beautiful? I shook my head. That wasn’t important. “After last night …”

      “When I was an ass, you mean?”

      My lips twitched. “A big ass, yes.”

      He threw his head back and laughed, and I tried—and probably failed—to not appear absolutely fascinated by the sight. He was the beautiful one.

      And he thought I was beautiful.

      “So, this is an apology dinner?”

      Even though I wanted him to apologize to me, I couldn’t help but feel disappointed over that.

      But then he shook his head, and my heart lifted.

      Like I said, I was a foolish girl.

      He moved closer to me, and I tilted my head back to get a better look at him.

      “This is a date.”

      “A date?” I squeaked out.

      He leaned down until his lips touched my cheek in a soft caress. “A date, little girl. Say yes to me.”

      “Yes,” I answered automatically, my mind already going to another dirtier place. I felt him smile before he pressed a kiss on my cheek. Then he straightened to his full six-foot-four height and, with a satisfied smile, walked away.

      I stayed in the kitchen for a long while after that, still thinking about him.

      Like I said.

      Foolish.
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      Oliver showed up at the house at seven o’clock on the dot.

      And he showed up wearing a fancy suit that appeared custom-made for his large frame.

      My mouth watered at the sight of him.

      I wanted a taste so bad, I knew my eyes must be begging for it.

      He shot me a knowing look, and I liked that my attraction to him clearly wasn’t one-sided. I could see the want in his eyes and knew it was genuine.

      Which still didn’t explain why he left so suddenly last night.

      I was wearing a red dress—a shade that didn’t clash with my hair, thank God. It was the most revealing thing I had in my closet, strapless and only went down mid-thigh, but it was revealing in a classy way, I thought, and it made me feel beautiful, which was what I was aiming for, especially since I was going to be in Oliver’s arms tonight.

      This dress was something I had only worn once before, at my school’s fundraiser so many years ago, and I was glad it still fit me. I wasn’t the fittest person in the world. I might be small, but I was definitely curvy, although nothing had made me feel more feminine than when I compared my softness to his hardness. Still, I wondered if Oliver was more used to women with a different body type than me.

      Even if he looked like he loved the sight of my naked body, I was sure the man was used to dating supermodels.

      As if he could tell what I was thinking, he moved in and gripped his hands on either side of my waist, pulling me in close. “Hey. You look beautiful.”

      I had put in some effort in my makeup, making my eyes smoky and my lips blood red. My hair was down, flowing all the way to my waist, and curled slightly at the end. I knew he preferred it that way, so he could run his fingers through it whenever he liked, and if I was being honest with myself, I liked it when he did that too.

      “T-thank you,” I stuttered out when he bent down to kiss the delicate skin of my neck. He sucked the skin in a little, and I felt that little action all the way down to my aching pussy.

      Would there ever be a time when this man didn’t affect me so much?

      I didn’t think so.

      He pulled away then and offered me his arm. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Yeah, let’s go.”
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      Angel drove us to the restaurant. Oliver and I sat in the back with the partition up, giving us some semblance of privacy. He held my hand the whole way, and something about the very action was almost … intimate.

      This was a different man from the one who had played with me two nights before, to the man who had kissed me because I’d slapped him, and from the man who’d walked away from me moments before I was about to let him fuck me.

      This man was softer with me, something I hadn’t thought he was capable of, but he was, and I realized I quite liked the change in him.

      Perhaps this was his way of apologizing to me, or perhaps this was his way of letting me down easily.

      I didn’t know, and right now, with him, I didn’t want to know. I just wanted to enjoy my time with Oliver and not let the dark cloud of self-doubt hang over my head the whole evening.

      And though I quite like this gentle side of him, a part of me wished he wouldn’t treat me with so much care, not when I liked his rough side so much.

      The car pulled up at a restaurant I had never been to or heard of, and there was even an attendant to open the door for us. Oliver got out first and bent in to give me his hand, helping me out as if I was incapable of doing so.

      From the moment we walked inside the restaurant, we were catered to in every single way, from immediately being seated in a private room, to having the waiter come by and serve us a glass of red wine from a bottle that I was sure costed more than my yearly wages.

      I savored the rich taste on my tongue as Oliver watched me with a hungry look in his eyes.

      He didn’t look like a man getting ready to say goodbye.

      “Tell me, now that you’ve graduated, what do you plan to do?” he asked me once he’d ordered for us and the waiter had left. I was relieved he’d ordered because I had no idea what the words on the menu meant.

      “How did you know I just graduated?” I asked. I couldn’t remember mentioning it before.

      “I looked you up,” he answered casually.

      Had he looked me up after the night of the gala? He must have some connections, if he was able to access information like that in such a short time. I didn’t know how I felt about that.

      “What do you know about me?” I asked warily.

      “Nothing serious or personal. Just the basics,” he answered, but he was avoiding my eyes so I couldn’t work out if he was telling the truth. “Why do you sound so worried? Do you have any skeletons in your closet I should know about?” he joked.

      I shook my head. “None of that. It’s just a surprise, is all. You probably know more about me than I know about you.”

      “I’m an open book. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. All you have to do is ask.”

      Somehow, I doubted that.

      I cleared my throat and took another sip of the wine. “Um, my original plan was to go back to grad school. I would like to teach literature at a university.”

      He seemed surprised at my response. “Professor Madelyn? That has some ring to it.”

      “Actually, it would be Professor Major,” I said on a smile. He didn’t smile back. I frowned at him.

      “Tell me why you want to be a professor.”

      “My mom was a professor at Columbia before she died. She was the one who inspired my love for all things literary.” I looked down at the tablecloth, feeling vulnerable talking about this with him. Thinking about it, I realized I’d probably never told anyone the reason why I wanted to be a professor, though my dad probably guessed it. “I want to inspire others to love literature as much as I do. I want them to open their minds to different insights, not just the ones society tells them about. I think reading gives you those insights. When you read, you open yourself up to a hundred different perspectives that you wouldn’t have known about if you hadn’t turned the page.” I shook my head, getting lost in thought.

      When I looked back at Oliver, he was staring at me with this strange look in his eyes.

      “What?”

      He shook his head. “You just amaze me, is all.”

      I smiled at that. “What about you? Did you grow up wanting to be a hotelier?” I asked, wondering if that was the right word to describe him.

      He smiled at that. “No, I grew up wanting to not be poor. I never knew my dad, and my mom took off when I was ten, more intent on chasing after a high than raising her own kid.”

      I frowned. “Who raised you?”

      “My aunt and her husband.” As he mentioned the husband, his jaw clenched, and I wondered what kind of childhood Oliver had experienced to make him look like that. I reached over and grabbed his hand. He didn’t move away. Instead, he opened his palm before wrapping his hand around mine tightly.

      “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugged. “It was a long time ago. I try not to think about it if I don’t have to.”

      Which brought me to the next question. “How old are you?”

      He smiled a little at that. “Thirty-five.”

      “Oh, wow. There’s a fourteen-year age difference between us,” I said in surprise. I’d already realized he was older than me, but I hadn’t known he was that much older. He didn’t look it. “You don’t even have any wrinkles or gray hair.”

      “Thirty-five is not that old, little girl,” he responded drily.

      I giggled at that. “Sorry. I think you’re beautiful.”

      He looked at me then, and I blushed. “Beautiful, huh?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hmm,” was all he said, and the waiter returned with our food.

      We talked throughout dinner, and I told Oliver about my dad, about my mom, and my own heartbreak over her passing.

      Three years wasn’t long, and I still felt her loss keenly. I was sure it was different and much worse for my dad. He lost his life partner when he’d assumed they would have a lifetime together.

      Perhaps now Oliver would understand why my dad had lost his way.

      When dinner was over, and we’d driven home, the air between us was filled with sexual tension. Would tonight be the night we’d go all the way? Would we be doing it in his room or my room?

      I had never been inside his room and realized I was curious to see it.

      But much to my disappointment, Oliver dropped me off at my room, kissed me goodnight on my forehead, and walked away.

      I frowned at his retreating figure.

      I knew I hadn’t misread the situation between us. I knew he was interested, and hell, I’d caught sight of his interest in the car.

      Oliver was a big man, and there was no way to disguise it when he was turned on. So, why was he walking away?

      I resisted the urge to follow him and instead walked inside my room to get ready for bed.

      Only, I couldn’t fall asleep. I was frustrated and horny, and I didn’t want to spend my night alone.

      Hadn’t Oliver told me to let him know my every thought and feeling?

      I didn’t think as I climbed off the bed and walked to his room.

      His door was unlocked, and when I opened it, I knew he wasn’t sleeping, even if the lights were off.

      We stared at each other in the dark for a long moment, and then I moved further into the room.

      “If you don't want me here, kick me out,” I told him. I gave him a chance to answer—one second, two seconds, three ...

      He made space for me on the bed. I didn't wait for him to tell me twice. I ran over and climbed in, letting him pull the covers over us. I didn't hesitate, but perhaps I should have, when I wrapped my arms around his lean waist and moved in close to him. I didn't care to put on an act. Not when I was feeling like this. 

      I just needed him to not be the aloof billionaire I had fallen in love with. Not tonight.

      Tonight, I just wanted him to be my prince in tarnished armor. 

      That was all.
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      I woke up surrounded by strong arms.

      I snuggled in closer to the hard chest I was lying on top of, and a gruff chuckle filled the room. His fingers moved gently across the naked skin on my waist. I didn’t know if my shirt had lifted while I was sleeping or if Oliver had moved it up, but I didn’t care because the callused feel of his rough fingers on my soft skin was absolutely divine.

      I just wanted to stay like this…

      Forever.

      That wasn’t too much to ask, was it?

      “Good morning,” I greeted him.

      “Morning. How did you sleep?”

      Amazing. I couldn’t remember a night where I’d slept so deeply. I had felt completely safe in Oliver’s arms. I cleared my throat, not wanting my emotions to get the better of me.

      “I slept really well, thank you.”

      “Good. Are you hungry? I can whip up some breakfast for us. How does that sound?

      “It sounds great. But before that, I think we need to talk, yeah?”

      He let out a sigh, and I almost wanted to tell him to forget it, that I didn’t want to be the one to ruin his good mood, but we did need to talk, mostly about the other night. I couldn’t just forget the way he had walked out on me.

      I hated the feeling and didn’t ever want to experience that again.

      I didn’t know what he expected from me now. He hadn’t done more than kiss me since, and honestly? I was going through withdrawal. As new and infrequent as our sexual encounters had been, I was hooked.

      Really, it shouldn’t have been surprising that I’d become addicted to him after the first hit, but I would rather die than beg for love or sex. Not even from him.

      I just needed to know where I stood with him.

      I moved back slightly and met his eyes, sleepy hazel eyes filled with some unnamed emotions I didn’t want to decipher.

      “It took me a while to realize why I reacted the way I did that night,” he said.

      “And what did you come up with?” I asked, my gaze moving to his lips. They were soft lips. I could still imagine them on my own. I had kissed a handful of boys in my short life, but that was all they were… boys.

      No one had ever kissed me the way Oliver kissed me.

      “I didn’t know what to do with you,” he said softly.

      “I have a few ideas,” I murmured before I could think better of it, and his lips twitched in amusement.

      “Yeah? Explain these ideas to me,” he said, his arms tightening around me a little more. “Tell me all the dirty things my girl has been imagining me doing to her.”

      His girl?

      Was that what I was?

      “I, uh, no, I mean, that’s to say… I can’t tell you!”

      He laughed, and I slapped his chest, which only made him laugh even harder. “But you have been thinking about them, right?”

      “We’re not talking about this,” I said, burying my face in his chest. Thankfully, he didn’t force me to face him. He twined his finger through my hair, running through the long strands before moving his hand back up and massaging my scalp. I practically purred, burrowing myself closer to him.

      “This feels so good,” I moaned. Oliver moved restlessly beneath me, and I didn’t know why until I accidentally brushed up on his hard-on. I gasped and peeked back up at him. His lips were twisted in mirth, and I blushed about ten shades of red, looking away from his gaze.

      “Let’s talk about that night, yeah? Tell me what you expect from me because I can’t spend the next thirty days with you not knowing what I’m supposed to do.”

      “Fine, I’ll talk.” He took me in, and when his eyes flashed in smug delight, my eyes narrowed on him. “I’m keeping you.”

      I waited for him to say more, and my frown deepened when five seconds passed without him uttering another word. “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.”

      “You’re keeping me?”

      His smile widened. “I’m keeping you.”

      “You can’t keep me!” I cried out.

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Why would you want to keep me?”

      “Because I can’t fucking get you out of my head, and I don’t see that changing soon, little girl. You. Are. Mine.” He slowly enunciated the last three words as if I was a naughty child who was having trouble listening.

      “You’d want to keep me even though we’re sworn enemies?”

      He rolled his eyes. “We’re not enemies.”

      “Oh yes, we are. You made it to my burn book.”

      “You don’t have a burn book.”

      “I do so. It’s in my head, and you’re at the number one spot, buddy.” He raised one eyebrow at the word “buddy.” I couldn’t take that back now, so I forged on. “Do you know, no one has ever made me strip in front of them before?”

      “I believe you. But I believe you liked it. Or was your drenched pussy lying?”

      I looked away from him, my cheeks flaming at the memory of him touching me there, the way he had expertly played with me until I couldn’t think straight. “That doesn’t mean anything,” I mumbled.

      “It doesn’t? I think differently. I think it means you want me as much as I want you. And I bet if I were to reach down and move my hand inside your panties, I’d find that greedy little cunt of yours wet. Am I right?”

      I squirmed on top of him. I shouldn’t have stayed lying on top of him while we had this talk. I should have put at least three meters of distance between us. That might have watered down the effect he had on me.

      “We’re not talking about that. We’re talking about future expectations, and I need you to take this seriously.”

      His expression smoothed then, as all the humor died on his face. “What makes you think I’m not taking this seriously?”

      “With all the talk about keeping me?”

      “I am being serious about that.”

      I took in his words silently, trying to find the lie in them. He couldn’t be serious about keeping me, could he?

      He wasn’t allowed to do that…

      But then, why did my heart soar at the thought of being kept by him?

      He moved his hand down to the nape of my neck, bringing my attention back to him. “Say yes,” he said softly, his hot breath fanning across my face.

      “What am I saying yes to?” I asked, adopting the same tone of voice he was using.

      “To all of it. Say yes, baby.”

      If I was less of a sensible girl, I could have convinced myself that it was desperation I heard in his voice, but that couldn’t be right.

      Oliver Kempton was not a desperate man, least of all, a desperate man for somebody like me.

      “And you suppose this will just solve all of our problems, right?” I asked, a little desperately myself. I wasn’t a desperate woman, but I was one in his arms, and that just didn’t sit right with me.

      “We don’t have any problems,” he said, cupping my cheek and trying to pull me down for a kiss. I resisted. If I let him kiss me, all of my self-control would fall away, and I would get swept up in the danger that was him.

      “Yes, we do. We have all sorts of problems, like how we met, with my dad, and with the fact that you’re paying me to be here.”

      “I would let you go this very moment if the thought of it doesn’t kill me and if I didn’t think, even for a second, that you wouldn’t come back to me on your own free will. You will always come back to me, won’t you, baby?”

      He looked vulnerable then, and I didn’t know what to make of that look. “That was why I left the other night. I didn’t want to take advantage of you.”

      “You would never take advantage of me,” I said, cupping his cheek.

      “It’s as you said, you’re here because I paid you to be here. But that’s not the case anymore, is it?”

      The vulnerability in his eyes deepened, and tears sprang to my eyes. “It’s not the case anymore,” I repeated. “I’m here because I want to be here.”

      “Yes, and I need you here with me, Madelyn. I need you here so badly, I could barely breathe.”

      My lips trembled. “Why are you saying all of these things?”

      “Because they’re true.”

      And they were all I wanted to hear. But could I trust that this would solve all of our problems?

      I just didn’t want my heart to break after all was said and done.

      “So I supposed that’s it? Am I supposed to just throw away every rational thought and pretend everything will be okay? Imagine that we can be in a relationship, that I can hold your attention for the rest of our lives, and live happily ever after?”

      “Why can’t all of those things be rationally true? Agreeing to be mine doesn’t make you irrational. It makes you brave.”

      “Brave?”

      “Yes, brave. So show me that courage I have been seeing in you since day one, and take a leap with me.”

      I kissed him.

      He tensed beneath me in surprise over the kiss, but it wasn’t long before he kissed me back, taking control and driving me out of my mind.

      I opened my mouth to invite him in, and we groaned at the same time as he deepened the kiss.

      His hands shifted to my hips, and he moved me forcefully against him until my pussy rubbed against his erection. It was taking everything in me not to come.

      Oliver moved his fingers to the hem of my boy shorts and panties and tugged them down my legs. I kicked them away and felt him fumble between us to rid himself of his black boxer briefs.

      Our movements were a little awkward, and I knew things would have progressed faster if I got off of him, but neither one of us wanted to move away. Finally, when he’d removed both of our shirts, and we were both naked, he helped me sit up, leaving enough space between us so that he could carefully guide his cock into my tight entrance.

      I tensed a little above him, trying to get used to the uncomfortable feeling of him filling me all the way, and he moved his hand to clit, rubbing at the bundle of nerves there to help me relax.

      “Move when you’re ready,” he told me, his voice sounding strained. But he didn’t force me on, and his big body looked relaxed on the bed. I would have thought this wasn’t affecting him as much as it was affecting me—but his voice gave him away, as did the tic on his jaw, as he tried to stay still for me.

      Oliver was larger than the average man, and it had been so long since I had sex that there was this uncomfortable stretch inside of me. But I found I quite liked the pain.

      It burned in the most exquisite way.

      I experimentally moved my hips, and Oliver let out a low groan.

      I loved the sound so much, I did it again, and again, and once more, he groaned.

      Placing both hands on his chest, I moved faster, fracturing both of our restraints. I kept my eyes on him as I controlled the pace, watched his flushed skin, how his chest moved with every labored breath, and how his eyes drank me in, as if he couldn’t get enough. I was the same way.

      I could live the rest of my life like this, with this man, I thought, ignoring the tinge of naivety in such a thought.

      “How close are you?” he panted out.

      “Close, Oliver. So close.”

      His big hands gripped my hips, and he moved me harder against him, topping me even on the bottom, and I didn’t care. In fact, I loved it. I reveled in his dominance and control, and I could feel myself getting even more aroused from the way the muscles in his arms bulged every time he moved me, loving the feeling of safety from being in his strong and capable hands.

      “Come for me, baby. I want to see you lose control all over my dick,” he grunted out, his words turning me on even more. I tightened around him and felt my whole body convulse.

      Burying my face in his neck, I bit the skin on his shoulder and came.

      I felt him swell inside of me, and then he was coming, his come spilling inside of me, making a delicious mess between us.

      He wrapped his arms around me and anchored me to him, as if he was afraid I might leave. I didn’t have the energy to tell him I wouldn’t.

      That I didn’t think I was capable of leaving him now.

      He wanted to keep me?

      He should have run the other way instead.

      Because I realized now, how badly I wanted to be kept by him.
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      It was so easy.

      To just stop fighting my feelings for her and keep her instead.

      She was mine, as much as I was hers.

      The thirty days stipulation I put out? What a fucking joke. As if any amount of time with her, save for a lifetime, would ever be enough.

      I would die loving this woman, and I didn’t care how long it would take to prove that to her.

      I could see it in her eyes that she didn’t quite believe me yet.

      That was okay. I could be a patient man when it came to the things I really wanted, and I wanted a future with Madelyn Major.

      It would be Madelyn Kempton soon anyway, if I had my way. But I didn’t want to scare her off by proposing marriage so quickly, and I knew what Madelyn was like. No way would she let me rush her to the altar.

      Besides, I wanted to ask her dad for his blessing first.

      There was a reason I didn’t press charges when I realized William was stealing money from me. It was because of her, of her brown eyes that had held me captive at first sight, and I hadn’t wanted them to turn to hatred whenever she looked at me if I became the man who sent her dad to prison, even if we hadn’t known each other then.

      My mistake was not keeping a closer watch on William, and an even closer one on Jack. I had naively assumed Jack was gone from my life for good, but I was obviously wrong, and he targeted the Major family because of that.

      He was at the fundraiser when I first saw Madelyn. Jack was way more astute than I gave him credit for and obviously saw the interest in my eyes then.

      But I was going to correct my mistake, and I would make sure it wouldn’t ever happen again.

      I pulled my black Cadillac CT6 into the parking garage of the hotel I had put William in. In part, to protect him. I didn’t know much about the people he owed money to, save that they weren’t the kind you could mess with and get away with.

      But also, so I could keep a close eye on him.

      I needed to know where he was at all times, and I knew I couldn’t let him stay where he had been before. Madelyn would surely worry if that was the case.

