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        To the fearless women who aren't afraid to start over.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        BLURB

      

        

      
        Young. Taboo. Forbidden.

      

        

      
        Her brother warned me against her. And told her to keep a healthy distance between us.

      

      

      

      
        
        But our hearts didn’t listen - weaving, moving, and breathing to their beat.

      

      

      

      
        
        I know I shouldn’t want her. Especially not right now. But Sofia Brookes is a magnet, a phenomenon, drawing and pushing me closer to her without my will.

      

      

      

      
        
        One touch led to another. One kiss led to too many. Before long, we share two magical days and one earth-shattering night. And I am forever changed.

      

      

      

      
        
        Two Days, One Pucking Night is the spicy prequel to Pucking Dangerous Play, an age-gap hockey Romance. The prequel chronicles the magical encounter that Xavier and Sofia had five years prior.
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      “I am not a fucking babysitter!”

      “Come on, Xav!” Zayn bellows through the bluetooth speaker of my latest Lamborghini purchase.

      The car roars to life as I maneuver through the central London traffic, gritting my teeth. I exhale loudly, gripping the steering wheel tighter with each turn.

      This is not how I anticipated my second week in London going—hiding from a one-night-stand-turned-stalker and driving around the English city looking for a teenage girl with a few loose screws.

      “Tell him he owes you,” Bree, Zayn’s childhood sweetheart, long-term girlfriend, and hopefully never to be missus, whispers inconspicuously in the background.

      Zayn mumbles something to her, and they argue back and forth for a few seconds. Nothing new.

      I roll my eyes, hoping—no, praying he’ll soon wake up from whatever pussy voodoo she’s placed over his dick, and every ounce of common sense he has left kicks in. These are the team’s words, not mine.

      “You owe me.” My best friend breathes into the phone as if he has a gun placed over his head. “Please.”

      I need a drink to deal with this shit. I loosen my grip on the wheel, knowing my fate is already sealed.

      Zayn isn’t someone who asks for help. The fact he’s doing so lets me know whatever is going on with his sister Sofia is pretty bad.

      I veer the car to the right, looking for street corners to shorten my journey to the London Eye. Traffic this late from Central to South East London is usually tricky to navigate through. “Okay.”

      “I knew I could count on you.” A smile tugs at the corners of my lips and fills my chest with warmth.

      Zayn is family. Something I don’t have much of. So, saying no to him isn’t something I’m particularly fond of. And the asshole knows it.

      I met Zayn in college over a decade ago. We didn’t immediately get along. I thought he was an entitled son-of-a-bitch, and we bumped heads and fists on more occasions than I would like to count.

      I was a scholarship student from London, intent on proving to the world and my family I could make it and make something of myself. I worked my ass off while he seemed to have everything handed to him, even the role of Captain.

      One evening, we got into a heated altercation after losing a home game. I was alone in a foreign country, dealing with some deep family shit, and didn’t know how to channel that anger correctly. I was angry at the world. Angry at myself. Angry that no matter how hard I tried, I was never enough.

      We fought like headstrong egotistical brutes in front of the whole team. But that wasn’t enough for me. I went further, destroying the team’s locker room, pieces of equipment, and trashing anything I could get my hands on.

      I was a wrecking ball, infamous for my anger. And it almost cost me everything. The scholarship, the community I had built for myself and my mind.

      Fortunately, our coach at the time, Silas Dawson, liked me. He saw something in me I couldn’t yet see in myself. And instead of kicking me off the team, he gave me an ultimatum—sort my shit out or deal with the consequences alone.

      I got the message loud and clear. I spent the next six months doing community service, being benched, and I was forced to attend anger management therapy.

      One evening, while feeling sorry for myself and drowning my sorrows at a team function, Zayn joined me. We bonded over our love for hockey, pussy, and dysfunctional family dynamics—mine more than his. Several shots later, we came to a truce.

      I soon came to realize that, yes, he was a son-of-a-bitch, but he also had many redeeming qualities. Zayn was giving, trustworthy, and loyal and would go out of his way to look after those he calls family.

      From that day forward, we were inseparable. In the decade since, he’s saved my ass countless times.

      “Give me a moment, baby,” Zayn says.

      I know him well enough to hear the irritation in his voice.

      A back-and-forth argument ensues between them, followed by a door being slammed. It doesn’t take a genius to know who walked out.

      “You there?”

      “Yeah.” He exhales. A hesitant silence follows, and for a moment, I’m hopeful he will tell me he’s planning to break up with her. Still, I know the likelihood of that is slim.

      “I love her, but she sometimes gets on my nerves.”

      I say nothing in response. I’ve learned over the years to keep my opinion of his relationship to myself unless he explicitly asks for it.

      “I sent you the location before the call—”

      “I know. I’m almost there now.”

      “I thought you were still at the apartment.”

      “I left after your message. The loud engine should have been a giveaway.”

      Then again, when he’s consumed by Bree and everything that comes with her, his senses aren’t always sharp.

      “So you were going to help this whole time?” Zayn chuckles under his breath.

      Was I going to help? Of course, but I love keeping him on his feet. “I like making you sweat a bit.”

      “Remind me to get back at you for this.”

      “Save the big talk for when I kick your ass in training.”

      “Big words for someone who threw up when Coach asked for a hundred push-ups not too long ago.”

      I groan, recalling how I got shitfaced the evening before after a difficult talk with my parents. “That was an off day. You know damn well I was recovering from a hangover.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      “This isn’t about me, by the way.” I turn into Westminster Bridge, catching a glimpse of the London Eye to my left. The Ferris wheel is alight, illuminated by a rainbow of colors. “This is about your dramatic-ass family.”

      “Don't start. My sister is usually the most …” his words trail off. “Sofia is a good kid. So, this is way out of character for her.” I don’t know much about Zayn’s younger sister. My interactions with her have been limited. I’ve seen her three times over the last decade, and each time she attended a game or team function, she looked like she was sucking a lemon.

      It's been three years since I last saw her, and my memory is rather foggy. “What happened?” I ask since his initial text was somewhat cryptic.

      “From what I was able to get from my dad, she and my mom got into a heated argument yesterday.”

      “Isn’t she sixteen?” A notification pops up on my phone from Zayn, a picture of a wide-eyed, curly-haired girl with buck teeth in braces.

      “Nineteen, I think.”

      “You think?”

      “I know, I should be awarded the worst brother of the year award.”

      I don’t bother chastising him, especially when my own family dynamic is lackluster.

      “So she left San Francisco for London, and no one knew?” I’m failing to see what the issue is here.

      “She’s a little sheltered and has never traveled alone,” he replies. “And I may have also snuck her a credit card with an unlimited balance the last time I saw her.”

      This is the most about his family dynamic Zayn has ever divulged voluntarily. He’s usually reserved and quiet when it comes to them. But I’ve gathered over the years the relationship between him and his sister was strained at one point, and they’ve been working on building it. So I’m sure this comes as a bit of a blow to his ego.

      “Seriously?”

      “My mom put two and two together and has been blowing up my phone nonstop since.”

      “Zayn—”

      I’ve had enough encounters with Mrs. Brookes; to say the least. She’s intense.

      “I know, I know, not the smartest move. But the last time I saw her, she complained about feeling suffocated. I gave her the card, thinking she would do whatever teenage girls do.”

      “And what’s that?” I can’t keep the laughter from my voice.

      “Shopping, or some shit.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      I hear him groan in the background.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll find her. Let me call you back. I just got here.” I end the call and park in the closest available space.