      The staff recognized me on sight, but I ignored most of them, even the night manager, who tried to approach and greet me properly. One look from me had him shrinking back to his post.

      I took the elevator to William’s room and knocked on the door.

      It was barely eight at night, so I doubted he was asleep, and a brief talk with the men I had here to keep an eye on him told me he hadn’t gone anywhere all day.

      The door opened, and I was greeted by a pale-faced William. His brown eyes, Madelyn’s eyes, widened when they saw me, and he opened the door further.

      “Mr. Kempton. What are you doing here? Is it Madelyn?”

      I shook my head. “Can I come in?”

      He hesitated briefly before opening the door further and inviting me in. I noted the tidiness of the room right away.

      I knew he had been staying here since I’d arranged it for him, yet the room looked like no one had been sleeping in it. The bed was neatly made, and everything was in its place. The only things that stuck out were the plate of steak and mashed potatoes on the coffee table, with the TV switched on, but turned to mute.

      “I see I have interrupted your dinner. I won’t stay long.”

      “Please, sit down. Would you like anything to drink?”

      “Water would be great, thank you.”

      I sat down on the lone recliner and waited for him to return.

      He handed me a cold water bottle before taking a seat on the couch, his eyes taking me in. William was a smart man.

      I wondered what had happened to him to make him go down this path. Was it the loss of his wife? I then found myself wondering if I lost Madelyn, in any capacity, whether I would be led down the exact same path.

      The thought of losing her was too much to contemplate, so I shook away the thought and looked at the older man.

      Before I saw Madelyn, or even knew of her existence, my company had hired William in the finance department. His credentials had impressed my financial manager. It was merely a coincidence that his daughter would capture my attention years later in a chance meeting.

      “Is there something wrong with Maddie, Mr. Kempton?”

      I shook my head. “You would be the first to know if there was,” I said, and that was true. It was quite obvious to me early on that Madelyn was close to her dad. They talked on the phone every night. Hell, sometimes she spoke to him with me in the bed beside her.

      It had been five days since I’d claimed her as mine entirely. She had spent every night since then in my bed. And she would be there for the rest of our lives if I had anything to say about it.

      “Then, is there something I can help you with?”

      “Yes. You can tell me what went wrong. Why did you steal money from me? Why did you think I wouldn’t find out? And why did you borrow money from the worst kind of people, putting your life and Madelyn’s life in jeopardy?”

      Just the thought had my fist clenching. If Madelyn hadn’t come to me when she had, or if she hadn’t been able to…

      I didn’t want to think what would have happened.

      William hung his head in shame, and the knowledge of how much he cared for his daughter was the only thing keeping me from losing my cool in front of him.

      “I shouldn’t have done it. I know that now. I also know me saying this doesn’t change anything.” His shoulders sagged, and it was as if all the fight had gone out of him. I didn’t want to pity his defeated look, but I did.

      “Jack set me up, didn’t he?” I nodded when he looked up and met my eyes. “He set me up to get to you. Because… he knew of your interest in my Maddie.”

      Again, I nodded. I wasn’t going to sugarcoat it for him. Fucking Jack Harold. He screwed me out of a childhood, and now he was trying to get back at me because I wouldn’t support him financially. As if I would ever.

      “That’s why he pushed her to get to you. He knew she would succeed, despite her being awfully shy. You have to understand, Mr. Kempton. My Maddie isn’t like the other girls. She’s awkward for such a smart girl. I love my daughter very much. More than anything in this world, but I know her. I know she can be reserved.” His mouth twisted in a small smile. “She takes after me. Her mom was the social one in our little family. And when we lost her… I guess we ended up losing ourselves as well, me more so than Maddie.” He paused. “Why does Jack hate you so much?”

      “He’s my uncle.”

      William’s eyes widened in surprise. “Your uncle?”

      “Not by blood. He was married to my aunt. I lived with them when I was little. Jack was a drunk with abusive tendencies. He kicked me out when my aunt died, and honestly, that was probably the best thing he could have ever done for me. When my business took off, he thought he could come back to me for financial support. He thought wrong. He’s hated me ever since, but he couldn’t do anything about it because I didn’t have any weakness for him to exploit.”

      “Until you showed your interest in my daughter.”

      I nodded. “Yes.” Though to say Madelyn was my weakness was laughable. She made me want to be a better man. She made me stronger.

      “Forgive me for sounding rude, but I don’t really know what you’re doing here.”

      “I’m here to offer you your job back.”

      His eyebrows jumped up in surprise. “My job? You would really give me my old job back?”

      “Yes. I trust you can get yourself together now. And I trust that you would dissociate yourself from the likes of Jack Harold.”

      His eyes glimmered with tears, and I looked away, pretending not to notice. William wasn’t a bad man. He was just a man who’d done some stupid things. Which brought me to my next question.

      “Why did you need so much money?”

      He looked to the side of me, not quite meeting my eyes. “I wanted to send Madelyn to graduate school. It was the one thing I promised my wife I would do as long as Madelyn wanted it. But… things were bad. Her passing broke me, and I made some pretty bad financial decisions. We were broke, even with the job. The bulk of my salary was going toward paying off her undergraduate tuition. I didn’t want her to graduate in debt.” He shook his head. “I messed up.”

      William always had my respect as an accountant. He had a mind for numbers, and it was him who had come up with a plan to allocate my profits into digital marketing that had allowed the company to take off in less than five years.

      I admired him as an astute businessman, despite what he had done to me.

      I admired him as a father more.

      “You don’t have to worry about those things anymore,” I said. “If you want to help your daughter, just get your life back together.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t think I have ever told you that. I shouldn’t have listened to him. I knew right away that it wasn’t the way to go, but my focus on taking care of my family blinded me from everything. I convinced myself that it would be justified because Jack said you took everything from him. I should have known better than to listen to him, huh? I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have stolen from you, and I shouldn’t have sent my daughter to you. Especially since you didn’t call the cops when you found out what was going on.”

      I shook my head. “I’ll accept your apology for everything except the fact that you sent your daughter to me. Her coming into my life is the best thing to have ever happened to me.”

      I watched as the older man’s shoulders relaxed, a genuine smile taking over his face. Madelyn had his smile, I noted. It was no wonder I couldn’t send him to prison.

      “You love her?” he asked, though his eyes told me he already knew the answer.

      “With all my heart.”

      “Please take care of her for me. Take better care of her than I have ever been able to do.”

      I shook my head. “You did good taking care of her. You lost your way a little there, but it was only because you wanted what was best for her. It’s all over now. Just take care, and don’t let yourself fall back onto that damn path.”

      I stood up and held out my hand to him. He shook it as the tears that had been welling in his eyes fell. We both ignored that, and I took my leave, my heart feeling lighter than it had in recent days.

      Now, I just needed to take care of Jack fucking Harold. Then I could focus all my attention on building a future with Madelyn.
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      Madelyn let out a soft groan as her hands gripped the sheet beneath her.

      My girl was naked in our bed, her legs resting on either side of my shoulders as I ate her out.

      I had been playing with her eager little cunt for the last half an hour, and I think I might have become addicted to the taste of her.

      I licked her slit with the flat of my tongue, moving up to her clit and sucking in the small bit of damp flesh between my lips. Her hips arched up to meet my touch, before she twisted to the left, as if the sensation was too much.

      I held her still with my hands firmly on her hips and continued to eat her out.

      She moved her hands to my hair, pulling at it each time I moved back to her entrance and holding it there as my tongue entered her.

      “Oliver, please. I need to come so bad.”

      “You want me to let you come?” I asked against her slickness.

      “Yes!” she begged, her screams echoing in the room.

      “Not yet, baby,” I said, and she groaned. I entered two fingers inside her, loving how easy it was for me to enter her, and slowly fucked her with them.

      She arched her back even more, moving her hand down to my forearm and holding it there, as her eyes met mine.

      “Look at this. Look at how wet your cunt is,” I gritted out, twisting my fingers a little until I reached her g-spot.

      Her fingers dug more harshly into my skin, and I reveled in the pain as I moved my finger faster in and out of her.

      “Please, please, please,” she chanted, and I knew she was at the end of her rope.

      I shook my head and moved up her body, reaching down between us to get a hold of my stiff shaft.

      “You don’t come unless I’m inside you,” I commanded.

      She laid both her hands on my ass and forcefully pulled me into her. “Yes. Get inside me. I want to come all over your dick.”

      I smiled at that. It was surprising to see how dirty my girl had become since she’d got into my bed. I loved every single fucking moment of it.

      “You want me inside of you?” She nodded fiercely, her dark eyes burning bright with want, with her flushed skin and swollen lips. “Beg me for it. Tell me how much you want my cock, baby.”

      My girl didn’t even hesitate. “Please, Oliver. Give me your cock.”

      I grinned a little at that, trying to control myself. “How can I turn you down when you beg me so nicely?”

      I didn’t wait for her response. I plunged myself into her fully, letting the feel of her tight heat surround me in a firm grip.

      My eyes rolled to the back of my head, and I leaned down to take her full lips in my own as I began to move.

      She wrapped herself fully around me while kissing me back with a passion that matched my own.

      “Madelyn. You feel so fucking good,” I said, moving away so I could see her. My hips pounded roughly against hers, making the bed squeak every time I moved back inside her, and I watched fervently as her tits bounced in tandem with my movement.

      She moved her tiny hands down to my shoulders, her nails digging into my skin as her eyes met mine once again. Never had I felt this connection with anyone the way I felt it with her. Never had I wanted to keep anyone.

      Just her.

      Could she see my desperation with my every word and action?

      I hoped not.

      I needed her, but I would be damned if I ever let her see that.

      With that thought, I moved even more forcefully against her, fucking her with everything in me. Her moans matched my own, and I could tell by the way she trembled beneath me that she was close.

      “Come for me, my sweet girl. I want to see you come on my cock.”

      She clenched around me even more, making it so I was seeing stars. I could barely think straight when she did that and let out a groan just as she shouted my name.

      Madelyn leaned forward and bit the skin where my neck met my shoulder. The pain drove me over the edge, and soon I was spilling my cum inside her, loving the mess we were creating between us.

      Madelyn was on birth control, and I was clean. We had talked about this after the first time when I had been reckless enough to enter her bare.

      I’d apologized for it, though Madelyn had said she didn’t mind, and in fact, she liked feeling me spilling my cum inside her.

      The truth was, I liked seeing my cum there too. Liked seeing how it overflowed in her and spurted out every time I pulled away. Liked seeing it as the mark of my ownership of her. No other man would ever get to see her like this.

      That was my privilege, and I would spend the rest of my life making sure I was deserving of it.

      When we both came back down, Madelyn peered up at me with dark brown eyes, a small smile lighting up her expression. “Are you okay?” I asked, removing a strand of her hair from her sweat-covered forehead. I had been a little rough with her. I knew she liked it that way, but that didn’t mean I wanted to hurt her more than was necessary.

      She nodded, and her smile widened. “I am more than okay.”

      “Good,” I replied gruffly. Looking over at the clock, I realized it was time to go. I didn’t want to. I wanted to stay in bed all night with her. Damn Dereck Anderson. “We have to go, baby.”

      “Where are we going?”

      I stood up and pulled her up with me. “To a new business partner’s house. Is that alright with you?”

      Her skin flushed. “You want me to meet these people by your side tonight?”

      “Yeah, baby. I want you to meet these people. Now, come on. Wear whatever makes you feel pretty, okay? I’ll go to the spare bedroom to get ready.” Leaning down, I planted a hard kiss on her lips and pulled away before I got caught up in the moment. I was tempted to just say, “fuck the party,” and stay home, eating Madelyn out until she begged me to let her come again.

      My cock raised to half-mast from the thought, and I adjusted my position a little.

      Madelyn moved her eyes down to take in my cock, then she looked back up at me, her eyes widening in surprise. “Already?”

      “Babe, you’re standing in front of me naked. And you’re surprised?”

      She let out a little delighted giggle before pushing me away. “Go get ready. We don’t want to be late.”

      I smiled as I walked away from her, shaking my head a little.

      I couldn’t remember a time when I’d smiled this much.
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      I looked over at her in the seat next to me. We were heading to Dereck’s house to celebrate having finalized the partnership.

      I was now a silent partner to Versatilis Designs.

      It had been Anderson, Thompson, Cooper, Grayson, and Hamilton Architectural Firm before. They changed the name soon after I joined, and I like this one better. It wasn’t as much of a mouthful.

      I focused my gaze on Madelyn’s delicate shoulder and resisted the urge to pull her to me. I couldn’t get enough of her, and if I thought I’d been obsessed before, this was much, much worse.

      It was hard to believe it had only been five days since the first time I’d claimed her as my own, yet every time after still felt like a novel experience all to itself.

      “So tell me a little about this new business partner?” she asked, fidgeting in her seat and playing with the hem of her short white dress. It only went down to her mid-thigh, the sleeves long and cinching at her delicate wrists.

      I quite liked white on her.

      I couldn’t wait to see her dressed in white for another occasion.

      “Partners,” I corrected.

      “What?”

      “There’s more than one partner. I told you about the architectural firm I’m getting involved in, right?”

      She nodded and smiled. “It seems you have your fingers in all types of pies, huh?”

      I smiled and tapped the tip of her nose playfully with my pointer finger. “Not quite.”

      “But almost.”

      I smirked. “Yes. But don’t worry, I only love having my finger inside one thing these days, and I don’t see that changing soon.”

      “How can you make even this dirty?” she said in disbelief.

      “Baby, with you, my mind has taken a turn to dirty land, and I don’t see me coming back any time soon.”

      She slapped a hand over my mouth and looked over to the driver’s side. Angel was pretending not to listen to us. I licked her palm, and when she moved it away quickly, I let out a quick chuckle before pressing the button for the partition to go up.

      Then I unbuckled her belt and moved her over to my lap. Madelyn stiffened in my arms, but it didn’t take long for her to relax. Soon she had her head on my shoulder, her arms wrapped around my waist, and her heart beating steadily against my chest.

      I couldn’t even remember a time when I’d felt this content. Leaning down, I whispered, “Keeping you is the best decision I have ever made in my life.”

      And when she didn’t argue with me over the statement, I called it progress.

      We were making progress toward building a future together.

      Madelyn Major was mine, and I would never let her go again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            MADELYN

          

        

      

    

    
      Dereck lived in a modest two-story house.

      Or at least, modest in comparison to the other houses nearby.

      With a white exterior surrounded by a rose garden, a large lawn that was well taken care of, a row of several patio chairs by the balcony, and two pillars by the front door, it perfectly represented the American dream.

      It looked like a place out of an F. Scott Fitzgerald novel.

      I fell in love with it at first sight.

      I liked that the house wasn’t overwhelming, which was exactly what Oliver’s house was, and I liked the couple that owned the house even more.

      Dereck Anderson was not who I was expecting.

      The man was warm and charming. He made me feel welcome within seconds of meeting him, and it was obvious how much he loved his wife and their daughter.

      And Lily was a sweet woman.

      She brought me into the fold of their little group, and I quickly felt welcome, even with Oliver gone from my side. He and the other men were currently holed up in the kitchen, pouring drinks, while the women waited in the living room.

      There were five women total, all wives to the partners of the firm: Ashley, Abby, Bethany, Sophia, and Lily. They were all sweet and obviously really close friends. A pang of envy went through me, and I put my hand to my chest, rubbing away the small pinch of pain there.

      Even at school, I hadn’t built any connections. The friends I did make were superficial and hadn’t survived my move back to New York. I hadn’t had any contact with them since.

      But these women were welcoming, and I didn’t feel like an outsider, even if that was what I was.

      “So, tell us about Oliver, Madelyn,” Ashley said. She was Dean’s wife. She was definitely the most outspoken of the group, and she was gorgeous. With long blonde hair and a fuck it all attitude, she was the kind of woman I aspired to be when I grew up.

      I offered a small smile. “What do you want to know about him?”

      “What is he like?” Abby asked. I forgot her husband’s name already, but he was the serious-looking guy who turned to goo at the sight of his small wife. It was endearing to see.  “We’ve only met him a few times, and he always seems so reserved. I didn’t think he would be soft for anyone, but he clearly is for you.”

      Ashley scoffed. “Please. That’s not what we want to know. Is he good in bed?”

      The other women around giggled at that, and Lily offered me a small apologetic smile, though she was laughing too.

      I shook my head and laughed a little. “He’s … amazing. Definitely blows my mind.”

      “Ooh, is he as serious in bed as he is in real life? That would be … so hot. My husband is more playful than anything, and I really love that, but I can imagine serious would be good too,” Ashley said.

      We all laughed at that. I wondered if the men knew there were no secrets between these women regarding sex.

      “He’s both, actually,” I volunteered. “But yeah, definitely more serious than playful.”

      In fact, I couldn’t really imagine Oliver being playful. He had moments where he would joke around, but they weren’t long, and he was intense. But I liked it. I fidgeted a little just from the thought.

      Lily shared a knowing smile with the other women. “Oh, gosh. Look at this. You’re totally smitten with him, aren’t you, Madelyn? I remember what that was like, to be at the beginning of the relationship and have it occupying your mind so much that you can’t think straight.”

      “You remember? Aren’t you still in that stage? Seriously, you only need to be in the room for two seconds with you and Dereck to know how sickeningly in love you guys are with each other,” Bethany said coyly.

      Lily scoffed. “You’re one to talk. Didn’t Abby walk in on you guys making out like teenagers in my coat closet earlier tonight?”

      Bethany’s face reddened as she shot a glare Abby’s way. “You promised not to tell!”

      Everyone laughed at that. I joined in, though I wasn’t feeling it. Were Oliver and I like that? Or was this more one-sided than I had thought?

      He said he was keeping me, but what did that mean exactly?

      Was it that he was keeping me until he got bored, and then he would let me go? Or was it that he really couldn’t live without me? He had never actually said that.

      And we were still so early in the relationship I didn’t know where we stood.

      Everyone talked about their relationship as if it was love at first sight, and everything else was technicalities they could deal with as long as they had each other. That wasn’t the case with Oliver.

      We were enemies at first sight…

      Weren’t we?

      I caught Lily’s eye then when she mouthed the words, “What’s wrong?” I shook my head and looked away.

      I couldn’t even explain to myself what was wrong, so how could I go about explaining it to her?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dinner was a lively affair.

      Everyone here was close with each other, and I now realized what the women meant when they made fun of each other for being so in love with their husbands.

      It made me wonder if I would ever have that or if I was setting myself up for a world of hurt later on by being with Oliver and investing in my heart along with it.

      I moved the piece of broccoli on my plate around, and Oliver placed one large hand on my thigh. Our eyes met, and I could see the questions in them that I couldn’t answer.

      I shot him a small smile I didn’t feel and looked away. Luckily, he got called into another conversation with the men and left me alone for the most part.

      And I felt the warmth of his touch seared into my skin long after he had let go.

      I should have worn a longer dress.

      This was going to be a long, long night.
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      Something was wrong with Madelyn, and I didn’t know what that was.

      She had been quiet ever since dinner, and she wouldn’t quite meet my eyes throughout the entire meal.

      I hated the uncomfortable feeling in my gut that told me her sudden reservation had everything to do with me, and if I didn’t do something soon, I could lose her for good. Only I didn’t know what it was that I had done to might make her feel like this, and more importantly, I didn’t know how to fix it.

      I grabbed her hand on the drive back, and though she didn’t move it away, her hand lay limply in mine, like she was defeated and didn’t have the energy or the will to keep fighting.

      My hold tightened around hers, and though she flexed her hand a little, showing some signs of life, it didn’t last long, and she still wasn’t talking.

      The drive home was unbearably long, and it was taking everything in me not to pull her into my lap and hold her there with me until she realized just how badly I wanted to keep her.

      Forever, if necessary.

      Was she having doubts about us?

      About me?

      Shaking my head, I climbed out of the car and reached in for her hand. I liked that she didn’t hesitate to grab hold of it, and I liked that she didn’t pull away as I led her inside the house.

      I turned on all the lights and brought us to the kitchen. She moved to one of the barstools by the kitchen island, taking a seat, her gaze downcast.

      I tried to gather my thoughts as I walked to the cabinet and grabbed two glasses before pouring water from the pitcher.

      Madelyn didn’t even look up when I slid one of the glasses her way, but she did flinch away from me when I reached for her, my fingers touching her shoulder. I quickly moved away.

      “Tell me what’s wrong,” I demanded, my voice pitched low. I didn’t want to lose control, yet it felt like I was losing her before we even started.

      I couldn’t lose her now that I’d found her. My fist tightened from the thought, and I had to refrain from taking hold of her and bringing her back to our room.

      “Nothing is wrong,” she said in a small voice.

      “Really? Then why can’t you look at me?” I asked, and like I knew she would, she tilted her head up stubbornly and met my eyes.

      Our gaze held for one, two… three seconds before she looked down again.

      I grabbed her chin and lifted it until her eyes met mine again. “Talk to me, baby. Tell me what’s wrong so I can fix this.”

      “Can you fix this?” she asked, sounding so sad, I wanted to punch the wall.

      “What is this about? Everything was fine before we went to Dereck’s house today. Did the women say something to upset you?” There had been moments at the party where Madelyn hadn’t been in my sight. I didn’t want to come off as possessive, even if I was, and left her alone at certain points... but perhaps I shouldn’t have.

      What if someone had said something to hurt her feelings? My fist clenched at the thought, but she shook her head. “No, they didn’t say anything like that to me. They were nice.”

      “Then what is this about?”

      “I don’t think we should do this anymore.”

      My eyes narrowed on her as panic filled my chest. What the hell had changed in the space of a few short hours to make her think this way?

      “This?”

      “This. Us.” She pointed to the space between us, and I moved in closer to her. She didn’t back away, but her bottom lip trembled, making my gut twist in the worst way.

       I ran a single finger down the side of her face, from her cheek to jawline, and watched as she fought the urge to relax into my touch. She was still just as affected by me as before.

      Good.

      I could work with this.

      Something must have scared her, and she was doing this purely out of self-preservation.

      “Okay.”

      Her eyes widened at my answer, and I knew she was expecting something different.

      I held in a smile. “But at least tell me why we shouldn’t do this.”

      “Why?”

      I lost the battle and smiled then.“Yes, why?”

      She frowned at me.

      I patiently stared back at her.

      Madelyn stood up, probably wanting to put more distance between us, but she miscalculated. She was now even closer to me than before, our chests almost touching. “Does there have to be a reason? Can’t it just be because I’m not feeling this anymore? I don’t want to do this. Let me repay my father’s debt some other way. I could clean your house or company office for free if need be.”

      “Yeah? So that’s the reason? Because you’re not feeling it?” I moved my hand down her shoulder and watched in fascination as goosebumps rose on her skin. She shivered a little, and my smile widened. I bent down until my lips touched her delicate jawline.

      She tensed in my arms as I moved up and sucked her earlobe between my lips. “Do you still not feel it?”

      “Oliver,” she said, and it was a mixture between a plea and whimper.

      “What do you want, Madelyn? Tell me what’s got you so scared?”

      Her tiny hands tightened on my shirt, pulling me in closer to her. I wrapped my arms around her waist. Could she feel the trembling of my hand? Know that I was on the verge of losing control?

      I used to think I would always be in control of my actions and emotions. That nothing, especially not this tiny slip of a girl, could get to me. I might have been obsessed with Madelyn, but I had shown full restraint by staying away, so that should count for something.

      What a fucking joke.

      As if I didn’t feel all of my discipline vanishing from just a single look from her.

      I was in love with Madelyn Major.

      Coup de foudre. 

      She pushed me away. “Stop it, Oliver. I’m doing us both a favor by leaving.”

      A low growl made its way up my throat as I moved in closer to her. She held up a hand. Yeah, like that would stop me.

      “What favor? Why are you doing this? Can’t you see how fucking crazy I am about you?”

      “Crazy?” She laughed hysterically. “You got that right.”

      “Tell me,” I gritted out.

      Her eyes flashed with temper then, and she shoved me away from her. I let her, backing away to give her a little space.

      “I love you,” she blurted out. And then, to my surprise and absolute horror, she burst into tears.

      I rushed forward and pulled her into my arms. She buried her face in my chest, wetting my shirt within seconds. “Oh, fuck. Baby, don’t cry. Tell me what I can do.” My words only fueled her tears.

      I couldn’t even bring myself to be happy over her confession, not when it was obviously distressing her.

      “You should be scared,” she said, her voice clogged with tears. “You should be so scared of my feelings for you.”

      “And why should I be scared?” I asked softly.

      “Because you don’t want the same thing. You’re going to break me, and I know you’re nice enough not to want that, so just… leave me be.”

      She shoved past me and ran upstairs. Still shocked, I stared after her retreating form for several seconds before the full meaning of her words finally hit.

      She wanted me to leave her alone?

      As if that was even possible.

      “What the fuck?”

      And then I gave chase.

      I found her in her room, shoving her clothes into an opened suitcase on her bed. Without saying a word, I went over and pulled her clothes back out. She shot me a dirty look.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Unpacking for you,” I said, taking out the contents.

      “Stop it. You’re making a mess.”

      “No,” was all I said before I zipped her now empty suitcase back up and shoved it underneath the bed where it belonged. The only time she would be using that suitcase again would be when she was packing for our honeymoon.

      And I planned for that to be very, very soon.

      I moved toward her when I was done. She could probably read the intent in my eyes because it didn’t take her long to turn around and run away.

      Silly, silly girl.

      I thought she knew better than to run away from a predator.

      I ran after her and caught her at the foot of the stairs. I pulled her to me and hauled her up so she lay across my shoulder. Then I moved back to our room, not saying anything to her.

      “No! Leave me alone! I am doing this for your own good!” she yelled, pounding her little fists on my back.

      I laughed. I didn’t know if she thought this would hurt me or not, but she was sorely lacking in any muscle strength.

      “We’re not done, little girl,” I said once I reached our room. I threw her on the bed, loving the way she bounced a little before she could right herself.

      My cock was rock hard now, and the only thing I wanted in this moment was to bury myself inside of her.

      She glared at me, and if looks could kill, I would still be standing right where I was. Madelyn needs to work on her mean face, I thought fondly.

      I reached over for her legs and pulled her toward me until she was sitting on the edge of the bed. Her breath was coming out in harsh pants, and I didn’t know if that was from anger or arousal. Probably both.

      I moved my hands to the hem of her white dress and pulled it up before she could utter her protest, leaving her in nothing but white lace panties and a sheer white bra. My mouth watered at the hint of her dusky pink nipples showing through.

      She moved her arms around her chest, her frown deepening. “What are you doing, Oliver?”

      “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m getting you naked.”

      “I can see that, but why?”

      I raised a single eyebrow. I was pretty sure the answer was obvious. She put a hand on my chest. “Now is not the time for that! I told you I was leaving, and you want to have sex?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re not leaving, and baby, and when it comes to you, I always want sex.”

      “Sex doesn’t solve anything.”

      “You say that like we have a big problem.” I grinned, stood up to my full height, and started stripping out of my clothes. And like I knew she would, she became silent as she took me in, her eyes hungrily devouring every strip of bare skin I showed, and didn’t that just make me feel like the king of the world?

      Owning a billion-dollar empire couldn’t do what a single glance from her did to me.

      It gutted me that she couldn’t see how much I wanted her. As if I was anything but fucking ecstatic that she loved me.

      I crawled into bed with her when I was naked, settling myself between her legs. She automatically wrapped her arms around me, even if she still looked unsure. I moved my hands down between us and rid her of everything: her bra, the flimsy panties that were no match for my desperate yearning for the feel of her bare skin against mine.

      The rip of the fabric sounded loud in the room, and I loved that when I brushed the back of my hand between her thighs, she was already wet for me.

      She let out a small whimper when my fingers moved across her opening before I entered two fingers in her drenched entrance, feeling her squeezing around me.

      “You feel so good, baby. So wet, I can’t wait to bury myself inside of you, to fuck you so hard against the bed, you’ll feel me for days to come.”

      She whimpered again, and I moved my fingers in and out of her. Her nails dug into my skin as her hips moved up to meet my fingers, wanting to find that friction that would make her lose control.

      “Tell me what you want,” I said, increasing my pace.

      Her moans grew louder. “God, Oliver. I want you. Please. I want you so bad.”

      “How can I say no to you?” I whispered in astonishment. I realized I would give her the world if she asked.

      Pulling my fingers out of her, I brought them up to her mouth. “Open,” I commanded.

      She did so without hesitation, and I pushed my fingers into her mouth, letting her taste herself. Her eyes darkened to nearly black orbs, as I enjoyed the feeling of her sucking my fingers like she couldn’t get enough, and I imagined what that mouth of hers would do when I fed her my cock.

      Unable to stop myself, I maneuvered us around until I was underneath her and grabbed a fistful of her hair, pulling it back so she would meet my eyes when I said, “I want you to suck my dick.”

      “Oh, God,” she murmured as she moved down my body. My muscles clenched in anticipation when she grabbed my length and pumped her fist twice before wrapping her mouth around the tip with no reservation.

      My eyes rolled back from the feel of her warm heat around me, and my hands tightened around her hair. “That’s it, baby. Take me in deep. I want to feel the back of your throat. I want you to go as deep as possible until you’re gagging on me.”

      She did as I asked, taking me deep into her mouth. She wrapped her hand around the part she couldn’t get to, squeezing me.

      I couldn’t even remember a time when I’d felt this good, and I was so close to coming, it wasn’t funny. Her head popped up and down as I fucked her mouth, and her eyes met mine as she looked up at me.

      When I felt like I couldn’t hold on anymore, I moved her up and brought myself back on top of her.

      I buried myself to the hilt inside of her, and we both groaned at the sensation.

      Then I fucked her.

      The bed moved and squeaked from our movements, and her tits bounced every time I moved back inside. I couldn’t get enough. I needed her so badly, and I was going to fuck that neediness until she understood where she stood in my life.

      I was never letting her go.

      Madelyn was mine.

      She wrapped her arms and legs around me, and I moved harder against her.

      We didn’t say anything as we stared at each other. There wasn’t any need for words.

      I loved her.

      How could she ever think differently when my feelings were right there in my eyes for her to see? How could she not know when my actions had been those of a man in love since she’d appeared back in my life again?

      We reached the peak at the same time, and unlike the other times before, we didn’t make a single noise save for our strained breathing.

      When we both came back down, I moved her hair away from her face, and as I did so, I leaned down so our foreheads touched.

      “I love you,” I said softly.

      Her lips trembled and her brown eyes filled with tears. “Please don’t say things you don’t mean.”

      “Okay.” I nodded. Then, “I love you. I have loved you since the very first moment I saw you at that fundraiser four years ago.”

      Her brows furrowed then. “What?”

      “Yeah. The fundraiser your school sponsored. I was one of the donors. You were there with your professor.” I played with the ends of her hair. “Your hair was shorter then, and you were so beautiful, you took my breath away at first sight.”

      “If you were so fascinated with me, why didn’t you talk to me? I didn’t even know you were there.”

      “There were a lot of people there, and I had to leave early. I was heading back to New York that very same night. And I couldn’t talk to you. Even from a distance, I knew you were too young for me. I needed to give you some time to grow up. But this fascination with you? It never stopped. If anything, it only grew more each year. If you hadn’t come to me when you did, I might have searched you out myself. I would have wooed you properly, too.”

      “You would?”

      “I would.”

      She tightened her arms around me. “I wish you had come to me then.”

      I shook my head. “You weren’t ready. You needed time to grow up. Time to find yourself, and I didn’t want you to get caught up in a relationship with an older man only to end up losing yourself in the process.”

      She stroked my cheek. “I wouldn’t have.”

      “You don’t know that, and I’m glad about how we finally came together, even if I hated the situation. I’m sorry you lost your house, and I’m sorry your dad got into that trouble, but I’m not sorry you’re here with me now.”

      “You loved me,” she breathed out, as if she couldn’t believe it. “You loved me then, and you love me now.”

      I shook my head a little and leaned down so I could capture her lips in a bruising kiss, loving the swollen quality of them.

      “It’s not as romantic as you’re making it sound in your head, little girl. I was fucking obsessed with you. I still am. But yes, I did love you back then, and I love you now. You’re mine. Forever. Got it?”

      She nodded, happiness entering her eyes. I vowed to always put that look on her face for the rest of our lives. “I am yours, just as you are mine.”

      And then she pulled me down to her and kissed me, making me lose focus on anything and everything, save for her, my one true obsession.
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      Wiping the tears from my eyes, I placed the pregnancy test on the bathroom counter and looked at myself in the mirror.

      I couldn’t stop smiling.

      We had gotten married a few days after our thirty days were up. I’d realized that a month wasn’t long, but it was long enough for me. I knew Oliver would love and cherish me for the rest of our days, so I didn’t want to make him wait to make me his.

      And that was what he had done. He made me his in front of our friends and family, and he proved to me each and every day just how seriously he took his vows.

      I have always felt loved and cherished by him.

      We’d been married for five years now.

      The first three years were tough since I was working hard toward my master’s. I finally got accepted to a doctoral program at Columbia, but I was taking it slow.

      I wasn’t in a rush to get that degree. Besides, I was already a junior professor in Columbia’s literature department, and I thoroughly enjoyed my job.

      Plus, we were trying to start a family.

      We had been trying to get pregnant for two years now. Each time the pregnancy test came back negative was like a sledgehammer to my heart.

      I didn’t know why we were having such a hard time conceiving, and a doctor’s examination couldn’t tell us why either.

      Sometimes, the doctor had told us, people just can’t conceive.

      I knew there was nothing wrong with me, even if I couldn’t bring a baby into this world, but I wanted to be a mom so badly. I wanted to feel my child grow inside of me, I wanted to see the joy on Oliver’s face when I told him he was going to be dad, and yes, I even wanted to go through the pain of labor if it meant I got to bring that child out into the world.

      But we were beginning to think that would be impossible.

      Oliver finally put his foot down and told me we weren’t going to try anymore and that we’d let fate decide whether or not we had children after the fifth pregnancy test of last year came back negative and had nearly destroyed me.

      We started to talk about adopting.

      And I liked that idea more and more each time we talked about it. We were in the middle of adopting a baby boy. He was only five years old, and he stole my heart at first sight. But the adoption procedure was a long and grueling one, even with Oliver’s resources and connections.

      We were about two weeks away from bringing Colton home, and I had been preparing his room for weeks. For the first time in two years, I was excited. So excited, in fact, I forgot that my period was supposed to be due the previous week, but it never came.

      I had gone out and brought a pregnancy test earlier today.

      And it was positive.

      So now I was getting two babies to love when this time last year, I didn’t think I would get even one.

      I was blessed.

      The bathroom door rattled, and Oliver’s deep voice rang through the wall. “Baby, open up.”

      And like the impatient man that he was, he knocked a couple of times and tested the doorknob some more.

      I rolled my eyes as I made my way to the door and opened it a crack, not letting him through.

      His eyes narrowed when he caught sight of my red eyes. Using his finger, he swiped away some of the tears that had fallen. “What’s wrong, baby? Tell me so I can fix it.”

      I smiled at the words. He always said that to me whenever I was sad. I knew it just about killed him to know he couldn’t fix me not becoming pregnant last year. Some things were just out of his control.

      I shook my head. “Nothing’s wrong.”

      “Bullshit. Don’t lie to me, baby. You’re crying, and I don’t like it. Tell me who I have to kill for putting these tears in your eyes.”

      “I don’t think you would want to kill the person who put these tears in my eyes,” I said with a laugh and opened the door wider for him to come in.

      He walked in and helped me up onto the counter, placing me right next to the white pregnancy test. He hadn’t noticed it yet, his eyes were laser-focused on me. I bit my lip to hold in a smile as Oliver moved to stand between my legs.

      “Who’s making you cry?” he asked solemnly. My fierce protector.

      I grabbed his hand and placed it on my belly. “Do you think Colton will be happy?”

      He frowned. “With us? Of course, he will. We’ll love him so much, he’ll never know the definition of the word sad.”

      My smile widened, and I shook my head. “No, I mean, do you think he’ll be happy that he’s going to be a big brother soon?”

      It took him some time to register my words. When he did, his eyes widened, and he looked down at the hand covering my belly. That was when he noticed the test.

      He stared at the plus sign for a long time, and when he looked back up at me, his eyes were red-rimmed, and his big body was shaking with tremors.

      “You’re pregnant?” he whispered.

      “Yes. You’re going to be a daddy… again. Are you happy?”

      “Happy? Oh, God. I don’t think I can breathe.”

      I laughed through my tears as he picked me up in his arms and moved us to the bedroom. He carefully lay down on the bed, leaving me on top of him. I rested my hands on his chest and my chin on my hands so I could stare at him.

      “We’re going to be parents in just a few short weeks. And then we’re going to be parents again in just nine short months. Are you ready for this, Oliver?” I asked.

      “With you by my side? I’m ready for anything.”

      I moved up and kissed him.

      Kissed him so that he knew how much I loved him. Kissed him so that he knew how lucky I felt to be by his side. Kissed him, just because.

      “You’re the best thing to have ever happened to me,” I whispered against his lips.

      “I think you stole my line,” he said.

      I shook my head. I knew Oliver sometimes doubted himself. He never said, but I knew he worried about the kind of father he would be to Colton, and now to this baby, mostly because he didn’t grow up with one.

      Jack Harold certainly didn’t show him what it meant to be a good man. The last I heard, the man was rotting away in prison for another scam he concocted after my dad dropped him as a friend, and he no longer had any hold over Oliver.

      “You’re going to be a good father,” I said, and fresh tears sprang to his eyes.

      “I have no doubt about it, especially with you here by my side to remind me to be one.”

      I shook my head. “You don’t need me to remind you. You’re already a good husband, I know you’ll be a good father. I have every faith in you.”

      I rested my hand on his cheek and looked at his beautiful hazel eyes. “I love you. I love you so much, it worries me sometimes that I might have become dependent on you. But I shouldn’t be worried, huh? I’m already dependent on you, and what an amazing feeling that is, to know you’ll always catch me when I fall.”

      He smiled at me. “I love you.”

      And that was all he needed to say.

      I believed him.

      My love, my husband …

      My dirty billionaire.
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      I looked around the crowded bar, moving out of the way just in time as another drunken patron stumbled past me to the door.

      Nothing could have prepared me for the noise, the smell, and the looks coming my way—coming from men who looked like they could eat me for dinner and still have room left over for dessert.

      With false bravado, I walked to the bar top, praying I didn’t trip because of the three-inch heels I had on, and also praying no one would touch me as I passed them.

      Climbing carefully on the barstool, I wrapped my arms around my waist and looked up, meeting the bartender’s eyes.

      The bartender was older than me by at least a decade, wearing a fitted black tee and sporting a full beard, neatly trimmed to make him appear both rugged and put together. His brown hair was short, almost shaved off at the sides, leaving the top longer, falling over his head in that sexy, just-got-out-of-bed kind of way.

      With one perfectly arched eyebrow raised, he took in my small form and my nervous demeanor with sharp blue eyes. Obviously, I didn’t do this often and wasn’t quite comfortable. I bet he was wondering what I was doing here in this bar to begin with. Me too, buddy. Me, too. Maybe I should just go home.

      But no. I was here now. I might as well forge on.

      “What can I get you, baby doll?”

      I frowned at the nickname but didn’t comment. Instead, I leaned in close to him and said in a quiet voice, “Whatever you have on tap works for me.”

      One corner of his mouth curved up in a smirk that I was sure made him think he looked handsome, instead, it just made him look like a douchebag. “Are you sure you don’t want something like a cosmopolitan?”

      My unease was quickly replaced by annoyance as I looked right into his eyes. “I’m sure.”

      The bartender shrugged before walking away to fetch my drink. Moments later, he returned with a tall glass filled to the brim with beer and set it down in front of me. “Enjoy,” he said, the smirk back on.

      I held the glass to my lips, took a large gulp, ignoring the bitter taste, and only set it down when I’d drunk half of the contents.

      Now that the bartender was no longer around, my unease was back, only dulling a little from the alcohol, but still there, nonetheless.

      I glanced around at my surroundings, noting the half-naked women on the small dance floor, dancing—or really, just grinding against men who all had predatory glints in their eyes.

      For the hundredth time that night, I wondered why I was even here to begin with.

      Oh, yeah. I was looking for someone to take my virginity.

      I didn’t even know why I’d held onto it for so long. For a while, I’d thought there was something wrong with me because I didn’t really care about it. It wasn’t that I didn’t like or want sex. It wasn’t even that I didn’t feel attraction to the opposite sex. It was just that I’d never really given it much thought.

      For so long, my life had revolved around making it in the literary world.

      I wanted to be a writer, like my grandpa. He was one of the best thriller writers of his time, and no one even knew his real name. You only needed to hear the name Kellan B. James and think of the world-wide bestselling ‘Lost Children series.

      You would think that with all that success, his children and his children’s children would want for nothing, but my grandpa was terrible with money. By the time he died when I was six, he had less money in his account than I did now, working on a server’s salary.

      Which was saying something, because I was only a few tax brackets above the poverty line, and that was only because I’d saved like crazy my entire life, never splurging on things that people my age usually spend money on all the time without worrying about the consequences.

      I wasn’t bitter about it, though I sometimes wondered how much better my life would be had my grandpa and my parents been different people.

      My virginity status had never bothered me until recently, when I noticed how many people around me were happy moving on with their lives, and I was left feeling as if I had lived my whole life in redundancy.