      As I step out and close the door, I catch the stares of onlookers, twisting their necks from all angles to get a glimpse of the car. Everything about the Lamborghini Huracan, from its orange exterior, leather seats, tinted windows, and customized interior, screams loud, obnoxious, and over the top, which is precisely why I bought it. It isn’t my fault women are suckers for height, flashy cars, big dicks, and money. Some of those heads turn from the car to me, lingering. My attention falls on a blonde bombshell with a top so tight her tits are spilling out.

      If I wasn’t dealing with a possibly near-suicidal teenager, I would be getting my dick wet or shooting my shot. But after my recent experience with a psycho Instagram model, I’d rather keep my wits about me.

      I turn away from the blonde bombshell, pull up my blue hoodie, reach inside my pant pockets, and open the messages from Zayn. I go through the screenshots of her location on the Find My application Zayn sent, trying to match the precise location from where I am.

      With my eyes locked on my phone, I shove through an endless sea of bodies, stopping at the Jubilee Gardens, the public park right beside the London Eye.

      “Where the hell is she?” I grumble, calling the number Zayn sent me a few minutes prior. The phone rings, but Sofia doesn’t pick up.

      Great, just fucking great.

      Stepping inside the ample green space, I stop at the children’s play area to my left. From what I can see, the space is empty, even though the app pinpoints her at this precise location. I can make out most of the play area from where I stand. The spot isn’t exactly big. Large logs crisscrossed and bolted together with rope nets and planks fill its center. Walking planks, carousels, and rope swings serve its surrounding area.

      I make another attempt to call Sofia again, but I’m sent straight to voicemail this time.

      I exhale a frustrated breath and turn away from the play area, allowing my gaze to sweep through the remainder of the green space and walk the path. Location trackers are notorious for not always being accurate. So, if she isn’t here, I know she’s at least within a hundred meters.

      As I take a few steps forward, I hear hushed whispers and grumblings coming from the play area. I turn back and step deeper into the space to pinpoint where the sound is coming from.

      “I said let go,” a deep voice booms inside the playground, followed by high-pitched grunts and squeals.

      An unease settles in my chest. I rush forward, wondering if the voice belongs to Sofia. At this point, it doesn’t even matter. I’m smart enough to know the distress warnings of a woman calling for help.

      I stop in my tracks. My jaw falls to the ground.

      A hooded male figure is on the ground. A slim-figured woman who looks like she barely weighs 170 lbs or reaches 5ft 4in stands over him.

      I slowly step forward, keeping to the shadows of the surrounding trees. I don’t want to do anything that could escalate whatever the hell this is.

      “You’re crazy, you hear me? Crazy.” The man grunts as he rolls away from her. He jumps to his feet.

      “I’m crazy?” the woman screeches.

      The man towers over her.

      “You were trying to steal my bag.” She pushes forward the smallest Jacquemus bag I have ever seen. It barely looks like it can contain her phone.

      Nothing about her peach-shaped ass, slick hair, and confident stature looks like the scrawny brace-faced teenager I’m on the lookout for.

      She steps back and reaches for the handle of a cabin-sized suitcase behind her. The hooded guy steps forward, undeterred by what transpired a few seconds ago. He raises his fists at her.

      I immediately see red. Every cell in my body pulses to life.

      “Don’t even think about it,” the words rush out as I step from the shadows. I plant myself between them. “What’s going on here?”

      “This asshole here was trying to steal my bag.” She raises the small bag.

      I’m not sure whether to laugh or walk away. There’s no way there’s anything of value in that thing. This guy clearly isn’t the smartest thief out there.

      The guy takes a few steps back, fists still raised. The hood over his head makes it hard to get a full glimpse of his face. However, his green eyes are sharp, assessive, and defiant. This isn’t someone new to stealing.

      “Ha. I know what this is. A set up …” he says.

      I struggle to pick up on the last part of the sentence. His Irish accent is thick. I briefly turn to face the woman now standing beside me. One half of her face is cloaked in darkness. The other side is defined by high cheekbones and thick lashes.

      She makes no effort to look my way. Her attention is solely focused on the guy before us.

      The hooded guy’s eyes widen as he stares between us. Assessing his next steps.

      I clench my fists and step forward.

      “Whatever the fuck you two have going on, I want no part of it.” He takes tentative steps back and rushes out of the play area without even looking back.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, turning to take in the spitfire beside me.

      Her hair is pulled back in a slick ponytail. The ends curled outward. She turns to face me, her expression blank. A heart-shaped face, a button nose, and deep green eyes stare back at me. I inhale a sharp breath, taken aback by the smooth contour of her countenance. Her olive skin glimmered under the moonlight like she’d been dusted with powdered gold.

      There is something ethereal and otherworldly about the soft lines, delicate strokes, and carefully sculpted edges of her face. Or maybe it is her curved, petite body and the way her clothes hug her like a second skin. One thing is for sure; there is nothing ethereal about how my body reacts to her.

      I can’t keep my eyes off her, and I make no effort to hide that I’m seriously eye-fucking her. And as much as she tries to mask her face, I can tell she’s doing the same, taking in my statue with unmistakable interest.

      “You didn’t answer my question,”  I say.

      A frown appears on her face, drawing attention to her cupid’s bow. My fingers itch with the urge to trace the outline of those perfectly sculpted dick-sucking lips.

      “Nope, I’m not answering to anyone,” she states so quietly I would have missed it if I wasn’t paying close attention. She pulls on the suitcase behind her and strolls forward.

      I stand there, lost for words. I’m used to women fawning and throwing themselves at me. Being ignored is something I’m not used to.

      “A thank you will do.” I follow her steps, my eyes locked on the sway of her hips in those damn white pants.

      Ms. Hot White Pants snorts. “A thank you for what?”

      “For saving you?”

      She continues ahead, pulling the suitcase without even glancing at me. “As you can see, I had everything under control. I’m more than capable of looking after myself.” She raises her hand in the air in a dismissive manner.

      It’s been a long time since anyone has dismissed me. And something about the move unsettles and intrigues me at the same time. I’m all for a good challenge. I’ve been looking for one since I got to my home city. Ideally, something that will keep my mind occupied from the shit storm my life is about to embark on in the next three days.

      Maybe, just maybe, Ms. Hot White Pants is the challenge I need. I can spare a few minutes to get her number before I get back to why I came here in the first place.

      “What did you say your name was again?” I call, picking up pace and eliminating the space between us.

      “I didn’t.”

      “Well, you can call me—”

      She stops and turns to face me with a questioning scowl. “Why are you in the kid’s area at night with a hoodie on?” Her tone is accusatory.

      “Relax, I’m not a threat.” I raise my hand to pull my hood back and hope she recognizes me. I mean, who doesn’t?

      “No, you aren’t.” She drops her suitcase. And with the tiny bag still clasped in her hand, she kicks me directly in the balls.

      I groan, stumble, and fall to my knees, completely caught off guard. “What. The. Fuck,” I barely get the words out. Pain, as I’ve never known, shoots through me. And that says a lot since I’ve been battered and bruised in the ice rink more times than I can count. No one, not even the opposing hockey teams, has ever knocked me down as she has. “My dick.”

      I’m not sure whether to be impressed or turned on. Right now, the possibility of the latter might lead me to the hospital. I finally understand what the hooded guy meant by crazy. I’ve tried my brand of women—bimbos, models, students, stalkers. Crazy isn’t a brand I’m familiar with. But my body’s reaction right now tells me crazy is just what I might be into.

      “You’re either a thief or a pervert.” She stops directly in front of me without even an ounce of fear and peers down at me.

      Her eyes darken, and specs of gold appear in her irises. I suck in a sharp breath, realizing her eyes aren’t green but hazel.