      Things really hit home when my best friend Sophia married her now husband, Jaxon, for nothing more than a business transaction and ended up finding love instead.

      And here I was, holding onto my virginity tighter than a nun holding onto her virtue.

      But that was going to change very, very soon.

      Yet, as the night wore on, and none of the men seemed to catch my interest, I felt maybe I had made a huge mistake.

      If I’d told Sophia what I’d been planning, she would have thought I’d lost my mind. Which was why I didn’t tell her.

      This flimsy plan was concocted two nights ago, after flying home to Colorado from visiting Sophia in New York and watching the way her husband doted on her. I was hit with a pang of loneliness then, and somehow, after consuming half a bottle of vodka, I’d come up with this stupid plan that I hadn’t been able to get out of my mind since.

      I quickly finished off my beer, and craving something stronger, I ordered a whiskey and coke.

      I ignored the burn as the liquid made its way down my throat and kept drinking until I could feel my body loosening up, and I didn’t care anymore that I was at a bar with a whole bunch of strangers.

      I was well on my way to being drunk.

      The seat next to mine was pulled out, and someone sat down next to me. Someone big.

      Someone who smelled incredibly nice. I moved in closer to him, trying to get closer to his enticing scent, hoping I had appeared as inconspicuous as possible, even in my alcohol-induced state.

      Please let him be good-looking, I chanted to myself quietly.

      I peeked over to the man next to me and found his bright blue eyes already on me, crinkling at the corners from amusement. I wasn’t sure what he found amusing, and I hoped to all things holy, it wasn’t me.

      Because looking at him now, I realized he was definitely good-looking. So good-looking that I could do nothing but stare at him with my mouth agape. I was sure he probably thought of me as some loser for ogling him like that, but I couldn’t help myself. I was awestruck by the very sight of him, something I had never been before.

      The man was tall. Even sitting down, I could tell he was. With his broad shoulders and trim waist, his body was a model’s dream. Then you got to his eyes, and…

      Wow.

      I had never seen eyes that blue before. Caribbean blue, with a scattering of golden flecks glinting in that intelligent gaze of his. He had a straight nose, full lips, with the bottom lip slightly bigger than the top, and messy chestnut hair that looked so soft, I longed to run my fingers through it. His hair didn’t quite reach his shoulders, but it was close, with highlights of dark coal blending in with the brown locks.

      He was perfect in every way.

      How could someone be that perfect? It wasn’t fair.

      The man scooted closer to me, and I found it hard to breathe. He caressed his fingers softly up and down my jawline, causing a small shiver to course through my body.

      “What’s your name?” the beautiful man asked.

      “Tessa,” I answered automatically.

      “Tessa.” He tested my name out, and, judging by the smile on his face, he liked the sound of it. I liked the sound of my name coming from his lips. “And what brings you here?” he asked.

      I want to lose my virginity, I thought. Not that I would ever tell him that. But he might just be the perfect candidate to help me out of my little situation.

      With a coy smile, I shrugged, brought my drink to my lips, and took a huge gulp. The taste of the alcohol was barely noticeable, and I needed the liquid courage to do what I needed to do to get him in my bed.

      I felt his gaze on my lips as I drank, and when his eyes darkened with hunger, something tightened in my belly, and a distinct ache started to form just between my legs. I squirmed in the barstool a little to relieve the tension, but if anything, it just made the ache that much more noticeable.

      A knowing smile graced his full lips, just before he leaned in closer to me and whispered, “Do you want to get out of here?”

      My heart pounded so hard against my chest, it was almost painful. Suddenly unable to speak, I nodded and reached for my purse to pay for the drink. The man stopped me by putting his much larger hand over mine. I looked at him expectantly.

      “I got it.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to protest, but the man had already handed over his card to the bartender as he told him he’d pay for both of our drinks.

      The bartender walked away, and I stared after him, frowning.

      “You didn’t think I would let you pay for your drinks, did you?”

      I didn’t know how to answer. I felt both flattered and insulted. If we were on a date, him paying wouldn’t have been a problem. But we weren’t. And for the hundredth time that night, I wondered if I was making a mistake by handing my virginity over to a complete stranger.

      A hot stranger, but a stranger, nonetheless.

      The bartender handed the card back to the man with a knowing smile that grated on my nerves. I shot him a dirty look before allowing the man to help me up.

      I was thankful for the help, because with all the alcohol coursing through my system, plus the high heels, I would have fallen flat on my ass.

      Shooting him a grateful smile, I hooked my arm with his and let him escort me out.

      “Did you drive here?” the man asked.

      I shook my head. “No, I took a cab here. I knew I was going to drink tonight, so I left my car at home.”

      The man nodded his approval and walked me to a shiny black Audi. He opened the passenger side, and I carefully climbed in.

      The man was sitting in the driver’s seat moments later, and he started the car, blasting the heat to ward off the cold. Instead of reaching for his seatbelt, like I thought he’d do, he leaned in close to me and buckled me in.

      The clicking noise seemed deafening in the silent car. I was sure the man could hear my heart beating from where he sat.

      He cupped my cheeks and then gave me a kiss so gentle, so tender, I wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      I closed my eyes and opened my mouth when I felt his teeth on my bottom lip. He entered without hesitation, and his kiss grew firmer, rougher, and much more passionate. I groaned when I slipped my tongue in his mouth and kissed him back just as passionately.

      When he pulled away, we were both breathing heavily. With hooded eyes, he looked me over and said, “Soon.”

      My heart plummeted from both nervousness and excitement at the word. Soon.

      He pulled out, and the rest of the drive was made in silence. Fifteen minutes later, we were standing in front of a high-class hotel.

      I eyed him skeptically, but I supposed a hotel was better than going back to his place.

      “This is where I’m staying,” he explained.

      “You don’t live here?” I asked.

      He shook his head with a small smile. “No, I’m here for business.”

      I nodded but didn’t comment. It was good that he didn’t live here. Less chance of me running into him after tonight. So, why did I already feel disappointment over the thought of never seeing him again?

      We made our way up the elevator, the man holding my hand possessively. I liked the way his rough palm felt against my skin.

      He was dressed impeccably well—he probably worked in a high-powered office job—but his hands told me he hadn’t always worked in an office. He was someone who had obviously used his hands a lot growing up. And for some reason, that just made him so much more appealing to me.

      I clenched my thighs together at the thought of those callused fingers on my body. I bit my lips and squeezed his hand harder.

      I was nervous. Half of me wanted to tell him I was a virgin. Then maybe he wouldn’t be too rough. But another part was afraid that if I told him, he might not want me anymore. Besides, he didn’t come off as mean.

      I tugged at his hand until he turned to look at her. He was so much taller than me. The top of my head barely reached his shoulders. “I want to go slow,” I said quietly, not sure if he had heard me or not.

      As he looked down, I hoped he didn’t notice the blush crossing my cheeks. He placed his fingers underneath my chin and tilted my head until my eyes met his. “We’ll go as slow as you like,” he said gently. “You have nothing to worry about. I promise to make this as enjoyable for you as I know it will be for me.”

      I looked into his blue eyes and, finally, with a small smile, I nodded.

      The elevator door opened, and the man led me into the penthouse suite. My breath caught.

      He let me in first, staying silently behind me while I took everything in.
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      I wasn’t a man of many words.

      Instead, I liked to stay behind and watch people. Observe them, understand what made them tick, what kind of person they were, and exactly what I needed to do to win them over. Because of this, I was damn good at what I did.

      Calculated and careful, I’d started my multimillion-dollar business from the ground up.

      But staring at the small woman, with her wide innocent eyes and that virgin blush gracing her cheeks, I was… lost.

      I couldn’t figure her out.

      She appeared innocent, but nobody that innocent would ever willingly follow a man home from the bar, much less agree to sleep with him within five minutes of their first meeting.

      I wasn’t sure exactly what her angle was, but it left me tied up in knots. The chemistry between us was off the charts. That much was proven when I’d kissed her in the car. I knew things would be even better once I was inside her.

      Slowly, I made my way over to her. Like a predator to a prey. I knew she could see me from the reflection in the floor-to-ceiling window she was now standing in front of.

      When I was directly behind her, I wrapped my arms around her tiny waist. She really was tiny. Everywhere.

      She stood just past my shoulder, and that was with her high heels on. I knew once she took them off, she would stand no taller than my chest.

      It brought out all of my protective instinct, and I just wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      Why did I have the sudden urge to keep her away from the world so that no harm would ever come her way? We’d barely even spoken.

      She didn’t even know my name.

      “Let’s get you out of these clothes,” I said softly, so as not to frighten her. I could see her eyes widening in the reflection, but she only hesitated briefly before nodding.

      It felt like she had just handed me the world.

      Turning her around so that she was looking at me, I gave her a quick kiss. Then, placing her hands on my shoulder, I bent down.

      I took off her heels. I was tempted to leave those on but thought back to her request that she wanted to go slow. I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable.

      When I stood up to my full height, I couldn’t help but smile down at her facial expression. She really did pull off the innocent look well.

      Perhaps too well?

      She couldn’t possibly be a virgin, but she probably wasn’t as experienced as me. Perhaps I was her first one-night stand.

      I stared down at the blonde beauty in front of me. She definitely looked more like the relationship type.

      Yet, I couldn’t bring myself to regret bringing her here with me, even as I knew I wouldn’t be able to offer her more than one night.

      My plane was scheduled to leave the next morning, and the odds were I would never see her again.

      Her eyes took me in. She had one of those faces that showed just about every thought that went on in her head.

      It was refreshing to see, especially when I was used to being around those who concealed their emotions like weapons.

      I was one of those people.

      But Tessa had nothing to hide.

      I leaned down until my lips were close to her ear. “It’ll be good,” I promised. So, so good.

      She shivered against me, and I smiled, pressing my lips to the tender skin on her neck. Then I dragged my hands down from her shoulder to her waist, pulling her in close to me.

      I could tell she wasn’t wearing a bra, considering I could see the outline of her nipples poking out through her thin blouse. It was certainly an enticing image.

      I cupped one breast, and she gasped, arching her back a little and bringing herself closer to my touch.

      Planting kisses all over her face, I squeezed her breast, enjoying the soft moans coming out from her lips. When I tugged at her nipple with my thumb and forefinger, she wrapped her arms around my neck as if looking for my support, almost like she was scared of falling.

      Letting out an impatient groan, I moved back a little and unbuttoned her blouse somewhat roughly. It was lucky I didn’t rip it in my haste, and when I finally got to the last of the buttons, I pushed the thin material off her shoulders and let it fall on the floor as my eyes took in every inch of her naked skin.

      She looked down in fascination while I played with her breasts once again, the blush that prettily graced her cheeks making its appearance on her chest, so she appeared even more innocent.

      I bent down a little and pulled her in closer to me until I got one rigid peak in my mouth, tasting her.

      She was sweet and compliant, letting me do with her whatever I wished.

      Suddenly standing to my full height, I gathered her up in my arms and carried her to the master bedroom. She clung to me, her eyes taking in my face with a soft smile that was probably her best feature. I wanted to make her smile like that all night, especially since my time with her was so limited.

      Laying her on the bed, I looked down at her. “We need to get the rest of your clothes off,” I said.

      She bit her lip but nodded. Eagerly, I unbuttoned her jeans and pulled down the zipper. I heard her sharp intake of breath and slowed my movement. I didn’t want to scare her, but God, I was eager.

      My cock was hard and pushing painfully against the confinement of my black trousers. I wanted to free myself, but I needed to get her naked first.

      Ever since I’d caught sight of her at that bar, I had pictured nothing else but how she would look naked and squirming beneath me.

      I hooked my finger around the waistband of her jeans and pulled them down, revealing more pale skin and the skimpiest black triangle that she was trying to pass as panties.

      When I finally had the jeans off, I threw them on the floor and took her in, reveling in the image before me.

      Her hands clutched the sheets beneath her, and she looked both eager and nervous. Laying my body carefully on top of her, so to make her feel more secure, I kissed her.

      She seemed to want sweet and slow, so that was what I would give her, no matter how much I wanted to rip off her panties and plunge into her.

      I moved my hand down, briefly stopping at her breast, down still lower, to her navel. I felt her tense a little, but she did nothing to stop me, so I continued my path until I cupped her sex.

      She was soft and wet. So damn wet. With a groan, I moved the flimsy fabric to one side and ran my fingers over her damp folds.

      Her hips buckled beneath me from my very first touch, making me wonder what else she would do when my touch grew bolder.

      I already loved how responsive she was.

      Looking into her eyes, I entered a finger inside her. Her eyes widened comically, and I would have laughed if I hadn’t been in pain.

      She was tight.

      I felt her tremble when I moved my finger in and out of her slowly and knew she was close. Never had I bedded a partner who showed such a genuine reaction. Everything about her was a breath of fresh air.

      I wanted to make sure she was completely sated before I entered her, so I quickened my movement, and when I found that little bundle of nerves just above her opening, I twirled my thumb around, driving her crazy in the best way possible.

      Then with a cry, she came on my finger. I was half tempted to tell her my name just so I could hear her scream it, but I thought better of it.

      This was about finding that quick, passionate release between strangers. It wouldn’t do to get too personal with her.

      When she came back down, she opened her eyes and gave me a lazy smile, making me wish, not for the first time that night, that I had more time with her.

      Shaking myself away from the errant thought, I tugged at the hem of her panties and pulled until she was completely naked under me. I moved off her and seated myself between her spread legs, looking down at the pretty pink of her pussy.

      She tried to close her legs, but I was in the way, and with a tap of my hand gently on her hips, she held still.

      Good girl.

      I smiled and started petting her between her legs. I nearly came undone right away. She was so soft, so wet. Heaven.

      When my fingers found her clit, I pressed down before moving around in circles. I watched as she grew even wetter, her arousal running down her pretty pink sex.

      When I could no longer hold myself together, I clumsily moved off the bed and removed my clothes, my hands trembling slightly.

      I felt like a fifteen-year-old virgin again, not the man I had grown up to be. With a sigh of frustration, I finally got the last piece of clothing off and looked at Tessa. She was staring at me with wide eyes, her hands back to clutching the sheets.

      I smiled, her reaction boosting my confidence in ways I never thought could happen with just one look from a woman. “Don’t look at me like that,” I said.

      “Like what?” she asked softly.

      “Like you want me to take you roughly on that bed. I promised you gentle, and I plan on delivering,” I said.

      She blushed an even deeper shade of red that had my cock coming up, growing unbearably hard.

      I resisted giving myself a few strokes. At this point, I wasn’t even sure I could last more than a minute. She was turning me into such a mess.

      But the promise I’d made to her about making sure it was as good for her as it would be for me was on my mind.

      I was going to make sure she would never forget about me, and any man after me would only pale in comparison.

      I climbed onto the bed over her tiny body, spreading her legs out to accommodate my size. She was tensed, her hands still around the sheets, so I kissed her, long and deep, until I felt her go slack beneath me, her fingers running through my hair.

      I pulled away after a while, wanting to see the look in her eyes the first time I entered her.

      “Condom?” she asked, her voice small.

      With a curse, I quickly moved off her and over to my suit jacket, pulling out my wallet. I’d never forgotten about a condom before.

      Fuck me.

      I was about to enter her bare. The idea appealed to me, but I couldn’t believe I’d almost been so reckless and stupid.

      Pulling out the small packet, I quickly ripped the foil and wrapped the rubber around myself. Then I was back on top of her, between her legs. Back to heaven. I shot her a smile, slightly embarrassed about my lack of control when it came to her. “Sorry about that. You’re the only one who has ever made me so stupid. I couldn’t think straight.”

      She rewarded me with a smile of her own, and again, just like in the elevator when she looked at me with such trust in her eyes, I was taken aback by some unnamed emotion.

      Who would ever trust a heartless bastard like me?

      Someone who didn’t know me well.

      Someone whose innocence and emotions showed up in their big, expressive hazel eyes.

      When I reached between us and down her body to touch her between her legs, I couldn’t help the groan that came out of me. She was ready for me.

      Her eyes widened, and she bit her lip as she felt the tip of me at her entrance. I leaned down and kissed her again, hoping to get her to relax. When she opened her lips and wrapped her slender arms around my neck, I plunged into her without a thought.

      I was met with brief resistance that quickly gave way, and the petite woman beneath me stopped kissing me and tensed up as her face contorted with pain.

      With a soft curse, I held still and looked down.

      Ah, hell.

      And that might be just the place I would be spending eternity in. Never before had I bedded a virgin.

      An onslaught of emotions hit me like a freight train as I tried to remember the last ten seconds of my life. Had I been too rough? Just how badly had I hurt her? I wanted to ask, but the guilt I felt wrapped around my throat and prevented me from doing so, and that just pissed me off.

      Why hadn’t she told me?

      She wanted to go slow, she’d said that much, which made sense now, but Jesus, a heads-up would have been nice.

      I glared down at her, not that it had any effect, as she hesitantly moved her hips, apparently testing out the feeling of having me inside of her and driving me insane. I placed both hands on her hips to stop the movement.

      “Hold on, Tessa,” I gritted out.

      She stared at me, and suddenly, her lips were trembling.

      Fuck.

      She tried to push me off, but all that she succeeded in doing was creating that sweet, torturous friction between us once more.

      Her eyes held a hint of moisture in them, and I knew she was trying her damnedest not to let me see her cry.

      Acting on instinct, I shushed her and pulled her in close. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’m sorry if I hurt you,” I whispered over and over again, though I wasn’t sure if I was apologizing for hurting her physically or emotionally.

      Perhaps both.

      She mumbled something incoherent into my chest, and I moved back a little to meet her tear-stained eyes. “What was that?” I asked.

      Instead of answering me, she wrapped her legs around my waist and brought us even closer together than I thought was possible. My vision tunneled, and I may have blacked out a little from that stunt, wanting her to do it again, but also afraid to even move.

      I was usually in control, both inside and outside of the bedroom, but for the first time in my life, I was unsure what my next step should be, so I lay there and let her lead.

      She wrapped her arms around my neck once again and pulled me down to an earth-shattering kiss that I was sure I would remember for the rest of my life, and then she moved her hips, her movements unsure and fidgety, but still sexy, and I’d be damned, but I was turning into such a mess.

      Her groan brought me out of my stupor, and pretty soon, I was taking back the control I had so easily handed over to her just moments before.

      I moved out of her until just the tip of me stayed snuggled in the warm little haven before moving back in.

      “Faster,” she urged, moving her finger down my back. I felt a bit of pressure from her nails as she dug into my skin when I moved my hips a certain way.

      I complied, moving in and out of her quickly, hearing the erotic sound of our skin slapping together, and the beautiful sounds she made from those plump lips of hers.

      I reached down between us until my thumb found her clit and rubbed at it roughly, making it so that she turned her head to the side, her eyes closed, and then she came, clinging to me.

      I lost control after that. No longer able to think of any rational thought, I acted on impulse and moved even quicker than before.

      I felt myself building up, and when I felt her tighten around me as she came for the second time, I exploded, along with anything and everything sane in my world.

      I collapsed on top of her, clinging to her as tightly as she clung to me, whispering her name over and over again.

      When my senses came back to me, I braced my weight on my elbow and looked down at the smiling face of possibly the most beautiful woman I had ever laid eyes on. And I’d had her first.

      I had claimed her, and no other man could ever say the same.

      Her eyes were still closed, almost as if she was savoring the moment, as if she didn’t want it to end. I felt the same way. But I couldn’t possibly stay here with her forever.

      It just wasn’t how I operated.

      I sat up and pulled out of her, already feeling a sense of loss. She made a sound of protest, opening those big hazel eyes of hers and staring up at me. The pretty pink blush was back on her cheeks as she took in my length.

      I smiled.

      She was good for my ego.

      Climbing off the bed, I discarded the condom in the waste basket and made my way to the bathroom. My legs felt like jelly, and when I ran my fingers through my hair, I noticed a slight tremor in them.

      “Get it together,” I said softly, looking at my reflection in the mirror. How could one woman affect me so much? Shaking my head, I grabbed a small hand towel and ran it under warm water, then walked back to her, carefully keeping my expression neutral.

      I climbed back into bed with her and sat on my haunches between her legs, running the cloth up and down her tender flesh. She went limp and once again closed her eyes, letting me do with her as I wished.

      It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her that I had another hotel room booked and that she was free to sleep here for the night, but I just couldn’t get the words to form.

      It had been her first time, and as uncomfortable as I was about how I was suddenly feeling, I didn’t want to come off as an ass to her. So, I turned off the lamp on the bedside table and laid down next to her, pulling the covers up over both of us. The cloth I’d used to clean her had been carelessly thrown somewhere on the carpeted floor.

      She moved into me as soon as I got us both settled in. I froze for a moment or two, not sure what to do, before wrapping my arms around her small body and pulling her in so that there wasn’t even the slightest inch of space between us.

      Then I closed my eyes and had the best sleep of my entire life.
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      One Year Later

      

      I looked around at the small one-bedroom apartment and tried to feel excited about my new life.

      As far as apartments in New York went, this one was awesome.

      It was tiny, but we didn’t need a lot of room. Just one bedroom and a good kitchen.

      I knew I was lucky. Usually, people on my budget wouldn’t have lucked out in finding an apartment as nice as this. But Jaxon, Sophia’s husband, owned the building himself, and he sublet a room out to me for below the market value, and for that, I was grateful.

      I needed all the help I could get these days.

      “Where do you want these?” Sophia asked, carrying two boxes in her arms.

      “Oh, just put them anywhere. You know you didn’t have to help carry anything up? We have more than enough helpers for that.”

      And that was true, considering Jaxon and Sophia’s nephews, Brady, Bradford, and Zachery were pitching in to help.

      I didn’t think I’d have a lot to bring with me. I’d sold off all my furniture back in Colorado when I decided to move back to New York. I still wasn’t sure if this was the right decision, but it wasn’t just me I had to worry about anymore, and I’d missed New York. I missed the lights and the living style. And yes, I even missed the noise, if you could believe that.

      Colorado was… quiet. I had been living in Colorado Springs, a quaint little town surrounded by mountains.

      They say people in New York could be abrasive, but I found the people in Colorado to be quite distant. Or perhaps it was just me—I hadn’t made any friends there or built any lasting relationships.

      I was alone, save for my baby boy, and I didn’t want to be alone anymore.

      At least here I had Sophia. I also had her boys, who I had watched before from time to time.

      I needed that connection. I might be introverted, but that didn’t mean I wanted to live an isolated existence, and that was how it had been since I’d decided to move to Colorado.

      Kellan stirred a little in my arms but otherwise remained asleep. I let out a sigh of relief. Perhaps he knew we weren’t where we usually were, but he’d been having trouble sleeping since we moved back, and that was making me question this move even more.

      As a mom, I realized I shouldn’t be making decisions that were good for me, I should be making ones that were good for him. I wasn’t completely sure if New York was a good place to raise him in or not.

      God, I wanted to cry.

      I knew that would feel so good right now, especially with the way I was feeling, but I couldn’t just let go.

      I had guests.

      “How are things going?” Sophia asked, and like always, I knew she could sense my distress.

      I offered a weak smile, and she walked over, holding out her arms for Kellan. I passed him along, loving the way my best friend doted on my baby. “You’ll be a great mom someday,” I said. “You’re already a great mom to your nephews.”

      “Thanks, I try to be good for them, but I don’t want to replace their mom.”

      “Hey,” I said, more sharply than I intended. “Being good with them and for them doesn’t mean you’re out to take your sister’s place. You’re doing the job she always wanted you to do, and that’s taking care of them.”

      “Thanks. Although, I don’t know when we’ll try to have kids. Right now, Jaxon and I are just focusing on the boys.”

      I smiled and looked away. She and Jaxon were a team through and through. A longing hit me so badly that my chest ached with it. I was a single mom. I didn’t even know my baby’s father’s name, which sounds bad… because it was bad.

      I shouldn’t have gone to the bar that night, but I couldn’t regret it either because it had brought me Kellan, and he was the greatest gift anyone could have ever given me.

      I just didn’t want to do this alone anymore.

      I didn’t want to be alone anymore.

      I was exhausted.

      And fuck, I was emotional and stressed, and it felt like I had no one to turn to. I could tell Sophia about it, but she was happily married to a good man. How could I expect her to understand?

      I thought about that man more times than I dared to admit. My response to him had been insane and sudden. I hadn’t reacted to any other man like that after him, mostly because I was pregnant, and especially after I’d given birth and had felt my most unattractive yet. Although I doubted, even if I somehow lost all the baby weight and felt pretty again, whether I would have the desire to find someone else to warm my bed.

      Why did that man affect me so much?

      I had reassured myself that my feelings for him would fade in time, yet every time I closed my eyes, his blue eyes haunted me.

      It was his smile and the way he softly comforted me when he realized it was my first time.

      It was even the way he had held me in his arms all night that night.

      And then, come morning, he was gone, leaving no trace behind. I could have almost believed I’d imagined him if I hadn’t gone on to have Kellan as proof of our night together.

      I shook away the thought of him and focused back on my reality, hoping I wasn’t blushing so much that it would give me away.

      “What are you going to do, now that you’re here?” Sophia asked, in between softly cooing at Kellan.

      I’d named my son after my grandfather’s pen name, Kellan James. I didn’t know why I’d done it. Perhaps to remind myself that it was okay to put my dreams on hold for the most precious thing in the world to me. That it would also be okay if my life didn’t turn out the way I’d planned it.

      And I loved the name Kellan.

      Because, despite all of my grandpa’s faults, I still loved the man very, very much.

      I shrugged in answer to Sophia’s question. Now that I wasn’t actively pursuing a writing career, I needed to think seriously about what I wanted to do. Only it was hard to know what I could do that would allow me to be there for Kellan as well, considering I’d never gone to college.

      Hell, I was probably only passable in high school, and that was years ago now.

      Yet, I had been thinking about returning to school—I just didn’t know what to study.

      I looked back at Sophia and then to Kellan in her arms. “I don’t know what I can do. But I need to find a job first.”

      “Okay, that’s good. And you know Jaxon and I are here to help you, right?”

      I reached forward and clasped my hand on her arm. “Yes, I know. Thank you.”

      “Have you thought about where you’re going to apply?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe at a restaurant somewhere? That’s what I did back in Colorado.” But I had done that before Kellan. After Kellan was born, I was lucky enough to have known someone who had just opened a child’s daycare center. It was perfect because I’d enrolled Kellan when he was old enough, and had also worked there. I was able to be with Kellan, and the job was flexible, especially for a single mom.

      I doubted I could get the same job again, especially since the two months of working there didn’t qualify me to work in the same position.

      “That’s good. You can leave Kellan with us while you’re at work.”

      “Oh, I can’t ask you to do that.”

      “Why not? You did it for me with the boys. And I love Kellan. Besides, this will be good practice for Jaxon to be around another baby, you know, when we decide to have our own.” She winked at me, and I shot her a grateful smile. Leaving Kellan with Sophia would be ideal. I wouldn’t have to worry about him so much. But…

      “Are you sure Jaxon will be okay with that? Shouldn’t you talk about it with him first?”

      “He would be okay with that,” a deep voice responded from the doorway. We both turned and took in Jaxon at the same time, just as he set down three huge boxes on the floor.

      Gosh, I’d almost forgotten how big Jaxon was.

      He was easily the biggest man I had ever encountered in my entire life, coming in at six-foot-five, with bulging muscles that would make The Rock weep. And he was insanely gorgeous to boot. Sophia was a lucky girl.

      I shot him a smile and resisted the urge to move back when he walked into the room, making it seem even smaller than before.

      “Are you sure about this?” I asked him. “Having a three-month-old around is not an easy thing.”

      “I’m sure, Tessa. I wouldn’t have offered if I wasn’t. And Kellan is such an easy baby, I doubt we would have any trouble. Plus, the boys love him. This will be good practice for them when we have a kid of our own, right Sophia?”

      He shot a wink her way, and I swear, she melted into nothing but a pile of goo.

      I tried to ignore the heated way they were looking at each other across the room. The envy I’d felt earlier was back, only stronger.

      The last time a man looked at me the way Jaxon looked at Sophia, he’d gotten me pregnant.

      “Also, if you’re looking for a job as a waitress, I know just the place. The tips are great, and the owner is a good friend of mine. I can put in a good word for you.”

      “Really? Oh, that would be great!” That would certainly take away the stress of finding a new job myself, which I had always hated doing.

      I moved over to him and clasped his hand in excitement. His eyes were gentle when he looked at me, and he gave me a light hug, as if he was afraid he’d break me. “You’re family. And I always look out for my family, no matter what. What Sophia said is true. If you need help, just ask, okay?”

      I nodded and looked away so he wouldn’t catch the tears in my eyes. I really shouldn’t have moved away from New York in the first place. I shouldn’t have moved away from my family.

      “Thank you. You have no idea how much it means to me.”

      “Of course,” he replied, and we all pretended that I wasn’t choking up.
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      I looked at the big bar and grill restaurant in front of me.

      Blacklist’s was a nice place, and its targeted demographic was working professionals in their mid to late twenties.

      I knew from the little research I’d done, and from Jaxon’s description, it was a busy place, had been open a little less than seven years, and that the owner was a successful man in the restaurant industry who ran more than a hundred restaurants all over the country.

      I was told he often frequented Blacklist’s himself because it was close to his home, and sometimes he even worked the bar—as a way to de-stress, according to Jaxon.

      Rich people.

      When you work, not because you have to, but because you want to.

      I wasn’t really nervous about meeting him, and I doubted I would today anyway, considering it was my first day and all. I arrived half an hour before my shift because they were holding a team meeting.

      Which sucked—I didn’t really want my first meeting with all my co-workers to be all at once, and in a team meeting, no less.

      Shaking away my apprehension, I walked in and pulled up short when I saw how busy everyone was.

      I caught the eye of Shannon, my general manager, and the one who’d hired me on Jerimiah—the owner’s—recommendation.

      I knew she was probably curious about how I knew the owner, and I never corrected her that I had never met the man. I was only close to his friend.

      I walked over to her, and she smiled at me, though she seemed stressed. “Hey, Tessa. I’m glad you made it back. Did you get here okay?”

      “Yes, thank you.” We looked toward the kitchen as one of the chefs cursed loudly, followed by a crash that sounded like dishes breaking. “What’s going on?”

      “Huh? Oh, sorry, we’re just a little stressed out. Mr. Winthrop is dropping in unexpectantly, and we’re trying to get everything ready for his arrival.”

      I raised an eyebrow at that. Was Jaxon friends with some snotty, arrogant man? Because if this was the way his employees reacted to the news of his arrival, I doubted he would be a pleasant person.

      “Is the owner mean?” I asked worriedly.

      “What? No, Mr. Winthrop is not mean. He’s a fair man. He’s just been in a bad mood.”

      A waiter nearby snickered. “That man has been in a bad mood for a year. I don’t know what crawled up his ass from his trip to Colorado, but he’s been nothing but grumpy since.”

      Shannon shot the guy a dirty look. “Don’t listen to him. And don’t worry. Just stay out of the way. I doubt Mr. Winthrop will pay much attention to the waiting staff.”

      I nodded. Hopefully. The last thing I needed was the attention of a grumpy boss. I was so lost in thought I didn’t even realize the entire restaurant had gone quiet until it was too late.

      I looked around, and everyone stood frozen to the spot, looking at something past my shoulder. My brows lowered in confusion as a large shadow fell over me.

      My breath caught when I felt arms go around my waist, and then I was hauled up to a very large, masculine chest.

      “What are you doing here?” He spoke quietly so as not to be heard by others—even so, there was no mistaking the anger in his words.

      I would have recognized his voice anywhere, after all, it had been haunting my dreams for the last twelve months.

      Oh my God. What are the odds that I would run into him here? And why did he sound so angry with me?

      I didn’t know how to answer him, but before I got the chance, he turned me around, grabbed my hand, and led me toward a door. Away from the deafening silence in the room and the stares.

      He roughly opened the door, indicating for me to enter the room before he slammed it shut behind him. The lock clicked into place, sending my heart into overdrive.

      He stood in front of me, a force to be reckoned with. There was a storm brewing in his devastating eyes that made my stomach drop all the way down to my toes. This was not the same man I’d spent that one amazing night with. Not with his cold, accusing stare. That man, the one who had held onto me so gently, was gone. And I wanted nothing more than to get out of there. Screw this job.

      I didn’t need it this badly.

      I looked back at him, and I hated my reaction. He was wearing a charcoal-gray suit that fitted his form well, a light gray shirt, and a black tie. He was even more handsome than I remembered, and he was staring—or, more accurately, glaring—at me from across the tiny room.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked once again, though it was softer than the first time he’d said it, and his eyes had lost some of their sharpness. And then he frowned. “And how did you find me?”

      I frowned at that. “I wasn’t looking for you. I work here. Are you the manager or something?” Although, I hadn’t seen many restaurant managers wearing a full suit and tie.

      His eyes took me in for a while, his blues eyes dark and sensual, and he seemed hungry … for me? “Yes, or something. When did you move to New York?”

      And just like that, I was beginning to see some version of the man I’d spent the night with. He wasn’t gone after all, although I realized any softness he gave me now might disappear as soon as I told him.

      I had to tell him, didn’t I?

      Every man deserved to know, and this one had been nothing but sweet to me, even if he had left the morning after without saying goodbye.

      He hadn’t even told me his name.

      That was the one thing that kept me up at night: the worry that Kellan might want to know about his dad someday, and I wouldn’t even be able to provide something as simple as a name.

      “I moved here last week.”

      “Why did you move here?” he asked softly, moving in closer to me. I wished he wouldn’t. I couldn’t think straight when he was near.

      “I needed help. I used to live in New York until it got too expensive, but my best friend is here. It was pretty lonely in Colorado.”

      His eyes glowed with some unnamed emotion I didn’t want to guess. “Lonely? And are you not alone now?”

      I hadn’t been alone in quite a long time, but not in the way he thought. I shook my head. “No, I’m not alone. I have… I have my son.”

      He frowned at that. “How could you have a son? You were a virgin the first time we met.”

      I shot him a look.

      It didn’t take him long to figure out what I was saying.

      I watched as his face blanched, before it hardened. I just wasn’t sure what to make of it. I had told myself this would happen, yet I still wasn’t prepared for his dark expression. His eyes held no warmth, and I had the sudden urge to cover myself up, to protect myself from that inhuman gaze of his.

      His eyes dropped to my stomach several times before he took three huge steps forward, bringing himself so close to me, we were nearly touching.

      I resisted the urge to back away. I wouldn’t let him know I was intimidated by him, even if I was.

      “You’re lying.”

      I didn’t think. I slapped him, the sound echoing loudly in the small room. His shocked face registered in my mind before I was even aware of the repercussions of such an action. My palm stung, and my heart galloped fiercely in my chest. I had never slapped another human being before.

      I hid my hands behind my back so he wouldn’t see them tremble and looked up at him in defiance.

      The man was obviously well off for a manager. His clothes said as much, along with that fancy watch he wore, so I understood his skepticism. What I hadn’t been prepared for was how badly it had hurt to hear that nasty accusation coming from the father of my child.

      I knew I was close to breaking down, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing me cry.

      Feeling sick to the stomach and suddenly too hot, I walked around him. “I quit,” I said in a detached voice. “I don’t need this fucking job, and since you’re convinced I’m lying, there isn’t any reason for us to see each other.” I met his still shocked eyes, never once wavering. “I didn’t even know you worked here, but I see you’re not going to believe that, so…” I offered an indifferent shrug, even though I felt anything but indifferent. “I won’t bother you again. I just thought you had the right to know.”

      And with that, I walked out. I didn’t let myself lose it, even as the door clicked closed behind me, separating me from the man who’d hurt me with just two simple words. With trembling legs, I made my way to the exit.

      The previously busy room was empty and quiet. I could see the staff had all moved to the kitchen, obviously having their meeting before the start of their shift. Their eyes followed me, but I held my head high.

      I’d almost believed I was safe, but then, seconds later, the door opened, and his voice boomed out in that commanding way of his, followed by the sound of his quickly approaching footsteps.

      I moved faster across the room, hoping to escape before he could get to me.

      I had my hand on the door handle, about to push it out when his arms came around my waist, stopping me from moving.

      Anger rushed out, and I turned around and pushed him against his chest with both hands. “Let go!” I yelled. “I told you everything you need to hear, so why are you still fucking here?”

      Instead of letting me go like I asked, his hold on me only tightened, making it harder for me to breathe.

      Or perhaps that was my panic talking.

      Or the headache.

      And suddenly, I was just exhausted. I stopped fighting him, and the faint headache I’d felt that morning returned, only now it wasn’t small. It was too much. Much too much. I loved my son to death, but I had been nothing but a big ball of stress ever since I’d found out I was pregnant. And then there was the fact I’d gone into labor alone, not knowing if I would make it out of there with a healthy baby. A sob burst free, and without thinking, I rested my head on his firm chest. It was only going to be for a second, I told myself, even as I felt I was no longer strong enough to hold myself up.

      “Just a second longer,” I whispered against his chest, while everything around me went black.

      Before I lost myself, I could hear his voice, oddly gentle, as he gathered me up in his arms. “Shh, I’ve got you, Tessa.”
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      I woke up on a cloud.

      At least, that was what it felt like.

      I stretched my legs underneath the covers, and even though they ached, it was a good sort of ache that made me wish I was still asleep.

      I braced myself. I was not in my room, not in my own bed. I knew that much. I opened my eyes to unfamiliar surroundings.

      Frowning, I tried to remember what I had done last night.

      I wasn’t sure what time it was, or if it was even morning yet, not with the curtains pulled tightly shut.

      I panicked.

      Moving about, I searched for… I wasn’t sure what I was searching for, but in my frantic state, I accidentally touched something hard and warm.

      My hand recoiled.

      There was someone asleep next to me.

      I tried to climb off the bed, but big, strong arms suddenly wrapped around my waist, preventing me from going anywhere. I screamed.

      “Let go of me, you freak!”

      “Shh, Tessa. Calm down. You’re safe, I promise you.”

      I stilled at the voice. I would have recognized it anywhere. And I still didn’t even know his name.

      I turned toward him and felt him letting go of me briefly. Then I sensed him moving around before I heard the click of a lamp, and then the room was flooded with light.

      I cringed, letting my eyes adjust to the sudden brightness before taking in my surroundings, my eyes growing wide.

      “Where am I?” I asked. I didn’t need to ask what had happened. I remembered it all, down to the last excruciating detail of our encounter, which made the fact that he was still around even more confounding.

      “My home,” he answered slowly, as if he was worried he would frighten me.

      I tensed. “What time is it? I need to get home.”

      “Calm down. I talked to Sophia on your phone. She knows where you are, and she agreed to let… let Kellan stay with her for a while.”

      Did his voice just catch when he’d said Kellan’s name? I didn’t want to think too much about that right now.

      “Why am I here?” I asked, and for the first time, turned toward him. Even in his haggard appearance, he was still a handsome man, the proud tilt of his chin ever-present. His eyes, though. They were much different from what I’d seen at the restaurant.

      They were a lot softer as he took me in. “Because you’re unwell.”

      I shook my head in confusion. “What does that have to do with you? Why didn’t you drop me off at the hospital? You didn’t have to bring me back to your home.”

      His jaw clenched. “You expect me to leave the mother of my kid at a hospital?”

      Anger surged through me, making it difficult to look at him without wanting to strangle the man. Maybe I would have attempted it… if he wasn’t three times my size. “Last time we talked, you made it clear you didn’t think my son was yours.”

      Something flashed in his eyes, but it was gone before I could tell what it was. Shame? Guilt? I wasn’t sure.

      “I changed my mind.”

      I laughed, the sound both humorless and abrasive. “You changed your mind?” He nodded, seemingly nervous. It was an odd look on him. He didn’t wear it well. “Oh, that’s rich. The bull-headed man decides to change his mind and wants to be a part of this baby’s life. You practically called me a whore and accused me of trapping you.”

      “I didn’t call you a whore,” he argued, somewhat weakly.

      I nodded. “You’re right. You didn’t outright call me it, but it was in your eyes. I didn’t need the words to see that.” I threw the covers off.

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “Away from you,” I hissed. But just as I stood up, the room started to spin. The headache was back—I hated the damn thing. I was just so goddamn tired.

      So tired, in fact, that I didn’t even protest when he wrapped his arms around me and hauled me up. I wrapped my arms around his neck automatically, seeking comfort in the one place I shouldn’t, and buried my face in his chest, letting the calming scent of him reassure me that everything would be okay, if only for a minute.

      He gently laid me down on the king-size bed and sat by my side, removing a few strands of hair away from my face. I closed my eyes, willing the awful day to just be over so that I could hibernate in my own room, with my baby by my side.

      “Has this been happening a lot?” he asked as he stroked my cheek.

      “What?” I asked, still keeping my eyes closed.

      “The headaches. The fainting.”

      I huffed out a breath. “No, this is new. It must be from all the stress. Just give me a minute until the headache goes away, then I’ll be out of your life for good.”

      I felt him stiffen then. Opening my eyes, I took him in, from the hard set of his jaw to the tense posture and the determined expression on his face. That scared me the most.

      “I have a proposition for you.” He began to speak after an awkward silence.

      I narrowed my eyes at him, so sure I wasn’t going to like what he had to say. When I didn’t reply, he continued.

      “We get married.”