      The air rushes out of my lungs as I do another sweep of her face and body. The braces have gone. The long mane of wild, curly hair is nowhere to be seen. And those eyes, I know them. I’ve stared into similar ones for over a decade.

      No way.

      No fucking way, this is Sofia.
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      I’m sick and tired of being manhandled and told what to do. I hate it when my family does it, and I especially hate it when strangers do it.

      “You have no idea who I am, do you?”

      I peer down at the tall, hooded male figure on the ground, a flicker of a smile plastered on the small glimpse of his full lips and flashing white teeth. His deep, baritone voice brushes against my skin with an unknown warmth and familiarity, seeping into every pore and setting off a shrill, rasping feeling that makes goosebumps rise over my whole body.

      “No, I don’t. And I don’t care to know either.”

      Though his face is cloaked under a blue hoodie, the evidence of his discipline is clear as day through his sinewy arms and massive, sculpted body. The type and build I know can only be built by athletes on the court or ring. I should know. My dating life is haunted by the ghost of my athlete boyfriend’s past and satirized by my brother’s job as an infamous NHL player.

      Mr. Blue Hoodie grunts, the ghost of a smile tugging at his lips. Minus his hold over his crutch, he seems unphased, intrigued, amused even.

      I stare at him long and hard and conclude that maybe, just maybe, I might have made a mistake. Perhaps misjudged him. Even worse, I might have overreacted by kicking him in the balls. But the last thing I want is for him to know that. For all I know, there could be something seriously wrong with him. Unless you’re Bruce Wayne, I mean, who casually strolls through the children’s park in the evening and goes about saving women from thieves?

      “This cannot be happening,” he mutters under his breath, one hand placed over his crotch and the other on the ground, balancing his gladiator physique.

      I bite back the sharp retort sitting on the tip of my tongue: Yes—yes, this is happening.

      “You do … martial arts?” He grunts, lowering his head.

      My fingers twitch with the need to drag that hoodie off and see what’s underneath.

      “Boxing,” I respond out of habit.

      A low groan follows.

      I'm not sure if it’s because he is in pain or he’s genuinely taken aback by my response. I fail to add that I do boxing for fitness and fun rather than combat. It's one of the few areas in my life where I can exercise some type of autonomy. My disciplined steps, sharp movements, and swift motions were developed from the countless self-defense classes I was forced to attend.

      I strap my Jacques bag over my shoulder, rummage through it, and take out the small personal defense spray I bought at the airport, just in case.

      Mr. Blue Hoodie grumbles, cursing under his breath as he slowly rises to his feet. I catch the moment the overhead light from the tree hits his eye—blue with embers of gold and quartz. Sharp, smoldering, intense.

      His eyes fall on my hand, and his mouth contorts into a stern grimace. “Seriously, put that thing away. I’m not a pervert, woman.”

      I arch my brow.

      “Or a thief. What is wrong with you?”

      Damn, he is huge. I take a few steps back and swallow, hating my body’s reaction to his physique. I’ve always been a sucker for the tall, dark-haired, muscular, athletic types, and even though I’ve sworn off them this summer, my body hasn’t caught up with the memo.

      “Sounds like something a thief or a pervert would say.” My eyes continue to rove over his body, ogling him far longer than I should.

      I should leave. I’ve made my point pretty clear, but for some reason, I can’t seem to get my body to. A devious smile stretches his lips, and his eyes glint with awareness as if he can read through my bullshit.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, and without looking, I know it’s my mom, ready to remind me how much of a failure and disappointment I am. I ignore it, not yet ready to deal with the emotional blackmail that will ensue. I know I will inevitably have to face her wrath, especially since I left for London with only a scrambled note on my bed:

      

      
        
        Traveling to London. Will let you know when I'll be back once I'm settled.

      

      

      

      I was desperate, suffocating from the weight of her words, expectations, and the control and leash she had wrapped around my neck. I couldn’t breathe, think—

      I inhale and exhale steady breaths, shifting the direction of my thoughts, afraid that if I don't, I might trigger another panic attack. Yes, my actions were impulsive, dangerous, and possibly even downright irresponsible—everything I’m generally not, but I needed a moment. A moment to think. A moment to breathe. A moment to just be.

      He takes cautious steps forward, towering over me with his huge frame. “Are you okay?”

      There is warmth in his voice, soft, low, rich, like cream in coffee. I can almost taste it. And it catches me by surprise. “I—I—I—” I stumble on my words as his scent fills the small space between us, and my mind struggles to register his proximity. What is wrong with me?

      “Are you sure?” He cups my face and tilts it toward him, regarding me with a warm gaze.

      I nod and slowly step away from the heat radiating from him. I reach for the handle of my suitcase, turn my back to him, and make a quick beeline for the exit. I’m practically running, struggling not to fall or drop my bag.

      “Wait,” he calls, the thud of his footsteps following directly behind.

      I turn the curve that leads outside the play area and turn to my right.

      “Wait up, I’m here for you,” he calls again, his voice too close for my liking.

      What is wrong with this guy?

      “Hey.” He yanks my left arm.

      My suitcase and self-defense spray fall to the ground, and I find my face planted against his chest. His scent, woodsy, leathery, thick, and masculine, wraps around me like a cozy blanket on a snowy day, making clarity and my survival skills seem light years away.

      I step back, and his hands wrap around my waist, drawing me closer to him. I struggle in his hold, pushing his chest to free myself. The move barely makes a dent in his stance. I try again, but this time, he releases his hold on my waist, clasping his vast hands over mine, pressing them into his chest, giving me a feel of every bulge, flex, and movement.

      I tilt my head up with a sneer, catching a glimpse of his eyes—dark, sharp, astute, and intelligent. They peer down at me with a knowingness I can’t quite grasp.

      “Let go, or I’ll scream.”

      He releases a low rumble of laughter, and the sound echoes through my body, fingers, and chest—an energy flow, vibrating and reverberating like a strummed bass.

      “Sofia.”

      He whispers my name as if he can grasp that wisdom is its origin and knowledge its essence.

      My core heats up.

      He releases his hold, and I skitter back, trying to get hold of my composure. Mr. Blue Hoodie raises his hands, pulling back his hood. I’m met with familiar high-sculpted cheekbones, a high chin, and a face I’ve seen countless times on the rink, television, in adverts, magazines, and in the occasional picture messages from my brother.

      “How are you here?” I realize how stupid the question is when it leaves my mouth.

      How is he here with me, in the same city? At the same time, even though we are thousands of miles from San Francisco? How is he here when we’ve barely crossed paths or consistently been in the same spaces in the decade he’s known, Zayn?

      “Your brother,” he says with assured confidence.

      “My brother?”

      “You share locations with him—”

      “No. No, I don’t. I didn’t,” I grit out the words before he finishes.

      Zayn? I expect this from my mom, but Zayn? There’s a tightness in my chest. That feeling of dismay expands, pressing itself outwardly.

      Yet again, another family member has disregarded my feelings and desires. They disregarded me. My needs. My wishes. My boundaries. Without care or afterthought of how it would make me feel. My skin heats with anger, and all I want to do is claw out Zayn's face.

      I pull out my phone, scanning through the various apps, trying to work out which one he used and when.

      I recall our big family dinner a few months back for Dad's birthday. Zayn had begged to use my phone to track his since he couldn’t remember where his was. And like an idiot, I handed my phone without question.

      A flash, followed by a camera's shutter, catches my attention, and I tilt my head up from my phone. What the hell?

      “Did you just take a picture of me?”

      “Evidence,” Xavier says as his fingers type away. “I need to send your brother proof you’re still alive. Since you’re too irresponsible to answer any of his calls.”

      “You know nothing about me!” I stare him down, biting back the need to call him something more colorful.

      “Whatever you say, princess,” his words are cold, dismissive.

      Another series of flashes and shutter sounds follow. This time, instead of the camera being aimed at me, he angles it at his crotch area.

      “I might also need evidence that you assaulted me.”

      “Excuse me! I was the one assaulted.”

      His brows are knit in a tight frown. “And my dick says otherwise.”

      I stutter, unable to fathom his audacity. Who does he think he is? My brother, dad?

      Xavier places his phone in his pants pocket.  “You’re excused; don’t do it again.”

      My gaze automatically lowers to the spot, lingering for a few seconds too long. My cheeks heat with embarrassment. I’m certainly no virgin or a stranger to the male body, but there's something about this moment., with him that feels—

      “You’re in a park with your face covered.” I quickly shift my eyes and attempt to redirect the conversation.

      “So no one would recognize me!”

      “I highly doubt anyone will recognize you or even care that you play stupid hockey!”

      “First, people always recognize me. Have you seen me?”

      I roll my eyes, finally understanding how he and my brother have remained friends for this long.

      “Second, the words stupid and hockey don't belong in the same sentence.”

      “It is stupid. You chase a ball over ice for the sake of entertainment.”

      “I skate on a rink, and it's not a ball, it's a puck. If you’re going to downplay the sport, at least get the language right.”

      “Oh my God.”

      “Don’t bring God into this,” he admonishes. “And money.”

      My entire face scrunches up in confusion. “What?”

      “Come on, don’t forget the most important part, now. I don't chase a puck in the rink for entertainment only. I do it for the money.” His tone is cocky, almost mocking me.

      “Congratulations, capitalism has you in a chokehold.” What a dick. That print in those pants agrees. My cheeks heat, and I clear my throat, afraid that the flash of that singular thought is written all over my face. I remind myself that Xavier Woods is like every athlete—a cocky, egotistical bastard. Used to people flocking to his feet and getting his way, even if his shit stinks. His dick, dick print, or anything relating to that region should not even be a thought in my head.

      Xavier cocks his head to the side. “The sky must be made of rainbows and cotton candy from down there.”

      “What are you trying to say?”

      “Your bag alone is worth more than five hundred dollars.”

      Okay, fair. Point made. “And?” I bluff, knowing he already has the upper hand in this argument.

      “And I don’t have time to teach a child about capitalism or their privilege, especially knowing they’ve never worked a goddamn day in their life!”

      It takes me a minute to realize I’m the child he’s referring to. The inexperienced, privileged one, who’s ignorant of the world around them. I should be pissed, offended, even raging, but I bite my tongue, knowing there is a depth of truth there. That truth led me here—to London, far away from home.

      “Well, this child is off.” I pick up my suitcase, stuff the spray in my bag, and continue toward the exit. “Read between the lines.” I raise my hand in the air, placing emphasis on my middle finger.

      Very mature, I know.

      “No, you're not. You’re coming with me,” Xavier mumbles under his breath trailing beside me.

      I ignore him and continue walking ahead.

      A host of people enter the park and bypass us.

      “Stop following me,” I whisper-shout.

      “You’re coming with me, Sofia. I made your brother a promise.”

      “Good luck with that,” I mutter with more calm than I feel. I didn’t sit through an almost eleven-hour flight and two hours of London traffic to not get the first thing on my list scratched off.

      Xavier may be my brother's best friend, but he isn't the boss of me.

      “I’m not leaving here without you. Even if it means carrying you over my shoulder.”

      I pick up my pace, trying to outwalk him. Not the smartest move, especially when one of his legs dwarfs both of mine. “You won't dare—”

      He snickers. “Are you willing to test that with all these people around?”

      I'm not willing to, nor am I ready to take what he’s dishing without fighting back, and I don’t even know why.

      “I’m sure you’re not looking to babysit this child,” I draw out the word, ignoring the unease and disappointment about his perceived conception of me. I shouldn’t care, but come on, a child. A child? Seriously? I just turned twenty one. I’m grown.

      “You’re twisting my words.”

      “I’m repeating what you said. And stop following me.” I pick up my pace, hoping he’ll back off and give up his perceived sense of loyalty to my brother.

      “I can’t,” his voice resigned. “You need a place to stay—”

      “Yes, Zayn's penthouse.” I answer him like a petulant child. Since he thinks I’m one, I should play up to it.

      Xavier inhales loudly, and I can see his jaws clench from the corner of my eye. “That’s where I’m headed, and I’m taking you with me.”

      “Headed?” I hope to god he’s not staying there. I’ve planned this whole weekend as a retreat. A chance to just lounge, sleep, and maybe visit a few key tourist spots. Without anyone breathing down my neck.

      “I’m staying there,” Xavier responds with a scowl.

      Great. Just what I need, someone snitching to my brother about my every move.

      “Aren't you originally from London? Don't you have your own place?”

      “It’s under construction. I’m making some changes to it.”

      “Then stay at your family’s!”

      Something passes over his face so quickly I can’t read it.

      “This.” He motions between us. “Is happening. I’m not going to argue with you  about it.”

      I huff out a frustrated breath, frustrated that he has a response for everything. “I’m not coming, not yet.”

      “Then where are you headed at nine in the evening?”

      I’m not sure who is more domineering, him or Zayn. It's 9pm, not 3am for crying out loud. I shrug, nearing the exit of the park. Thank God!

      “Sofia.”

      I halt, hearing my name. “I came here for the London Eye. And I’m not leaving without going there!”

      “The London Eye?” His brows are furrowed, and his smoldering eyes glimmer.

      I don’t bother replying. I’ve said too much already. The last thing I need is to be made to feel small, stupid, or insignificant once he finds out why I’m drawn to the ferris wheel.

      “You can wait for me at a restaurant, pub, or something.” I don’t bother facing him again. The fear of what I might find in his gaze holds me back. I push past the exit and immerse myself in a sea of bodies.

      I don’t look back to see if Xavier is following me. There’s no need, especially since he can track me with whatever app my brother has programmed on my phone. Something Zayn and I will have to have a long, drawn-out conversation about later. Right now, I can only focus on one thing, and that’s getting on the London Eye, and I refuse to be deterred.

      “Hey, I have a reservation for a Private Pod at nine.” I push my suitcase forward, pull out my passport, and hand it to the security guard.

      The blonde-haired Johnny Bravo lookalike takes hold of it and whispers something on his earpiece. He hands me back the passport. “You booked a Cupid Pod, not a Private Pod.”

      I wait for him to expand on why that’s relevant because it doesn’t matter which pod I booked as long as I get into one of those capsules alone.

      “You’re alone,” he states matter-of-factly.

      Well, no shit. “Yes.”

      “The Cupid Pod is for two guests,” he says, emphasizing the number.

      A ball of despair lodges in my chest and expands. “So?” I muster, even though a part of me knows what comes next. I was hoping that by booking and showing up this late, they would be more flexible with their headcount.

      My palms grow sweaty, and I bite the inside of my mouth to stop the tears that threaten to fall. The exhaustion from traveling, navigating a new city, and the fear of being unable to fulfill my last promise to my PawPaw finally catches up with me. A wave of tiredness comes over me, like the tide over the beach. Feeling light-headed, I grip my suitcase tightly to center myself.

      “You can either share the pod with one other person or get the regular ticket and go in with the last group here.” He tips his chin toward the cue that looks like it’s housing at least fifteen other people.

      My throat tightens, and I struggle to hold back the emotion in my voice, “I need this. Alone.”