      My first inclination was to laugh. My second was to kick him right between his legs. I chose the former, knowing I could always do the latter once I was well-rested and didn’t feel like I was half-dead.

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      His face was as serious as it always had been. I stared at him, incredulous. “Why would I marry you? I don’t even know your name.”

      “It’s Jerimiah.”

      Ah. Jerimiah. The restaurateur, Jerimiah. Jaxon’s friend, Jerimiah. No wonder he thought I was trapping him. The man was loaded.

      “We have a child together. I can provide for you and our child.”

      “So just because we have a child together, we should get married? Are you fucking insane?”

      He flinched at that. “You’re a lady. Can you not use such insensitive words?”

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” I yelled out.

      Jerimiah sat there, a picture of ease as he took in my little tantrum. If I wasn’t mistaken, he was even a little amused. “Are you done?” he asked.

      “I’m not going to marry you,” I hissed out, already throwing the cover off. I looked down and frowned. “Why am I wearing this?”

      I hadn’t been paying attention to my clothes before, but now it was impossible to ignore. I was wearing a black T-shirt that smelled very much like Jerimiah, and the black pants I had on this morning when I dressed for work.

      “I didn’t want you to be uncomfortable, and the white button-up uniform shirt you wore isn’t the most comforting thing in the world.”

      “So, you undressed me and put me in this?” I asked, mortified.

      Jerimiah’s expression gave nothing away, although I detected a hint of hunger in his eyes when he said, “Yes. I undressed you and put you in one of my T-shirts. I must say, I do like the image of you in my shirt.”

      My face that with something potent. I hoped he couldn’t figure out what I was thinking.

      An intense ache I was already familiar with pounded against my sex.

      “I put you in my shirt first before I removed yours. I didn’t touch you any more than necessary, and I didn’t look. I was a gentleman and turned my head away, though it’s kind of pointless considering I had the image of you naked and squirming beneath me burned into my mind already.”

      My face grew even hotter as I recalled him pounding in and out of me. The ache intensified, the rhythmic throbbing of my sex getting harder and harder to ignore.

      “I also have the image of your face when you came, when you closed your eyes and lost yourself to the pleasure I gave you, when—”

      “That’s enough,” I interrupted in a voice that didn’t sound like my own. Could he hear the desire in it?

      “Why?”

      I didn’t answer him, instead, I climbed off the bed. It looked like he was bracing himself for me to fall as he stuck close by me. I was glad to note the headache had started to pass off.

      What hasn’t passed, though, was my desire for the man—a reminder of that made known when I could feel how wet I was becoming.

      I looked at him, his expression mirrored my own, I was sure, with his eyes dark with his desires.

      We moved at the same time, and suddenly I was in his arms, his hold steady and firm as he stroked his hand between my legs and cupped my sex. I moaned and fell against him, looking down at where his hand disappeared underneath the shirt I wore, before reaching in front and placing his hand beneath my pants. He played with my sex and groaned when he realized I wasn’t wearing any panties.

      I couldn’t see what he was doing, but I could feel it. Felt it when he delved his fingers between my delicate folds before moving them upwards to my clit and rubbing at it roughly, bringing me up higher, and higher, and higher…

      My orgasm surprised even me. I couldn’t believe I had come that fast and that hard until I could no longer feel my legs, and I would have fallen down had Jerimiah not been there.

      As I rode out the orgasm, I found I was back in bed, with him on top of me.

      He kissed me, and there wasn’t anything skilled about the kiss either. It was hungry, and frenzied, and uncontrollable, and it was exactly the way I needed to be kissed by him.

      He made a noise of approval when I opened my mouth, letting him in, and I whimpered when he ran the tip of his tongue across the roof of my mouth.

      “I didn’t get to taste you the last time,” he said, making me clench my thighs together in anticipation. It took everything in me not to scream out, Yes, please!

      He looked down at me. “You would let me taste you, wouldn’t you?”

      Unable to form any words, I nodded. His lips curved up in a sinful smile before he placed a tender kiss on my neck, sucking the skin there briefly before he kissed his way down my body.

      His hands had already moved to the hem of the black shirt I wore, as he slowly dragged it up my body. My skin was sensitive enough that I reacted to even the slightest brush of the fabric.

      I sucked in a breath when he had the shirt up to my collarbone, exposing my naked body to his unnerving gaze. He licked his lips, his eyes dark as he stared at my bra-covered breasts, almost with reverence.

      It wasn’t like the fabric was offering any kind of protection. The bra was black and flimsy and almost see-through. I was sure he could make out the outline of my hardened nipples.

      He reached behind for the bra clasp, his eyes focused on me as he tilted his head to the side, asking permission. I nodded.

      “Jerimiah,” I said softly when he unclamped the hook and moved the fabric up with the shirt and out of the way.

      His eyes flared. “You didn’t scream my name the last time,” he said, running his hands softly up and down my sides, coming close to the one place I wanted him to touch so desperately. “You will now.”

      I stared as he cupped my breast with one hand, pinching my nipple until it stood out in a hardened peak.

      I squirmed beneath him while he continued to play with it, tweaking it, until I nearly came from that alone. Of course, he was teasing me some more, not allowing me the sweet release I so desperately sought, as he continued to pull away, making me whimper in frustration.

      “Jerimiah,” I gasped out, harsher than I intended. It only made his smile widen before he winked at me and bent down, taking one nipple between his lips, rolling it around with his teeth, driving me crazy.

      He sucked on my nipple as his hand began to roam my body, down to my hip, only pausing briefly to give it a tender squeeze before he cupped my sex.

      Even with my pants in the way, I could feel the heat of his touch.

      I gasped out when he petted me there.

      And when it didn’t look like he could take it anymore, he unbuttoned my pants and pulled them down my legs, throwing them somewhere on the floor.

      “This is new,” he said with a groan, returning to exploring the soft skin surrounding my sex. He was talking about the Brazilian wax.

      I blamed it on the months of celibacy, but I found getting it done to be strangely erotic and had kept up with it regularly. It wasn’t like I was getting any with a three-month-old baby.

      I liked the feel of the soft skin there whenever I touched myself and thought of him. Not that I would ever tell him that, of course, but to know that he couldn’t get enough of touching me there had made all the awkward encounters I’d had with esthetician worth it.

      “I bet it’ll feel amazing when I’m inside of you,” he all but growled out, his fingers growing bolder as he found my entrance and slid a single finger inside me. I tightened my sex around him as he moved down again, kissing and nipping any skin he came into contact with, until he could hook my legs on his shoulders, baring me fully to him.

      My instinct was to close my legs, not used to being intimate with anyone, but he was in the way, and when he kissed the inside of my thigh, I forgot about wanting to close them.

      I wanted his lips on my sex. I wanted him to make me come like that.

      “Please, Jerimiah,” I finally begged.

      “Please, what?” he asked, a hint of humor in his voice.

      “Please,” I gritted out.

      He smiled. “So you can say ‘fuck’ casually, but you can’t beg me to eat your pussy out like the starved man you know I am?”

      He sucked on the tender skin where my leg met my sex, leaving a mark. He was so close to where I wanted him most, but he held still, not moving. I knew he wouldn’t. Not until I gave him the words.

      “Please, Jerimiah,” I began. “Please put your mouth on my pussy.”

      I looked down in time to see that he was full-on smiling, just as he began to place wet, open-mouthed kisses there. I trembled at the contact, so, so desperate for more of him.

      I just needed more.

      I shamelessly moved my hips up, bringing his mouth in closer contact with my sex. He plunged his tongue inside of me, and I threw my head back and, as promised, screamed out his name.

      My second orgasm tore through me, so much more intense than the first. Nothing could have prepared me for this, for him. Sex with Jerimiah was dangerous. I was quickly getting addicted.

      As I rode out the last of my orgasm, I felt oddly defenseless.

      I was completely exposed, and not just because I was naked and he was still fully dressed, but because I felt, with enough time, Jerimiah might just get to me in a way no other man had ever succeeded in doing.

      With time, Jerimiah would wreck me so completely that by the time he was done, there would be nothing left but bits and pieces, totally unrecognizable, and totally irreparable.

      I looked up and saw he had removed his shirt and lounge pants, revealing his huge erection. He was beautiful. And I found myself wishing that he wasn’t quite so beautiful, not when I was lying on said beautiful man’s bed with nothing but his shirt rolled up to my collarbone, exposing my naked flesh to his intruding gaze, feeling less than perfect. Although I was a little more experienced than the first time we’d been together, I was no less intimidated by the sight of him.

      I wanted him both closer and further away.

      He made the choice for me when he moved back, his movements confident and calculated, like a predator on the hunt. I definitely felt like prey. His lips were curved upward in one corner into a wicked smile, almost as if he could tell what I was thinking with just one look.

      He crawled on top of me, kissing me so gently that it contradicted his movements from earlier, contradicting everything I had come to know about the man.

      “I’m going to make you feel so good, baby,” he said, stroking my cheek. I wanted to cry. And I hated that.

      Closing my eyes, I tilted my chin upwards, begging for another one of those sweet kisses from him, and he complied, all the while, his hand moving between us, down to my legs. He tested me out, making sure I was ready for him.

      He made a hum of approval at the back of his throat when he found me wet and wanting.

      “Don’t forget the condom,” I said, smiling slightly.

      He mirrored my expression and reached into the bedside drawer to grab one out. This time I was prepared if it broke like it had done before—I was on birth control. No way was I going to let him impregnate me a second time. That would just be stupid.

      Once he covered himself, he brought the tip of his penis to my entrance, sliding into me slowly, inch by torturous inch.

      When he was fully inside me, he pulled away from the kiss and looked into my eyes. There was tenderness there that hadn’t been present before.

      And he held still, making sure he drove me as crazy as possible before he moved.

      And when he did?

      I couldn’t even remember my own name, let alone all that went on around me. It was just Jerimiah that existed for me and no one else. I urged him on, running my fingers somewhat harshly against the skin on his back, marking him.

      I wanted the world to know that I had Jerimiah Winthrop, if only for a short while.

      He pumped in and out of me harder and faster, building up to the point of no return. I came around him, tugging him in close, using his much larger body to shelter me from the world. And when he shook, signaling the start of his orgasm, I stared up at him, fascinated by what I saw.

      His carefully controlled mask slipped away, and all that was left was the man himself. And that man intrigued me deeply.

      I memorized his expression, putting it carefully away in a mental file box marked “Cherished.” That way, I could keep it with me forever.

      It felt so primal to know that I was the woman who’d put that expression on his face. I tightened around him, letting his exhausted body collapse on top of me, a welcoming weight I didn’t want to go without.

      I couldn’t imagine sex would be like this with anyone but him—and that scared me more than anything else in the world.
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      Tessa was quiet as she lay there in my arms.

      What I wouldn’t give to know what she was thinking.

      Had her control been completely obliterated like mine? Could she feel the slight tremor coursing through my body, and could she read the regret in my eyes when I finally pulled out of her, feeling strangely empty?

      I gathered her up tightly into my arms and reluctantly pulled down the shirt she was wearing until it covered most of her body. I helped her readjust her bra, and she smiled shyly at me.

      She didn’t protest when I snuggled her tightly against my side, coming to me willingly.

      I wanted to bring up the subject of their marriage again, but I was afraid she might run.

      She would have run out earlier when I’d brought it up had it not been for the fact that she was so turned on by me. Something akin to male satisfaction roared inside of me. I wanted to pound my fist against my chest and lock her away in my mansion forever. Her and our son.

      Kellan.

      I loved the name. It was a strong name. A name fit for a king. And by my estimation, he would be about three months old.

      Had I just stayed that morning we slept together for the first time, I could have been there for his birth. I wouldn’t have missed so much of his short life.

      No more.

      I wanted to be in my son’s life, and I wanted to be in Tessa’s life. I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her since that night, and by the time the flight had taken off the morning after, I was already feeling the regret of leaving her there.

      I tightened my arms around her, burying my face in her hair and taking in her now-familiar scent.

      “How are you?” I asked after a while. I knew I hadn’t exactly been gentle, and guilt ate at me. I was a big man, easily twice her size… the thought of hurting her didn’t sit well with me.

      She snuggled back into my arms, wriggling against me, and making my dick stand up to attention. If she kept that up, I wouldn’t be able to resist burying myself back inside her once more, fucking us both into oblivion.

      And we needed to talk.

      “I feel wonderful,” she said on a sigh.

      I didn’t want to ask, but the thought took hold, and I had to know. “Have you been with anyone else?”

      “No,” she answered slowly. I kissed her shoulder to let her know how happy that made me. She didn’t ask me if there’d been anyone since her.

      “I haven’t been with anyone else since you either,” I volunteered, continuing to kiss her soft skin wherever my lips could reach.

      Surprised, she pulled up so she could look at me. Her eyes widened in disbelief, and I wasn’t sure if I found it funny or insulting. “Really?”

      I nodded. “Really.” Like my dick would get hard over anyone else. The idea of another woman didn’t even appeal to me, and I had been masturbating for the whole year to thoughts of only her. It had felt pathetic then—now, I was just glad I’d waited for her.

      “But why?”

      I shrugged. I didn’t know the answer myself, or rather, I knew, I just didn’t want to think too deeply about it.

      Luckily, she let it go and laid back down, allowing me to continue to soothe her with my touch. To be honest, it soothed me as well. Never had I felt so relaxed cuddling with a woman, but with her, I couldn’t seem to make myself pull away.

      That was until her stomach growled loudly.

      I could tell she was embarrassed, so to ease her out of it, I sat up and pulled her along until she was sitting on my lap, her face buried in my chest.

      “I haven’t taken proper care of you, have I? Forgive me?”

      She peeked an eye open to look at me. She looked adorable. And with a small nod, she graced me with one of her breathtaking smiles that nearly stopped my heart. Climbing off the bed, I went to my closet and pulled out an old T-shirt and lounge pants for myself, and boxer briefs for her.

      Putting on my clothes quickly, I walked back to bed and gently pulled her up. Then I helped her put on the boxer briefs and straightened out the shirt. My shirt nearly dwarfed her, making her appear much younger than she really was.

      I held out my hand and waited. I wanted her to come to me willingly. Something about gaining her trust was becoming important to me, but I didn’t want to overanalyze why that was.

      With only a moment of hesitation, she placed her much smaller hand in mine, and allowed me to lead us out of my room.

      I looked back in time to see her wide-eyed expression as she took in my place. I smiled to myself in satisfaction. I wanted her to be impressed by what she saw, but not for superficial reasons.

      I wanted her to be impressed so that she might come around to the idea of living with me. So that maybe, if we married, she would enjoy living here. With our son.

      Marriage.

      The idea should have scared me. Instead, it felt like a need. I had to have her. It felt like I had found the perfect woman to share my life with. I wasn’t sure if I was capable of offering her love, but I was capable of tenderness, of respect, and of friendship.

      We already knew we had off-the-charts chemistry in bed. That was enough in my book. And we had a kid together. I could have a family with a great woman I cared about. Now, I just had to convince her of that.

      Although, with how she had reacted when I brought up marriage before, I knew it wouldn’t be easy. That was okay. I could be a patient man.

      I still had time to convince her that marrying me would be a good idea. But before that, I needed time to convince her to let me meet my son.

      I wouldn’t have blamed her if she was wary about setting the meeting up, especially with the way I had behaved, but I needed to know him.

      Could you love someone you had never met before?

      Because I was already head-over-heels for that baby.

      “What do you think?” I asked, leading her to the kitchen, taking great care to go slow. I didn’t want her to trip and fall.

      “Your place is beautiful,” she said softly.

      “Thank you. I’ll give you a tour later.”

      I went to the fridge and found some leftover lasagna from the night before. It was the only thing I had in there that was appropriate for dinner. I wished I had something better to give her, but going out wasn’t an option, not when she still looked a little pale.

      Taking it out of the fridge, I proceeded to reheat the food, and grabbed two plates from the cupboard. “I hope you like lasagna,” I said. “My fridge is embarrassingly understocked.”

      She smiled at me, and I was stuck again by how beautiful she was. Funny thing was, I didn’t think she knew that. “It’s fine.”

      I went back to what I was doing while she made herself comfortable on the kitchen barstool, her feet swinging gently back and forth.

      “How long have you lived here for?” she asked.

      “Five years,” I answered absently.

      “Hmmm.”

      “What about you? You said you lived in New York before?” I saw her nod from the corner of my eyes. “Are you from here?"

      “No, I’m from Colorado. I moved here when I was eighteen for school.”

      The answer surprised me. “School? How old are you?”

      “Twenty-six,” she answered, looking a little abashed. I wondered why her age embarrassed her. “I dropped out my third year, trying to pursue a writing career. It’s not going great.”

      “Hey, you’re still young. You have time.”

      “What about you? How old are you?”

      “I’m thirty-six.”

      “And you‘re such a success. I wonder where I’ll be in ten years.”

      “A lot can happen in ten years. You might find yourself with everything you ever wanted.”

      “I doubt it. It’s hard being a single mom.”

      “You’re not a single mom. You have me,” I said fiercely.

      She didn’t look relieved by that. If anything, she seemed distrustful. I didn’t blame her, not after the way I treated her at the restaurant.

      I walked away from the food and toward her. When I grabbed hold of her hands, I could feel them trembling, making me feel like the worst kind of monster.

      I had put that uncertainty in her eyes.

      “You do have me,” I said, meeting her eyes. “And if you marry me, you’ll never have to worry about anything else, ever again.”

      She pulled her hands away and held them on her lap. “I’m not going to marry you.”

      “Why not?”

      She scoffed at me, letting out yet another curse word. I had never met a girl who had such a proclivity for cursing. I hoped our child wouldn’t end up inheriting her potty mouth.

      “Because I don’t even know you. Because just yesterday, you called me a liar.” Her eyes flashed with indignation. “I want to be married to a man I love and who loves me back. I can’t marry you.”

      The thought of her married to some other man made me want to ram my fist into the wall. I took back her hand and was pleasantly surprised when she didn’t put up a fight. “What’s love when there’s mutual respect? Isn’t it enough that I will care for you and our child?”

      Another emotion flashed in her eyes that I wasn’t able to identify.

      “That’s not enough,” she said miserably.

      I cupped her cheek and brought her eyes back up, so she was looking at me. A noise that resembled a growl made its way up my throat when I caught sight of her tears.

      “Let me take care of you, Tessa,” I said. “We can put the discussion of marriage to one side for now. But I do want to take care of you and our son. You would… let me meet him, wouldn’t you?”

      I hated the uncertainty I heard in my voice then, but I didn’t know what to do if she didn’t want me to meet Kellan.

      Much to my relief, she said, “I would never keep Kellan away from you, Jerimiah. But you have to be sure about this. I can’t have you in his life, only for you to up and leave. And he’s only three months now, so I’m not sure how interesting he’ll be to you.”

      “I won’t leave,” I said in a determined voice. I knew she was right to think that. She was only protecting our son, but it still hurt to hear her say it. I would never walk away from my own kid. “And besides, I don’t think you have to worry about whether or not he’ll be interesting to me. I’m already fascinated by him. I want to know everything.”

      “Would you like to see what he looks like? I have like a thousand pictures of him on my phone.”

      I smiled at that. As much as I would like that, she needed to eat first.

      “Later. Show me later. Now, I want you to eat.” Walking back to the food, I placed it on a plate and slid it in front of her. I grabbed a seat next to her.

      We ate in silence, both of us lost in thought, me about Kellan, and her, probably about what all of this would mean for us.

      I honestly didn’t know.
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      I skimmed my hand nervously down the hem of the knee-length floral dress I was wearing before moving it back to my hair and twirling a strand between my fingers.

      God, what was wrong with me?

      I shouldn’t be this nervous, but I was. I wanted Jerimiah to fall in love with our son at first sight like I had done, and I wanted him to try and stay.

      I shouldn’t have slept with him again, but he caught me in a weak moment, and, well, attraction had never been a problem between us.

      Even a year after that night, I still thought about him, and not just because of Kellan.

      No, the problem was that I hadn’t even known his name until recently. I didn’t know the kind of man Jerimiah was, and I was afraid of bringing him into Kellan's life only to have him leave soon after.

      It wasn’t just me I had to protect now.

      Was I crazy for even entertaining this idea?

      I had talked to Sophia two nights before, when I’d returned to pick Kellan up at her house, and she told me she didn’t know Jerimiah well.

      He was Lily’s brother, and he had raised her since she was a little girl, so that had to count for something, right?

      Lily was the wife of one of the partners at Jaxon’s firm.

      I had only met the beautiful woman a handful of times before, and from what I gathered, she was a sweet woman who was so excited to meet her nephew.

      That was the kind of thing that told me the Winthrops planned on staying in Kellan’s life for good… right?

      It wasn’t like Jerimiah could walk away now, even if he wanted to, and based on the hundreds of texts he had sent me since the day I fainted in his arms, I got the impression that he definitely didn’t want to.