      There’s a flicker of awareness in the guard’s eyes. A brief moment of understanding passing between two people who’ve experienced a loss.

      He gives me an austere nod and turns his back to me. He gets back on the mic, whispering too low for me to hear. When he turns around again, his face is pinched, and I can tell he’s about to deliver news that will stump my plans. “Ms. Brookes …”

      Huge hands rest on my shoulders, and warm fingers lightly trail my neck.

      “I’ll go in with her,” Xavier says, pulling me into his chest, a little too comfortable for someone I only officially spoke to for the first time less than ten minutes ago.

      “No—”

      “Would you prefer a stranger instead?” he whispers low enough that only I can hear. His warm breath fans my ear, sending a shiver down my spine.

      The guard looks between us, waiting for my response.

      I’m desperate. My options are low, practically slim, so I know I don’t have the privilege of saying no. At least with him in there, I can make a fool of myself and not feel like I’m being judged by a complete stranger.

      I reason that I might be able to get him to keep quiet and move around the space as if he’s invisible. Something I won’t be able to do with a large group.

      I hesitantly agree, and the guard ushers us to the furthest capsule within seconds.

      Its glass doors are open, and a bottle of champagne and chocolate are placed in the center. We step inside, the doors close, and I find myself still pressed against Xavier’s hold, his hands softly caressing the exposed skin around my waist.

      The act seems instinctual, natural, a silent response to unspoken words, needs, and desires. As if he understands what my body demands. What I require at present—the warmth of intimacy without the necessity for words. It feels good. Way too good.

      I pull back, not wanting to read much into his kindness.

      He walks to the furthest end of the capsule, creating a sizable distance between us. “I’ll disappear in the background, so you can do whatever you planned to do. Alone.”

      “If that’s even possible,” I mumble under my breath without thought.

      Xavier bursts into laughter. The sound is joyful, heartened.

      Whatever tension we shared earlier dissipates, and the air between us is now filled with ease and quiet tranquility.

      “I’m glad we can agree on something.” He smiles.

      A comfortable silence fills the space between us, and Xavier, as to his word, turns to face the view ahead, giving me the privacy I need. One I am grateful for.

      I tug my suitcase to the center and place it beside the champagne and truffles. Opening the suitcase, I pull out my blue Instant camera and place its strap over my shoulder. I bought it specifically to get the perfect shot when we reach the top. I also take my digital camera and attach the wide-angle lens to it. The wheel is moving, but at such a pace you don’t even realize it’s happening until your vantage point changes. Rising to my feet and turning to my left, I take in the unobstructed view of the city—from Buckingham Palace to Big Ben to the Shard, gleaming against the dotted night sky.

      I told you I would travel and experience life, Paw Paw.

      Moving around the capsule, I snap various shots of the space from different angles, then progress to the outside view. I know I must look crazy, sprinting, dipping, and squatting to get as many shots as possible. But I don’t care.

      Each image makes me admire the architecture of the wheel. From the clear reinforced glass that gives an obstructed view of the city and its steel wheels to the series of spokes that make up the wheel’s outer edge. Design and structure are things that make my heart sing. My childhood was spent trailing after my mom as she turned his small architecture and interior construction business from the living area of our family home into a multinational business. As a child, I watched her grow Brookes Architects from the ground with grit and determination. It spurred my love for fashion design. Though the fields are different, they are also vastly similar in many ways. They share similar principles, grasp of geometry, and structure to design lines.

      I lose myself in the moment, basking in the joy and anticipation of finally being here, present, in the moment, without anyone else’s input, dispute, or objection. Joy thrums through my veins, and excitement fills my body with natural adrenaline. A smile sketches my face and my heart sings in contentment. This moment is everything Paw Paw had said it would be and more.

      For a moment, I am still, allowing myself to envision my granddad’s face, his laughter, his smile. And the endless stories of his travels with my grandma.

      “What are you doing?” Xavier whispers.

      I turn around to find he’s moved from the spot he was in before. I don't know when, but in the ebb and flow of the moment, we created a natural rhythm and synergy. Allowing me to move freely without feeling like his presence is an imposition.

      “Shhhhhhhh.”

      “Shhhh?” his voice rises an octave.

      Something about the tone tells me he finds my response entertaining. He finds this moment entertaining. He finds me entertaining.

      “You talk too much—“

      “Now, that I’ve never been told before.”

      I lift my gaze from the camera screen and pin him with a questioning stare. My knowledge of him is limited to the small glimpse Zayn has given me over the years and the scattered interviews and articles he and my brother have engaged in. He’s come across as impressionable, a natural before the camera in those instances. So I find it hard to believe, especially knowing those damn reporters can be cutthroat and heartless.

      Xavier doesn’t expand. Instead, he turns his gaze back to the night sky view of the city.

      “I don’t want Zayn to know about this,” I note when a reasonable amount of time has passed.

      When Xavier doesn’t respond, I turn to face him, expecting to find apprehension. Instead, there is a warmth in his gaze, a heat in his eyes, and an understanding tip of his head, one that takes me by surprise.

      “Okay,” he replies without argument as if he knows and grasps how important this moment is for me without needing the details. “I got you, princess,” he whispers, turning back around.

      When we reach the top, I take several shots with both cameras, pocketing the printed images from the instant camera. My attention is drawn to the profile view of Xavier to my right. I step back, appreciating how his jaw naturally flexes when deep in thought. How the reflection of his eyes on the glass glimmer with hypnotizing excitement, how the light accentuates his gladiator structure and confidence.

      I intuitively raise my camera and capture shots of his prominent jaw and the halo that falls over his full lips, thick enough to bite, yet almost feminine in its pout.

      Images of those lips pressed against my forehead, nose, neck, and lips flash in my head. Warm, plump, soft, and decadent like cocoa butter melting against rich cocoa skin.

      Don’t go there, I chastise myself mentally while moving to fix myself a drink.

      “Are you legal for that, princess?”

      “Ha-ha-ha. Very funny.” I roll my eyes, pop the bottle, and pour myself a glass. “And stop calling me that!” I pour another one and hand it to him.

      Xavier takes the glass and the seat to my left, the space between us divided by the champagne bottle. “What are we toasting to?”

      I raise my glass and angle the instant camera. “To life.”

      “To life,” Xavier repeats my words, raising his glass to mine.

      Clink.

      “And living in the present, as if there’s no tomorrow.”

      Clink.

      “To living in the moment, and whatever the future holds.”

      Clink.

      I down the drink and drape my hands over the chair, my head arched back. “This is nice.”

      Silence fills the space. A comfortable and easy silence. A silence birthed from the unspoken comfort and understanding between two friends. Everything he and I are not. And for some reason, that scares me. He scares me.
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      My phone rings, and Zayn’s name appears on the Facetime call. He is the last person I want to see right now, especially since I spent the last hour in his penthouse envisioning his baby sister in inappropriate ways. Very inappropriate ways.

      “Xav, thanks for today. I appreciate you.” Zayn’s face appears on the screen, and I watch as he navigates through several rooms in his massive mansion. Stacks of books line the walls behind him as he settles into one of his offices.

      “How is she? She isn’t picking up any of my calls.”

      This news doesn’t surprise me. I can vividly remember the scowl on Sofia’s face and the change in her demeanor when my big mouth mentioned that Zayn had me tailing her. The image is ingrained in my mind, memorialized, a silent warning to ensure I’m never the one who puts a look like that on her face. Why? I’m not sure. That is something I’m still trying to process.

      “It might have something to do with you putting a tracker on her without her permission,” I don’t intend the words to be condescending, but too bad. Zayn, of all people, should know how it feels when your privacy is violated.

      Shame washes over his face, and for a moment, he is silent, as if in deep thought. “My mom’s doing.” He releases a resigned sigh. “And she can be very persistent when she wants to get her way. But still. I should have said no.”

      “You got a lot of apologizing to do.”

      “Trust me, I’ve already started. How long are you going to be staying down there?”

      “Until Monday.”

      “You hightailed out of San Fran.”

      “Don’t remind me,” I mutter, running my hands through my hair.

      He laughs. “Don’t tell me it’s another groupie issue.”

      I may or may not have picked up a reputation for attracting women who have a tendency to cling to me, and whatever fame they can get from the moment. It’s not something I’m proud of, but I also haven’t been doing anything actively to curb it.

      I rise from the bed, shifting from one foot to the other. The city's night view looks fantastic at this time of the evening. “I missed London,” I lie. It’s the only thing I can think of to get him off my ass. Zayn is like a dog with a bone. Once he sets his sights on something, it’s impossible to shift his attention from it, hence Bree.

      My throat is suddenly dry, and my hands are clammy. I hate lying like this, and I especially hate that I’m keeping this a secret from him. But this was a decision I needed to make alone, and I knew Zayn’s influence would only steer me in one direction. And I need to weigh all my options before deciding my next steps.

      Zayn clears his throat, and my stomach drops, anticipating what he will ask next.

      “How are your mom and dad? Have you spoken or seen them since you got there?”

      “Same old. Nothing has changed, Zee.” He knows family is a sore spot for me. I’ve managed to navigate any questions and conversations about them from the media and my teammates over the last decade. I’m not sure how much longer I can, though. I can only make so many excuses about their lack of presence in any of my games over the years.

      At certain stages in my life, saying they were dead would have been an easy copout. I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. Yes, things are bad between us—scratch that—they are terrible. But the bad doesn’t stop me from loving or longing for them. It especially makes it hard to erase them from my life. Even if that’s what they want.

      “I drove there. Parked my car and stared at their house for hours.” I exhale a frustrated breath. “Anyways, I  found out from an old friend in the neighborhood who occasionally babysits my sister, that my dad was ill and has been for some time. I sent some money for private healthcare and tried getting in touch. All my calls were ignored, and the money was sent back.”

      “Damn, they sent the money back? That’s pretty fucked up.”

      “Every single penny, in less than forty-eight hours.” Getting this off of my chest feels almost cathartic. Each word is crippling, suffocating, like a noose around my neck. I was choking from its weight and implication—my dad would rather struggle through the healthcare system, and my mom would rather watch him do so than accept me or anything I could offer. “I hate that things have escalated to this. I’ve tried everything to fix it, but it’s been impossible.”

      “How is he now?”

      “Better. He’s back home,” I reply, remembering how frail he looked when they returned home yesterday. I'm too ashamed to tell Zayn the reason I know that is because I’ve spent the majority of my week here trailing them.

      “You know you’ve done nothing wrong, right?”

      I stare at the phone and my friends' somber expressions. Yes, it is my fault. I should have made better decisions. The words sit on the tip of my tongue.

      “Xav—”

      “I know, Zee,” I interrupt him before he goes into one of his tangents about right, wrong, and the devotional love of family—one he has unlimited access to, and I don’t.

      My chest tightens, and I’m overcome with emotion. Emotions I struggle to articulate. Emotions I struggle to grasp. I want to run far from them and distract myself from the burden by burying myself in something or someone instead.

      I go through my contact list and type London. A list of over ten female names pops up. I settle on Aria, a tall, slim-figured, honey-highlighted, curly-haired woman whose throat game cannot be rivaled. I ignore the nagging thought in my head that tells me she bears too much of a resemblance to Sofia.

      “You looking forward to the new season?”I steer the trajectory of the conversation.

      I send Aria a message, and she’s quick to respond that she’s available tonight, right now, for anything.

      Zayn’s face lights up. “Ready to get back into training and spending more time with the guys.”

      “I’m looking forward to Silas’ vow renewal.”

      Silas Dawson was like a father figure to me. He mentored me during college. And over the years, we’ve stayed in touch. He is family, and I spend more time in his home with his family—especially during the holidays—than with anyone else.

      I also settle on Evie from the list in case things don’t work out with Aria. My need for a backup has nothing to do with the fact she’s a full-figured Amazonian woman with red hair. A stark difference from Sofia.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask when I realize Zayn has gone quiet.

      His expression is pinched. “Sofia.”

      “What’s wrong?” I close the messaging app on my phone, giving him my full attention. “Is she okay? Do I need to go and check on her?” My gaze turns to the door, and I take tentative steps toward it, my heart racing with the need to check on her and ensure she’s okay.

      “She’s fine.”

      My heart stumbles in my chest as I watch the gold flecks in his eyes glow, with a knowing. I realize I’ve given too much away. I’m just hoping Zayn doesn’t read too much into it.

      “Did she seem okay today?”

      The question seems innocent, but I can sense something else behind the meaning.

      “Yes,” I reply, recalling the promise I made to her to keep our stop at the London Eye secret. I berate myself for how easily that lie flows from my mouth without thought or caution.

      I wait for the guilt to sink in, but nothing. Protecting her, her secret, feels right, and the realization is jarring.

      “Okay,” Zayn replies.

      I keep my expression resigned, stoic, not giving anything away. Tension fills the line between us, thick enough to cut with a knife.

      “She’s off-limits, Xav. I know I don’t have to say this, but I’m still going to.” His words are clear, cutthroat, and straight to the point. One of the reasons he and I have remained friends as long as we have.

      “I know, Zee.” That’s the truth. Sofia is off limits, taboo, forbidden. I just need my body to catch up with that truth.

      “I trust you.” These are his parting words before the call ends.

      I wish he didn’t because he might not feel that way when he finds out why I needed to get away from San Francisco.

      Dropping my phone on the bed, I strip, wrap a towel around myself, and head upstairs to the master bedroom, the only room in the penthouse with an inbuilt sauna, jacuzzi, and a bathtub with a clear view of the city. One to die for. I tell myself I’ll utilize it.

      When I reach the top of the stairway, I reach for the large double wooden doors and twist the handle. Navy blue walls draped against huge French windows with flashes of gold accessories greet me. Turning right, I head to the bathroom. The tiled walls follow the same gold theme as the room. The bathroom is huge, divided into three sections. To my right, a large tub faces the city and the jacuzzi nearby. On the left, a gold shower head and white wooden frames lead to the inbuilt sauna.

      I enter the sauna and find a comfortable spot on the far wall in the corner, and tilt my head back. Eyes closed, I inhale and exhale steady breaths, unwinding the tension in my shoulders from the day. My thoughts turn to Sofia. “She’s a child, Xavier,” I utter the words aloud, hoping my mind and body will meet at the intersection called Robbing the Cradle and get my shit together.

      The sauna door swings open a few seconds later, and I turn my head. My eyes open, and I come face to face with the physical manifestation of sin incarnate. Full rounded breasts, brown nipples, wide hips, and a waxed vagina. A clean base, just how I like it.

      “Oh my God,” Sofia screams hysterically, wrapping the towel she dropped around her body again.

      My dick rises to attention, denting the towel.

      “Why are you here!” She rushes out, and the towel drops a little giving me a clear view of that perfect peach-shaped ass.

      I salivate. Yeah, I’m definitely screwed.

      Unable to control myself, I follow her, my eyes glued to the hips and sway of that perfect ass. I’m not usually an ass guy, I prefer my women with big tits, but for Sofia Brookes, I’m willing to reconsider.