      We had agreed that he would give me back my waitressing job because, as much as Jerimiah wanted to take care of both Kellan and me, I needed some independence.

      I didn’t want to depend on Jerimiah for anything, save for a shoulder I could lean on when the parenting of our son got too hard.

      That was all.

      Or at least, that was all I should want from him.

      I didn’t know anymore.

      The buzzer rang, startling me so much that I jumped nearly a foot off the ground. Luckily, I didn’t make any noise. Kellan was lying on his belly on top of one of his blankets, pounding his little fists on the floor in amusement. He would watch me sometimes, to make sure I was where he last saw me, but he wasn’t paying attention to me now.

      I walked over to view the camera installed out front, and my heart stalled at the sight that greeted me.

      Jerimiah stood there, and even through the black and white recording, there was no way to disguise his distinguished good looks. His eyes were hidden by a pair of expensive-looking sunglasses, but I could see the Caribbean blues clearly in my mind. His sable hair was long and a little messy, as if he’d spent the morning running his long fingers through it. I moved down to the dark-colored shirt he wore, noting the way his muscle stood out, especially apparent because the shirt had short sleeves.

      Would there ever be a time when his appearance didn’t affect me so much?

      I didn’t think so.

      I buzzed the door to let him into the building and returned to the circular mirror that hung in the hallway, assessing my appearance again.

      Why the hell did my skin look so dull today?

      I‘d put make-up on—one of those rare days where I’d woken up early enough to do it—but it wasn’t much, and I wasn’t wearing any foundation, a decision I was really regretting now.

      Jerimiah was on his way up, and no sooner had I realized when I heard three sharp knocks on the door. My heart nearly lurched right out of my chest.

      I went to the door and opened it on shaky legs, and there he was.

      Jerimiah Winthrop was everything I wanted. Had you asked me what my ideal man was during my teenage years, I would have described someone like him.

      Tall, dark, mysterious, and so fucking beautiful, my heart hurt just looking at him.

      “Hey,” he said, shooting me one of his playful smiles. I smiled back.

      He’d seemed softer with me in recent days, and I wasn’t sure whether or not I liked this change. How easy he made it for me to believe we could ever be something more than simply Kellan’s parents.

      “Hey. Come on in.”

      I opened the door wider and moved out of the way so he could fit his large frame through. Despite this, his shoulder still brushed up against mine as he passed, and I had to work hard to hide my reaction to him.

       I watched him take in the apartment.

      I really had been lucky—I would have never been able to afford anything this nice if it hadn’t been for Sophia and Jaxon. And the apartment was in a decent area too, which made me feel safer coming home at night, especially with a baby in my arms, but it wasn’t big.

      I wondered what Jerimiah thought of the place, considering what his apartment looked like. It was likely ten times the size of this apartment, and much, much nicer.

      I watched as he picked up Kellan’s rattle, a small smile overtaking his face. Even if Kellan wasn’t in the room now, it wasn’t hard to tell that a baby lived here, considering his things were all over the place, from the too-many toys he had no interest in playing with for more than a passing second, to his many blankets, gifted to him by his Aunt Sophia, and even to the baby carrier lying carelessly on the sofa, as well as the stroller that I had forgotten to put away.

      I should have spent the morning cleaning instead of twiddling my thumbs nervously.

      Jerimiah pulled up short when his eyes finally landed on Kellan, who had been hidden by the coffee table until he’d walked further into the room. I watched as he fell in love with our son at first sight.

      Tears sprang to my eyes, and I worked hard to keep my emotions to myself.

      This was their moment.

      When Kellan was born, he looked nothing like either of us. More like a grumpy old man, all red skin and crying, with only thin patches of dark hair on the top of his head.

      Now… there was no mistaking that he was Jerimiah’s son, through and through.

      I imagined that Kellan looked just like Jerimiah had looked as a baby, seeing as they shared most of the same features.

      Lord help me, but my little boy was going to grow up to be a heartbreaker if he was anything like his dad.

      Jerimiah still hasn't said anything, nor did he take his eyes away from Kellan. I walked over to him and touched his shoulder to get his attention.

      He turned to me, and I noted his eyes were misty and red from unshed tears.

      “Would you like to hold him?” I asked.

      “Can I? I’m afraid I might drop him.”

      “He’s pretty big for his age. The doctor said he falls in the ninety-fifth percentile in the pediatric growth chart. But I don’t think you have to worry about dropping him,” I said, eyeing his muscles, the flesh between my thighs aching from the sight.

      Jerimiah’s eyes widened comically. “Ninety-fifth?”

      “Yeah, do you honestly think all three-month-olds are this big?”

      He laughed a little and looked back at Kellan, seemingly in awe.

      Kellan had been looking at us for a while. His eyes had been focused intently on me, but they would move to Jerimiah every once in a while, a hint of curiosity in them. I was happy to see that he seemed to feel secure enough with me and in his surroundings not to be afraid of his dad.

      I grabbed Jerimiah's hand and led him to Kellan, who was smiling now that I was coming over. We both smiled at that.

      “He’s only just started smiling in happiness,” I told Jerimiah as we bent forward. I watched as Jerimiah’s hand tentatively reached out and stroked Kellan’s head.

      “Smiling in happiness? He wasn’t smiling before?”

      “No, he was, but it was probably just because of gas or something,” I said, and he laughed.

      Kellan seemed fascinated with the sound. His eyes widened, and he tilted his neck back to stare at his dad.

      Seeing Kellan’s attention on him, Jerimiah froze, his laugh trailing off.

      “I think he’s fascinated with your voice,” I said softly. “He’s not around many men, so I think your deep voice is a novelty to him. That’s why he’s looking.”

      “Is that so?” he said, and I didn’t know what the look in his eyes meant. I looked away from him and back down at Kellan, running my pointer finger up and down his chubby cheek. “You should talk to him. Not only will that help build his vocabulary once he gets a little older, but it’ll also help you bond.”

      “Yeah.”

      I reached down and pulled Kellan up into my arms. He started babbling out baby nonsense, his hands going straight to my long hair.

      “Ah, didn’t we talk about this? Mommy’s hair is not a toy.”

      I pulled his hands away and gathered my hair up, pushing it toward my back. Jerimiah tucked a loose strand behind my ear, and I found myself wishing again that I didn’t react to him quite so strongly.

      “Better?” he asked.

      I cleared my throat. “Yeah. Here, why don’t you hold him while I make us some lunch?”

      I handed Kellan over and watched as Jerimiah wrapped his arms around him, bringing our son to his chest.

      The sight nearly brought me to the verge of tears once more. I hadn’t realized how much I’d wanted this for our son until now. Every little kid deserved to have a good man as their dad, and it was unfortunate that it wasn’t always the case.

      But I knew, looking at the way Jerimiah reacted to Kellan, that he would love and protect our son with everything in him.

      Jerimiah turned to me, and we both waited with bated breath to see how Kellan would react. When he did nothing more than stare up at his father, I let out a small exhale.

      “He looks fascinated by you,” I commented.

      “The feeling is definitely mutual,” Jerimiah said, his voice gruff.

      I leaned forward and kissed Kellan's soft head before pulling back. I could feel Jerimiah’s eyes on me, but I didn’t look at him when I stood up and walked to the kitchen.

      This could be a good thing. Jerimiah obviously loved our son, despite having only met him today, and even though I hadn’t known Jerimiah that long either, I trusted him when he said he wanted to be a part of Kellan’s life for good.

      Things would be okay now. They just had to be.
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      Jerimiah spent the entire day with us.

      We had lunch, and Jerimiah fed Kellan for the first time.

      He had taken to the task as easily as a bee to honey, just like I knew he would. Kellan had laid in his arms, drinking the breast milk I had pumped earlier from a bottle, and had stared up at Jerimiah like he couldn’t get enough of him.

      Both father and son were fascinated with each other.

      I ordered us some pizza for dinner, though Jerimiah hardly touched his.

      I thought it was because he was excited over the prospect of being the one to put Kellan down for the night.

      It was cute, even if I did have some reservations about inviting him to stay for so long. He had helped me bathe Kellan beforehand, and seemed to get more water on his shirt than anywhere else, yet he had been smiling throughout the entire thing.

      Now, Kellan was officially back in his crib in my room, and Jerimiah and I were back in the living room.

      “Thank you,” he said. “For today. He’s amazing to watch and amazing to be with. He’s … he’s my greatest pride and joy, even if I have only just met him.”

      His voice caught a bit at the end, but I pretended not to notice.

      “You’re welcome. I’m glad you’ve enjoyed your time with him.”

      He shot me an almost shy smile. “Please don’t take this as me complaining because I’m not, but I never realized how tiring it can be to take care of one little baby.”

      I nodded in agreement. “It is. Especially when they’re only a couple of days old. He might have been huge for his age now, but Kellan was born a few weeks early. You should have seen him. He was so tiny. I was afraid I might break him from even the slightest pressure.”

      I knew my eyes took on a glassy quality as I thought back to that time. It was the scariest period of my life, being a new mom, not knowing what to do, and not having any support.

      “Who went with you to the hospital?”

      “When I gave birth to Kellan?” I asked. He nodded. I almost didn’t want to tell him. He would surely take the blame on himself for that.

      “No one. I took an Uber there myself.”

      He closed his eyes, but not before I caught the torturous look in them. “I shouldn’t have left you that morning,” he said, his words whisper-soft.

      I shook my head. “Don’t be silly. We didn’t know each other then, and we didn’t know I was going to get pregnant.”

      “Still. I didn’t feel right taking off that morning while you slept. I thought about missing my flight, about having you wake up in my arms. I would have told you my name. I would have given you my number and begged for a second date.”

      “We had our first date already?” I asked, the corners of my lips tilting up in a small smile.

      “Yes, it was at that bar. I remember seeing you and not wanting to let you get away without at least knowing your name. Then you peeked up at me with those hazel eyes of yours, and I was fucked. I knew then that I would do whatever it took to get you to take a chance on me, even if it was only for one night.”

      “So, on this hypothetical second date of ours, what would we be doing?”

      “Well, first, I would pick you up at your apartment, like the gentleman that I am.” I bit my lips to keep from smiling too widely. “Then, I would take you to one of the best restaurants in the city.”

      “Your restaurant?” I teased.

      “Naturally,” he answered seriously, and I lost the battle and let out a small giggle. “After, we’d get in my car and just drive. And drive. I wouldn’t want to take you home. I wouldn’t want my time with you to end.”

      “We’d stay out all night?”

      “Perhaps. I might find somewhere secluded and have my way with you because we both know I can’t be in your presence and not fuck you.”

      “Such a gentleman,” I said, and he laughed. I covered his mouth softly with my hand, afraid he might wake Kellan up, and his eyes jumped to mine, merriment dancing in them.

      He kissed my palm, and I stood there, frozen.

      I didn’t know who moved first, him or me, but suddenly we were kissing. I opened my mouth for him without his urging and groaned at the velvety feel of his hot tongue against mine, of his hard muscle straining beneath my touch.

      I wrapped my arms and legs around him as he brought us to the couch, where he laid me before moving down on top of me.

      He thrust his hips, pushing his hard erection against my softness, and I pulled away from the kiss to enjoy the feeling of him against me.

      His eyes never wavered from me as he pulled at my dress, leaving me in nothing but a black lace thong.

      Thank God I’d had the forethought to wear something sexy beneath my dress. I hadn’t necessarily thought it would get to this, although I would be lying to myself if I said I hadn’t hoped it would.

      But I was trying to be level-headed about this.

      Too bad Jerimiah could blow away all of my senses with just a single look.

      And he was looking at me now, studying every inch of the naked skin he had exposed, leaving me feeling fiery hot.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered in awe.

      I shook my head, self-conscious. I wasn’t beautiful. Not like before. Now, I was curvy and soft…

      Too soft.

      And with stretch marks around my abdomen, ass, and thighs.

      How could he see all those imperfections and still think I looked beautiful?

      He ran a finger down the side of my face, his gaze focused on me intently. “Don’t you agree?”

      “I, ah, I don’t know. Pregnancy changed my body. I have stretch marks. I don’t look like I did that night we first met,” I said, almost solemnly.

      He was quiet for a second. Then, “I saw your body post-pregnancy already, baby. And I’m looking at it now. Can’t you see how badly I want you?”

      And, as if to prove his point, he pushed his hips against me, letting me feel his hardness. My pussy clenched from the sensation, and I subconsciously tightened my arms around him.

      “You’re so beautiful to me. I haven’t been able to think about anyone, let alone touch anyone for the whole year. Not when you occupied my thoughts so thoroughly.”

      I smiled a little at that. It was the same way for me too, and, yes, a part of it was because I was pregnant with his child, but the larger, more primal part was because he’d blown my mind that night.

      I’d never thought sex could be like that, but he’d shown me differently.

      Jerimiah leaned down and kissed my neck, shoulder, then my collarbone before he brought the aching tip of my nipple into his mouth and sucked. I looked down at him, and he winked before he let go of me and, moving down again, left a wet trail behind with his mouth.

      I shivered when he got to my belly. “These stretch marks right here?” he asked, wonderment filling his voice, and, yeah, it felt good to hear. I never thought a man would ever sound like that when talking about those scars. “I love them.” And then, to my shock, he kissed every single line on my stomach.

      He looked up and met my stare. “I love them so fucking much. They tell me all you went through to bring our son out into this world.”

      And he kissed them again.

      Tears sprang to my eyes as I ran my fingers through his dark locks. He moved down, and my hold tightened on him, pulling at his hair. Patiently, he removed my fingers away from him, and, with another wicked smile shot my way, he moved the thong to the side, revealing my wet pussy to his gaze.

      “I love you bare down here,” he said, pushing a single finger inside me.

      “Oh!”

      He smiled. “It drove me crazy knowing that when I first saw you today. I wanted to just flip that dress up and put you all on display for me.”

      “Jerimiah,” I whimpered. He was driving me crazy.

      “What is it, Tessa? What do you want? Do you want me to taste you? To move my finger and fuck you hard with it? Or do you want my cock?”

      “Yes. All of it. I want all of it.”

      “Say it to me. I need to hear your words, baby.”

      Oh, God. He really wanted me to say it? He moved his finger just a little, but that wasn’t enough. I wanted more.

      “Please, Jerimiah. I want you. I want you to taste me. I want you to move your finger and fuck me with it roughly, but later. Okay? Right now, I just want your cock. I want it so bad,” I panted.

      And I knew my words had turned him on even more. With a growl, he slipped his finger out of me and stood up. I watched hungrily as he removed his clothes. I could have watched him like this for the rest of my life.

      He thought I was beautiful?

      I shook my head slightly. He was the beautiful one. A golden-olive complexion, with ripped muscle, broad shoulders, and a tall frame.

      I was addicted to the very sight of him. And when he finally rid himself of his trousers …

      I licked my lips.

      His cock was beautiful.

      The year I went without him was the longest and most frustrating year of my life. I was pregnant, so going out and looking for a one-night stand held no appeal. I didn’t want to risk endangering my baby in any way, and besides, it wasn’t like I wanted anyone but the man I had spent that single night with…

      He stroked his length a few times, squeezing the tip and watching me with dark eyes.

      “Take off the thong, baby,” he commanded. My muscles contracted at the dominance I heard in his voice.

      Was there anything hotter than that?

      I did as he asked and threw the flimsy fabric on the floor, then I spread my legs and watched him.

      I played with myself, circling my clit with my fingers, trying to keep from making too much noise, aware that Kellan was sleeping less than twenty feet away from us.

      He went to his pants and pulled out a package of condoms from his pocket. I watched in rapture as he covered himself.

      “Please,” I begged, and he moved toward me, climbing back on the sofa and on top of me.

      He brought the hand I used to play with myself to his mouth and sucked on the fingers before he leaned over and kissed me.

      His hand pressed on my jaw to get me to open for him, and when I did, he plunged his tongue inside my mouth at the same time as he sank his huge cock inside my pussy.

      I convulsed around him.

      I was so sensitive, it didn’t take me long to come, as he pumped in and out of me faster, prolonging the orgasm.

      “Jerimiah!”

      He silenced me with a hard kiss.

      My hands moved to his back, holding him close to me, and I felt his big, beautiful body raked with tremors. Letting out a low groan, he came, and all I could think about was how I was going to remember the look on his face for the rest of my life, be it eight years from now or eighty.

      I was going to remember the way Jerimiah looked as he gave in to his release and know that I was the one who put that look on his face.
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      It was late.

      Almost 3 AM, and Tessa was sleeping soundly on her sofa.

      As for me, I couldn’t sleep. Too much going on inside my head for me to actually close my eyes. Regret over the missed moments from when Tessa was pregnant to when she gave birth, and especially the first three months of Kellan’s life.

      Logically, I knew it wasn’t my fault.

      I couldn’t have known that one time would end in pregnancy.

      We had used a condom. I hadn’t planned on it breaking, but still.

      It made me think about how I had been living my life, and I realized that perhaps it was time for a change.

      I spent so much of my twenties trying to raise Lily. For the longest time, my baby sister was my entire world, and, no, I’d never resented the fact that I couldn’t live a carefree life like most of my friends were living at that age.

      I loved my sister. And I was proud of the woman she had become.

      But she didn’t need me anymore.

      If she had been my entire world before, then I had been hers as well.

      I had been the only man in her life. The one she came to when she was hurt, or frustrated, angry or sad, happy or excited.

      Now, she’d share those experiences with Dereck, her husband, first.

      I wasn’t her entire world any longer, Dereck was, and I was fine with that. Happy, even if I would never admit it out loud, that Lily found someone who loved her more than anything.

      I never realized how far I had strayed from the life I wanted Lily to have until I found out I was a dad.

      I wanted to be a good father. And, though I knew I could be good for Kellan, I wondered if I could be good in a way that would turn him into the man I wasn’t.

      A better man.

      What was more unnerving was my desire to be there for his mom as well.

      Tessa got to me, and to say otherwise would have been a lie.

      Never had a woman affected me as much as her, and never had I found myself wanting someone as much as her.

      The scary thing about that thought was that it made me realize how much I didn’t just want her, I wanted everything with her.

      Marriage, mutual respect, perhaps more children, and… love.

      I wanted all of that and so much more, but the problem was, did she want the same thing?

      She was wary of me, and I didn’t blame her for it. After all, she’d had to go through her pregnancy and Kellan’s birth by herself. Any wariness on her part was probably just her way of protecting herself, but I wondered how long it would take me to convince her that I would protect her as well.

      So lost in thought, I almost didn’t hear the low, muffled sound coming from Tessa’s bedroom.

      Carefully extracting myself from Tessa’s hold, I climbed off the couch and put on my pants before moving to the bedroom door and pushing it open.

      What I saw brought a smile to my face.

      Kellan was awake, but he wasn’t fussing yet.

      From all the books I’d read, I knew babies his age didn’t usually sleep a full night, and he was probably hungry.

      I didn’t know how Tessa did it. She must have been functioning on less than four hours of sleep per night, yet I had never heard her utter a single complaint.

      She had embraced motherhood like it was the most natural thing in the world, and I wondered if I would ever get the chance to see her pregnant again, if we could have all of that.

      “Hi, buddy,” I said softly.

      Kellan kicked his legs once, then twice, before he grabbed them with his hands and smiled at me. He made some muttering sound, drool forming at the corners of his mouth.

      I smiled and used the tissue nearby to wipe it away. Then I reached in and picked him up, carefully holding him close to me. I walked over to the wooden rocking chair in the corner.

      I was still afraid I might drop him. And Tessa had said he was in the ninety-fifth percentile growth-wise.

      I believed it because I couldn’t imagine many three-month-old babies weighing as much as he seemed to.

      “I’m your daddy,” I said to him, my throat clogging a little bit. I never thought I would utter those words out loud. “I’m sorry I haven’t been there for you. But I’m here now, and I won’t ever let you go, okay? You are going to be so loved by your mom and me, you’ll feel like the luckiest little boy in the world.”

      His little fist moved up to my chest, and he tapped it playfully, a smile lighting up his face. I smiled back at him, and that seemed to make him happy, so I made sure he could see me as I spoke to him.

      “I love you so much. I loved you before I even met you, and I love you more now that I have. And I won’t let you go a day without knowing that, I promise.”

      A noise from the door caught my attention then. I turned and found Tessa there, her crumpled dress hanging off her petite frame, her hair mussed, and her lips swollen. There was a slightly misty look in her eyes.

      She looked fucking beautiful.

      I patted my thigh, and she didn’t hesitate. She walked over to me, and when I held Kellan out to her, she grabbed him and held him close before moving over and sitting down on my lap.

      We both stared down at Kellan with looks of astonishment only parents could have when staring down at their own child. Then he began to fuss, his tiny hands making a grabbing motion toward his mother’s breast.