      She stops in the center of the room and turns to me, frown lines dotting her delicate features.

      Looking away seems counterintuitive right now, so I stare, getting an eye full of every bit of exposed flesh. My fingers itch with the need to touch her skin. Drops of water trail her shoulders and neck. I bite back the need to lick every single drop while she screams my name.

      “Honestly, Xavier. Control that damn thing.” She points to the evidence of my attraction to her, trying to keep her gaze everywhere but directly at me.

      Her skin is flushed, and her cheeks heated, but something tells me it’s not from discomfort. I have a suspicion that behind that pouty, sweet-looking demeanor is a closet freak, and I’m tempted to push the boundaries to find out.

      I erase the space between us. Sofia gasps but doesn’t pull back, tilting her neck to look up at me. Her chest moves in tandem with her breathing, letting me know I’m not the only one who feels this pull between us.

      Her hair falls on her shoulder in loose curls. Her face, clear of makeup, is dotted with freckles on her nose and light dustings on her cheeks.

      She scrunches her face in a scowl, a calculative move I’m growing to learn masks her emotions. Like her brother, she seems pretty good at hiding behind a mirage and mask of indifference. If you aren’t attentive, looking past the beautiful canvas of her face, and the upturned lip, you might miss everything.

      “Like what you see?” She steps back, her hands resting against her waist.

      “Yes.” There’s no point lying or denying my physical attraction toward her. I’m a red-blooded male, not sightless. Pretending otherwise would be stupid.

      Sofia’s eyes widen, and a quiet gasp escapes her lips, animating her soft features. The reminder I need—she is young, Zayn’s sister, and therefore, very much off-limits.

      My subconscious screams for me to take a step back, but my body refuses to comprehend the simple instruction. The attraction between us pulses, tainting the air with its potency.

      I reach for her, using the back of my fingers to caress her shoulders. She shivers. I’m treading a fine line. A dangerous line. A line, once crossed, cannot be undone. A line that could destroy a friendship and relationship already on the tether.

      “Enjoy your shower, princess.” I struggle to walk away, my dick begging to find its new home and rearrange her organs like new furniture. “Think of me.” I don’t wait for her response. I’m afraid if I do, I might make an even stupider decision, like bending her over the counter and eating her out until she comes on my face, over and over again.

      I rush down the stairs, my balls aching with each step. When I reach my room, I reach for my phone, ready to get out of this apartment and as far away from the succubus upstairs.

      My phone chimes in my hand. As I peer down at the name on the screen, my erection immediately deflates.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        We don’t need your money. Stop contacting us.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Bile burns the back of my throat. My hands shake as my fingers hover over the delete icon. But, like the prior messages, I don’t. Instead, I reread the words, allowing them to taunt and mock me.

      Gritting my teeth, I close the chat, inhaling large gulps of air. I rush into the adjoining bathroom, quickly shower, and dress, ready to bury myself in Aria’s wet mouth and warm body.

      Something, anything, is better than sitting here with these thoughts. These emotions.
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      My head is pressed against the bedroom door. I’m trying to listen for any indication that Xavier might still be awake. The large clock above my bed tells me it is just after one in the morning, but I’m not ready to go out there and face him yet.

      You’re an adult, and dick-swinging is part of the adult experience. I chastise myself as an image of Xavier’s tightly ripped body, third long leg, and thick girth flashes in my mind. I bite back the moan that threatens to claw its way up my throat.

      My phone chimes on the bedside table, drawing my attention away from the dark pits my thoughts were headed down.

      I go through the messages from my grandma, my best friend Sloane, and my cousin Harper, desperate for all the details. I sent them the images I took of the London Eye and the little quaint restaurant.

      Turning to the messages from my family, I reach out to my Dad first since he is the most agreeable and understanding. He responds quickly, agreeing to butter up Mom before I return. He and I both know that is not possible, but I pretend since she’s his blind spot.

      I move on to Zayn, whose apologies and calls are longer than an Excel spreadsheet. I’m glad he’s trying to fix this, but I’m still pissed and disappointed to even respond.

      My hands hover over the last person on the list, the one I’ve been antsy about speaking to since I decided to board that flight. As I do so, a series of messages pop up from her:

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m going to pretend you didn’t pull this stunt. When you get here on Monday, we will talk about this.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        *Attachment - College acceptance letter*

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I open the attachment, and my heart drops into my stomach. I read the acceptance letter from MIT for their architecture course. One I intentionally remember not applying to because I wanted to present an alternative to the course.

      Another message immediately follows:

      

      
        
          
            
              
        And we will also talk about this. Which you, fortunately, didn’t get into.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        *Attachment *

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I open the attachment and skim through the Fashion Institute of Technology’s letter. My eyes fall on the introductory, “unfortunately” line, and time seemingly slows. I fall on the bed, overcome with defeat.

      I don’t bother responding. Shutting my phone off, I curl into a ball, unable to stomach it anymore.

      I’m overcome with emotion, and tears threaten to suffocate me, but I push it deep down, refusing to let it dampen my time in London over the next few days. Especially for something I clearly no longer have control or say over.

      I jump from the bed and head for the door. Pulling back the double mahogany doors, I peek through them and scan the passageway for any signs of Xavier.

      My stomach grumbles, the sound long and drawn, reminding me I’ve been holed up in my room, hiding from facing him for too long. I’m not sure If I can continue hiding. The last meal I had was the truffles on the London Eye, the one before that was airplane food which barely satisfied my appetite, and that was over eight hours ago.

      I put on my big girl panties and step out, tiptoeing, just in case he’s a light sleeper.

      When I reach the farthest end of the passageway, the clanging of pots and pans catches my attention.

      I contemplate turning back for a moment but my stomach protests. Hesitantly, I step into the large open kitchen area.

      Xavier is standing in the center between the island and the counter, with a distant look on his face. The space is turned upside down. Plates, spoons, and dustings of flour and egg litter every single corner.

      “If you plan to burn down the place, I think you’ll do a decent job of it.” I slowly make my way to the island.

      Xavier raises his head from whatever holds his attention in the sink and tilts it in my direction. The light in his eyes from earlier has dimmed to a tiny ember, barely recognizable.

      “What?” I point to the stove and the small batch of what looks like pancakes on the burning pan.

      “Shit.” Xavier fans the pan with a cloth which only makes things worse. Smoke bellows into the air, and the surrounding flame intensifies.

      The awkwardly positioned fire alarm above the kitchen counter goes off. The jarring sound spurs my footsteps. I rush to open the large panel to the far right that opens to a terrace, allowing the crisp night air inside. Returning to the kitchen, I bypass Xavier, turning off the stove, dumping the burning pan into the sink, and pouring water over it.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, turning to face him. He seems more zoned out now than he did earlier, if that's even possible.

      “Yeah,” there’s a hitch in his voice when he responds as if he is asking himself the same question. Xavier leans on the island and runs his hand through his hair. The simple movement knocks down the large bottle of Hennessy on the island’s edge.

      He reaches for the fragments on the floor. Blood covers the tiles. “Don't touch it.”

      I walk toward the back of the island, into the pantry, and take out the first aid kit.

      Xavier remains in the same spot. I rush back, sweat clinging to my skin as I struggle to catch my breath.

      He slowly rises to his feet, looking at the kit in my hands like it has somehow offended him.

      “Let me see,” I beckoned, taking hold of his hand.

      He forcefully pulls away from my grasp. “I’m fine,” he growls.

      “You’re bleeding.” I ignore him, reaching for his hand again.

      “It’s a small cut, Sofia.”

      “Let me see.”

      “I said I’m fine, Sofia. I don’t need a child trying to fix me,” the words are sharp, blunt, and filled with unbridled rage.