      Tessa shot me a shy look before she turned back to him and pulled her dress down, revealing her breast. Kellan latched on to her nipple and sucked heartedly. I was absolutely fascinated by the sight.

      “Does that hurt?” I asked.

      “It was only uncomfortable the first two weeks after I brought him home. Not so much now,” she said with a small smile.

      I nodded, though I didn’t say anything. I continued to watch her as she fed our boy, a strange feeling of pride overtaking me.

      This was my family.

      There might not be an official title for us yet, but there would be.

      And I will cherish them all until the day I die, I vowed to myself.

      Tessa and Kellan would be mine, now and forever.
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      The weeks blended in together after that, and I didn’t know if it was a good thing or not.

      On the one hand, I had established an easy routine with Jerimiah that I could get behind.

      He had hired a nanny for Kellan, and though I had been against the idea of having a strange woman take care of my baby at first, I also knew I couldn’t depend on Sophia to babysit him all the time either.

      She had her own life to get to, and it wasn’t fair to her or Kellan, so we hired Mary, an ex-schoolteacher turned nanny for the last decade. She was older than me by about twenty years, with an impressive background in child-rearing and childhood education, and more importantly, Kellan had taken an instant liking to her.

      She definitely gave me the free time I needed to write.

      That was another thing…

      I was writing again.

      I hadn’t typed a single word since Kellan was born, but now inspiration was hitting me at the most unexpected times, and I had the freedom to pursue that inspiration since all of my minutes weren’t given to Kellan.

      It was liberating.

      However, on the other hand of this easy routine was the ambiguity of my relationship with Jerimiah.

      It had been so easy for me to fall into bed with him since that first time at his apartment.

      It was easy for me to fall into him, period.

      He made me think about a future I never thought I could have. A future that included him in every way that counted.

      And how easy he made it for me to desire that with all of my heart.

      And I hated myself for it.

      I should have guarded my heart better, yet every time I looked at him, it felt like my heart wanted to flutter out from my chest and fly to him.

      My heart was a stupid, stupid organ.

      I looked down at my chest, frowning, only coming out of my thoughts when someone bumped into me from behind. I looked up and found big green eyes glaring at me. “Watch it,” Rachel, a long-time bartender, said snidely.

      Rachel had been working for Jerimiah for at least five years now, first at Insomniac, one of Jerimiah’s first night clubs, before she transferred to Blacklist’s as a bartender. She claimed it because the restaurant had better hours, but I wondered whether she’d put in the request because Jerimiah hardly ever spent any time at Insomniac anymore and, though he wasn’t often at Blacklist’s, he liked to be here when he was having a long day and wanted to avoid the paperwork.

      He had also been hanging out around the restaurant more often since I’d started working here.

      I was sure I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed, and judging by Rachel’s attitude toward me, she’d noticed as well.

      She rolled her eyes and walked away when I didn’t say anything. I watched her leave, noting the way some of the male patrons eyed her up hungrily. Rachel was a beautiful woman, even I could admit to that, with gorgeous long dark hair, bright green eyes, and a full sleeve of tattoos on each arm, making her look both fairy-like and tough.

      Those tattoos were something I wouldn’t have been able to pull off. And quite frankly, they kind of scared me. I had never been in a fight in my entire life.

      I didn’t really want the unnecessary drama, but now I was wondering if I should have said something at least—not try to get into a fight with her, obviously.

      That would be a big no.

      So far, everyone here at Jerimiah’s bar had been nice to me, and they didn’t know about Kellan. They knew I had a son, which wasn’t a secret, but they didn’t know he was Jerimiah’s son.

      But Rachel was the exception.

      She hated me at first sight.

      Or, at the very least, she hated me because, on my first day here, Jerimiah had brought me back to his office, and not long after, back to his apartment when I’d fainted. I knew there was gossip going on between the workers here, who all speculated that Jerimiah and I were in a relationship, but that couldn’t be the further from the truth.

      The truth was, I didn’t know what we were.

      Hell, I didn’t even know if we were exclusive, and that was bad because I’d quickly found out that I was a possessive woman, especially when it came to Jerimiah. I wouldn’t be able to stand it if I wasn’t the only woman in his life. 

      Jerimiah caught my eyes across the bar then, and it took everything in me not to look away. He would know something was wrong, and the last thing I needed was for him to drop everything to see to me.

      I wasn’t fragile.

      He smiled, his eyes lighting up, and I found it hard to believe that the man didn’t feel anything for me. Surely he did, and maybe he even saw me as something more than just Kellan’s mom, right?

      I didn’t know what to think, and when I offered back a smile, it felt more like a grimace than anything else. I looked away before he could get any ideas and went back to serving the bridal party that had just came in.

      As if I needed any further reminder that everyone around me was getting married and setting off to a happily-ever-after, while I stood there on the sidelines… as a single mom.

      How depressing.
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      The hours went by quickly after that, and before I knew it, we were closing up.

      I quietly cleaned my sections and ignored anyone who tried to talk to me. They got the message pretty quickly, and I was left alone to tidy up in relative peace.

      The only person I wanted to talk to was Jerimiah.

      I doubted anyone could ever ignore him, considering how hard he was to miss. Not with his mammoth size, not with his incredible good looks, and not with those penetrating blue eyes of his that just about ripped me to shreds every time he looked at me, and he looked at me often.

      I saw him making his way over to me from the corner of my eye, and I looked down, brushing the floor almost furiously. Maybe he would leave me alone if he saw I was hard at work.

      No such luck.

      He grabbed my elbow, halting my movement. I frowned a little and looked up at him. “Yes?”

      “What’s wrong?” he asked quietly.

      “Nothing is wrong at all. What makes you think something is wrong?”

      “Really, baby? You don’t think that I haven’t spent most of my time watching you ever since you made your reappearance back into my life? If you’re trying to pull off some bullshit that you’re fine, well, think again.”

      I scowled at him. “Aren’t I allowed to have some bad days? Huh?”

      “You’re allowed to have bad days as long as you tell me about it, and let me know if I can do anything to make it better.”

      “Well, what if I don’t want you to make it better? What if I just want to sulk in peace?”

      “Really? Is that what you want? You wouldn’t rather have me make you smile instead?”

      And perhaps it was what he said, or the way he looked as he said it, his eyes so gentle—and seriously, I didn’t need gentle from him at that moment—but I could feel my bottom lip trembling and my eyes watering. I quickly looked away from him, and when he made a move to turn me around, I shrugged him off.

      “I have to get back to work or we’ll be stuck here for a while, and I’m sure Mary doesn’t want to watch Kellan overtime.”

      Then I walked away before he could say anything else.

      For the rest of the clean-up, I could feel Jerimiah’s eyes on me, but luckily, he left me alone. I knew his attention to me was already garnering everyone else’s attention, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. It wasn’t like they weren’t already gossiping about us.

      I put my broom in the storage closet and returned to the restaurant. I didn’t want to face Jerimiah anymore. I knew he was still here and wouldn’t let me leave until we’d talked, but all I wanted to do was go home, kiss my baby boy, and fall asleep for the next ten hours or so.

      That didn’t seem likely with a three-month-old, but perhaps I could get at least some shut-eye.

      I wondered whether I should just sneak out the back. After all, most of the waiting staff had already gone home. It was just me, the two remaining bartenders, the closing manager for the night, and Jerimiah.

      I was deliberating on whether to do just that when I walked out to the threshold of the main room and was pulled up short by what I saw.

      I didn’t know where everyone else had gone, but only Jerimiah and Rachel were there.

      And they were kissing.

      No… they weren’t kissing. She was kissing him.

      Oh, God, and she had her arms wrapped so tightly around him. I wanted nothing more than to break them.

      Jerimiah pushed her away, a scowl darkening his face. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      If she responded, I didn’t hear, not with all the blood rushing to my ears.

      I must have made a sound then because they both turned to look at me, Jerimiah looking wary and Rachel looking triumphant. I hated the burning sensation in my eyes. What right did I have to be so possessive of him? He wasn’t mine, but…

      But he felt like mine. When he kissed me, when he touched me, and when he moved inside of me.

      Mine.

      But was he really?

      I shook my head, and didn’t stop to think as I turned around and walked straight to the back door. I couldn’t deal with this right now. I didn’t have the energy, not when I was feeling so tender.

      I ignored Jerimiah’s voice calling out to me, telling me to stop.

      I didn’t.

      I got into my car and drove away, seeing Jerimiah’s imposing figure through the rearview mirror.

      How fucking stupid was I to go and fall in love with my son’s father?

      The answer: Very fucking stupid.
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      Fuck.

      How the fuck did she run away so fucking quickly, and how the fuck did I not see that bitch coming, and when did things get so fucking messed up?

      “Fuck.”

      Tessa was hurt and I couldn’t go after her, not yet. 

      I had to deal with the damn situation that was Rachel Brooks. 

      I shouldn’t have let her transfer to Blacklist’s, not when I had been suspicious of her motives for wanting the transfer. 

      Who would in her position? 

      I knew for a fact that she’d been making a killing at Insomniac, so there shouldn’t have been any reason for her to come here unless she had her sights set on a bigger fish—namely, me. 

      When I hadn’t been receptive, she’d tried it on with Dereck and caused trouble for him and Lily when they’d first started, and when she’d finally realized that route offered nothing but a dead end, she’d turned her attention back onto me, and she wouldn’t leave it alone, no matter what I said or did.

      I should have fucking fired her before it got to this. 

      I could still taste the bitch in my mouth, and I was fucking half tempted to go back to the kitchen and boil her taste away.

      Furious didn’t begin to describe how I was feeling. 

      I slammed the door open and walked inside. The remaining staff turned my way, Rachel included. Her face paled, and I was too angry to even take satisfaction from that.

      Not everyone was here, but I was sure by morning, the gossip would have gotten out about what I was about to do. I didn’t care. I had wanted nothing more than to claim Tessa as mine since the very beginning—not knowing how she would react or if it would scare her off was what had held me back.

      No more.

      Everyone was going to know. Starting with Rachel.

      “You’re fired. Grab your shit and get out of here,” I said.

      “I-I,” she stuttered out as I shook my head.

      I turned to everyone else who was present. “Take note. Tessa Abernathy is mine, or did you not know? Have you not noticed the way I look at her, or the way she takes my breath away just by being in the room?”

      Everyone stared at me in shock, and I couldn’t bring myself to care that I was laying my feelings for Tessa out there for the whole world to see.

      Wasn’t I the one who’d laughed at Dereck and Oliver for falling at first fucking sight?

      Didn’t I tell them to get their heads out of their asses? Didn’t I fucking preach about it? And yet when I’d had the chance of a lifetime, instead of holding onto her with everything in my power, I’d let her slip away from my fingers… twice now.

      There wouldn’t be a third time. I could swear to that.

      Without saying another word, I walked out of there.

      The journey to Tessa’s apartment was a short one. The roads were empty at this time of night, which left me with nothing more to do than drive and think.

      I wondered how I would get Tessa to take a chance on me.

      How should I go about begging her for it when I should have claimed her as mine that very first day and damn the consequences?

      I pulled into the apartment complex and got out of the car.

      I liked that Tessa and Kellan lived here since the area was relatively safe, and everything in the building had either been updated or brought new, but I hated the fact that it was all under Jaxon’s name.

      I knew he was charging her way below the market price, but I didn’t want another man to take care of my woman and baby.

      I would be taking care of them from now, and as soon as I could get Tessa to talk to me again, I would be moving them out of here and back into my apartment, where they belonged.

      I entered the code to get inside the building and tapped my fingers nervously on my thigh on the elevator ride up.

      Tessa should have beat me home, but what if she wasn’t here? What if she’d taken our son and ran?

      No. This was my fear talking.

      Tessa wasn’t the kind of woman to overreact over something like that, and furthermore, she would never deny me access to Kellan, even if we weren’t together.

      And that was one of the many reasons I loved her.

      Fuck me, I was in love with Tessa, deeply, irrevocably, and obsessively.

      I thought about knocking, but I didn’t want to risk it, not if Kellan was sleeping, and judging by the time, he probably was.

      I used the key she’d given me a week back when I’d been working late and let myself into the dark apartment.

      Perhaps she was asleep?

      I didn’t know, and I didn’t care.

      If she was, then we could talk about it tomorrow. Right now, I just wanted her in my arms.

      I made my way to her room when movements by the window caught my attention. Letting out a soft curse, I fumbled around for the light switch and clicked it on, bathing the room in light.

      Tessa flinched a little from the onslaught of light, and I let myself take her in. She was still in her work uniform, though her hair was no longer pulled up into a bun but free-flowing down her back in a mass of blonde curls, her make-up was smeared, and her eyes were swollen red.

      My gut clenched at the sight, and it took everything in me not to go to her, but I didn’t know if my touch would be welcomed or not —and wasn’t that a scary thought? That she might not want me to touch her anymore.

      I didn’t think I could stand it if that were the case.

      “Hi,” I said softly.

      “Hi,” she replied tonelessly.

      Taking a deep breath, I moved forward until I was within touching distance. I bent down on my knees so we were at eye level, with her sitting in the recliner by the window.

      Hesitantly, I reached out and wiped away the fresh tears that were falling down her cheeks. She closed her eyes and nuzzled into my palm, and I hadn’t realized how badly I’d needed that reaction from her until she did it.

      “Baby, talk to me.”

      Her lower lip trembled. “What are we?”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, where do you see this going? Do you even see a future with me? Because if you don’t, please do the decent thing and let me go. You know I would never keep Kellan from you, right? No matter who we are to each other.”

      My jaw clenched. “Okay, I’m going to stop you right there before you say something else that might piss me off. Are you suggesting I’ve been sleeping with you, holding you close to me, kissing you, all because I wanted to be in Kellan’s life? That I’m only doing all of those things because I think you’re the kind of woman who’d withhold any contact between Kellan and me?”

      She shook her head, and part of me knew it wasn’t what she’d meant when she’d said it. It still didn’t make me any less angry to hear. “Of course not. That’s not what I meant at all.”

      “Baby, why do you think I don’t want to be with you? Do you have any idea how badly I’ve wanted you since the very first day?”

      Fresh tears made their way to her eyes, trailing down her cheeks once more. I refrained from moving over and touching her again. I wouldn’t touch her until we cleared all of this up.

      “What do you want, Jerimiah?”

      I didn’t hesitate when I answered, “Everything. I want everything. With you and with our son, and I won’t settle for less.”

      She let out a shaky breath. “What does that mean?”

      No longer able to resist, I pulled her off the chair and into my lap, settling us on the floor. She came willingly, her soft feminine form molding to my body perfectly, like a piece of the puzzle I didn’t know I was missing.

      “It means you’re mine. Kellan is mine. As much as I am yours and his. And we’re going to be happy together.” I moved her hair away from her face so I could get a look at those big hazel eyes of hers. “I’m going to make you happy, Tessa. I fucking love you.”

      Her tears came out quicker, and, alarmed, I wiped them away with both my hands. “Why does that make you sad?”

      Shaking her head, she grabbed my hands and held them to her cheeks. She turned her face slightly and kissed the palm of one hand, then the other. “It doesn’t make me sad. It doesn’t. I love you, too,” she choked out.

      I smiled, my heart calming a bit after that panic I’d felt at her possible rejection.

      “Does it make us naïve to want that?” she asked, her voice clogging and even more tears forming in her eyes.

      “Why would it make us naïve?”

      “We barely just got together. How could you know you want to spend the rest of your life with me?”

      I grabbed her hand and placed it on my chest. “Feel that?”

      “Your heart?”

      “It’s been beating for you since the very first moment I saw you at that bar. It will continue to beat for you as long as I live. If that makes me naïve, then I don’t much care to be smart.”

      I smiled then, and her lips twitched. It wasn’t a smile, but it was close enough, and I would take it. I leaned down and captured her lips in a searing kiss. I could spend the rest of my life kissing her, and I knew for certain I would always be just as affected by her as I was now.

      When I pulled away, her eyes were dazed with her arousal, and I knew she was just as affected by me as I was by her. We would make this work. We would make us work.

      “And then we’ll live happily ever after?” she asked.

      I nodded. “And then we’ll live happily ever after.”
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      Tessa moved around the huge kitchen, barefoot and, yes, heavily pregnant, as she grabbed the things she needed to put the finishing touches to Kellan’s birthday cake.

      I had my boy in my arms as we both stood at the threshold and watched our favorite person in the entire world, and, for once, he didn’t reach out or cry for Tessa.

      He was just as entranced by his mother’s beauty as I was.

      And as if sensing us in the room with her, she looked up, a soft smile lighting her face, radiating with pregnancy glow and happiness.

      We were only a couple of weeks away from her due date.

      A daughter this time.

      I was sure Kellan was excited to be a big brother, though the concept of a baby in “mommy’s stomach” was still foreign to him. He was turning two today, and though I vowed never to miss another significant milestone in his life, it still killed me every time to know I’d missed the most important one at the beginning of his young life.

      That was why being there for Tessa and our daughter from the beginning was so important to me, and I never wanted to take what a privilege and honor it was for granted.

      I walked into the kitchen, my focus so intently on Tessa that I almost missed Kellan reaching his chubby hands out for the frosting in the bowl Tessa had laid out.

      She laughed as I saved the bowl from falling, but Kellan was able to grab a handful of frosting first, which automatically made its way to his mouth.

      He shot me a mischievous grin that was very much like my own, and then laughed, drool making its way down his chin.

      “Good, Dada,” he said. “Good. Sweet.”

      Our boy was pretty vocal for his age, even if he couldn’t form full sentences yet. It was the main source of entertainment for his mom and me.

      “Good? Can Daddy have some?”

      He nodded and moved his fist to my face, missing my mouth entirely.

      Tessa laughed and wet a clean washcloth before moving to us. She wiped the frosting from my face before moving to Kellan’s fist. He put up a little protest over that but quickly forgot about it as soon as she took him in her arms.

      Kellan was a mama’s boy, through and through. There wasn’t any doubt about that, and I didn’t blame him.

      Walking over, I circled Tessa’s waist with my arms and pulled her close. “Hey,” I said softly, a small smile playing about my lips. I was finding all sorts of things to smile about these past couple of years.

      “Hey,” she said, stretching up and planting a kiss on my lips.

      My heart skipped two beats, and I wanted nothing more than to prolong the moment before I felt Kellan’s arms between us, pushing us apart. We pulled away laughing.

      “How are you feeling today?” I asked, placing my hand on her protruding belly. She leaned in closer to me, resting her head on my chest and letting out a deep sigh.

      “Happy. I am feeling happy today,” she said. And it was a happy day. Tessa had finally finished her book. It had been a long time coming, and between taking care of Kellan and trying to find her voice and inspiration, she had only been able to write a little bit each day, but it was done, and I had the printed copy of the manuscript on my desk to prove it.

      I would be reading it for the first time, and I knew Tessa was nervous about that. I wanted to reassure her, tell her I had always thought she was talented, even with those short stories she’d shown me. I wasn’t worried about whether or not I would like the story. I knew I would.

      She hadn’t really decided what she wanted to do with the manuscript yet, but she had time to decide. I knew she wasn’t in a rush to do anything related to her work these days.

      Not when she was in the middle of nesting.

      I sometimes woke up in the middle of the night to find her out of bed, deep cleaning the kitchen.

      Shaking away the thought, I pulled her in tighter. “Good,” I answered gruffly.

      “Are you happy?” she asked me.

      “That’s a silly question. How can you not see how happy you’ve made me?” She had given me everything I had ever wanted in life.

      “That’s good. I just want to make sure you’re prepared. Kellan was a lot of work at three months, but that will be nothing compared to a newborn.”

      I cupped her cheek and brought her gaze back to me. “I know, baby. But I’m confident we’ll get through it. We might be sleep deprived for a while, but I don’t mind being sleep deprived with you. After all, we’ve had a few fun-filled sleepless nights before.”

      I wiggled my eyebrow playfully, and she giggled, tapping me on the chest. “You’re a dork, you know that?”

      “I’m your dork,” I said seriously, which set her off again.

      Kellan watched us, his eyes filled with curiosity. She turned around until she was facing me fully, Kellan in between us, right where he would always be safest.

      “You’re not a dork, you’re dirty.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing. I know for a fact you like my brand of dirty.”

      She gasped in mock outrage. “Hey, you can’t say things like that, especially in front of our son. You’re a father.”

      I shook my head and gently nudged her jaw so she looked into my eyes. “Admit it, babe. We both know how much you love it. Or was I mistaken by your scream of pleasure last night?”

      “Hmmm... I do like you dirty.” Her eyes turned smoldering, and my grin widened. “A dirty daddy.”
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      Thank you so much for taking a chance on this book! I hope you enjoyed reading about these seven dirty men and the women strong enough to bring them down to their knees.
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      Want to stay up to date on new releases? Follow my Amazon Author page here.
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