      Anger I’m unable to grasp or place. An anger I know I’m not deserving of, especially when my only crime is trying to help him. Hurt washes over me, flames twisting around my stomach and my lungs. I push the first aid forward, gliding it over the counter toward him. “Since you’re so good at doing everything yourself, go ahead. Dick.” Irritation bubbles inside me, leaving me feeling raw, tender, and exposed.

      With my back turned to him, I step back in the direction I came. I’m smart enough to know when I’m not needed, even smarter to know when not to accept disrespect.

      “Wait.”

      I feel his hands wrap around the exposed skin around my waist. His bloodied finger is raised upward. Blood drips from it, making my stomach churn with discomfort. He pulls my back flush against his chest, cocooning me in the heat of his body. He leans down, his liquor-scented breath on my neck.

      “You’re right.”

      “Xavier.”

      “I’m sorry, princess.”

      My resolve weakens at the bass in his voice and his use of what I now assume is his term of endearment.

      “It’s my shit. It has nothing to do with you. I just had some news … bad news, and I lashed out.”

      “Of course, it’s your shit,” I grit the words through my teeth.

      “You didn’t deserve that side of me.”

      “No I did not. Do not disrespect me.”

      “I understand, I’m sorry.”

      I turn my body around, facing him, my hands pressed against his chest. “What happened?”

      Xavier’s body tightens, and he bares his teeth for a brief moment. “I got a pretty fucked up message from someone in my family, and it got to me.”

      I feel the ripples in his muscles as he struggles to get the words out. My irritation softens at the mention of his family. I, of all people, know how they can press, probe, and push us into versions of ourselves we no longer recognize.

      “I won’t deny any help you offer.” He uncurls his arms from my waist, raising his bloodstained hand.

      “Sit.” I point to the bar stool adjacent, facing the island, and he follows. “Were you on your way out?” Walking around the island, I take hold of the first aid kit and return to him.

      Xavier’s legs are spread wide, inviting, giving me unlimited access to him. I clear the skin with a cleansing wipe.

      “I was going to meet a friend.”

      “A friend?” I snort, knowing he is full of shit. “You were going to get laid,” I state it as a fact rather than a question. I swallow the tiny speck of jealousy that threatens to claw its way up my chest. One, I have no right to even feel. But the image of him with someone else. Holding someone else. Touching someone else. Kissing someone else. Makes me feel ... uneasy.

      Lifting his hand, I wipe away the blood and realize the majority of the impact is on his left hand. Taking out the tweezers from the kit, I lightly graze his index finger, looking for any shards of glass that may have lodged themselves in the small cut. Satisfied, I pull out another cleaning wipe and do a final cleanse.

      “Is that so?” There is a challenge in his question.

      “You’re a little too old to be meeting friends, especially female friends, at this time in the morning.” I cock my head, waiting for him to disagree.

      A smile stretches his lips, and the sight makes my chest dance with glee.

      “Are you calling me old?”

      “We can’t all be young, supple, and able to hold our liquor now, can we?” I place a gauze pad over the exposed wound and wrap it.

      “I can handle my liquor.”

      I cork my brows.

      “Okay, tonight was an exception.” He chuckles lightly.

      “Why didn’t you go?”

      “It just didn’t feel right,” he says, watching me with an intensity that takes my breath away. “Thank you,” he breathes when I finish.

      His fingers linger over my hand, lightly stroking the skin. Something about his touch, the feel of his breath grazing my skin, and the bass in his voice, makes me think of warm, naked skin and hot hands. My body thrums with the need to lean in. Savor him. Then again, it could be because I'm severely dehydrated, hungry, jet-lagged, and trying to navigate the emotional toil of the last two messages I received from Ashleigh Brookes, my mother.

      Xavier rises to his feet. “You sit, I’ll clean up.”

      “I’ll make us pancakes.” I step out of his hold and whip up fluffy Cassava pancakes. A family recipe consisting of cassava flour topped with palm syrup, caramelized pineapple, and fresh lime.

      By the time I’m done making eight pancakes, Xavier has wiped and cleaned the island and counter back to its original state.

      “This is so good,” he groans after finishing the six he had set on his plate. “I don’t remember the last time I had a home-cooked …” his words trail.

      His complement catches me off guard. Like my brother, I know he has a housekeeper who prepares his meals. And I’m more than sure he has family who caters to him.

      “What about your housekeeper?” I bite into the last portion of my food.

      “That’s different.”

      “Family?”

      “It’s complicated,” he confesses.

      From the tight-lipped expression on his face, I know it’s a touchy subject, so I don’t push. When we are both done, he takes my plate from me and rinses it along with his over the sink.

      He hands me a glass of water and hovers beside me as I drink it.

      “What?” Heat rushes to my skin at the weight of his penetrative gaze.

      There’s something about the way he looks at me as if stripping away all pretense. It is piercing, intentional, and all-consuming, and the lower part of my body wants nothing more than to experience more of it. More of him.

      A current of electricity passes through me. I shiver. My thoughts shift to things. Stupid, irrational, and heat-filled things. Things I have no business envisioning with Xavier.

      I close my eyes and inhale deeply. The scent of his cologne hits my nose. I savor it. Storing it in the small memory bank I’ve created specifically for him in my subconscious. When I open my eyes, I find his gaze on me—warm, rich, ravenous.

      He eliminates the space between us, tilting my stool around so the entirety of my body is turned in his direction.

      His gaze falls to my lips, and heat pools between my legs. His eyes darken. This time, instead of trying to fight whatever this is between us, I surrender. Giving myself permission to seize the moment.

      “Beautiful.”

      One simple word, yet the weight of it burns against my skin. It is a silent plea. A submission. A prayer raised on an altar before the ceremony.

      Xavier’s lips graze mine, and I realize I am the offering. A burnt, fragrant offering. A sacrificial lamb. A pleasing aroma, for his atonement and adoration.
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      “I’m not supposed to touch you,” I breathe, running my fingers along her nose, brows, and lips, mapping the outline of my name with the freckles on her face.

      Sofia’s eyes are closed, and her breath comes out in short, shallow gasps. “Do you do everything you're told?”

      The question tugs at some subconscious part of my mind. No, I don’t. And I’ve gotten into some shit because of that. I want to respond, but I know this moment is different from the issue that broke my family apart.

      “No,” I answer frankly.

      Yet the truth remains between us—I shouldn’t be here right now, doing this with her in her brother’s extended home. Everything about this is wrong. But her scent, her warmth, the evident desire in her eyes earlier, doesn’t feel wrong. It feels good. And I haven’t felt good in a long while. Not the good that involves masking my emotions or burying myself deep inside another pair of legs. But the good that comes naturally. The good that fills my chest when she smiles. The good that elevates my heartbeat from her nearness. That makes my skin tingle from a single touch. The good I feel when I spend time in her presence and contentment in her silence. That is Sofia Brookes.

      I’m unsure if I deserve that good, but I want it. I want her. I want to taste her. I want to hold and sully her for every other man who comes after me.

      With my knees, I open her legs on the stool, giving me more access to her. Her skin is soft. Her body is warm, and her lips satiny to the touch. I bury my head in her neck, kissing, licking, sucking, and devouring her flesh.

      Sofia pulls her hair to the side, giving me more access to her. “Yes, that feels so good.”

      My hands move to explore her body. The green camisole top and shorts frame her body so well I feel my dick stir in my pants, begging to be let out. “How can I deny you when you look and feel this good, princess.”

      I tear the flimsy camisole in the middle. Her breasts spill out. “I need you naked.”

      Sofia gasps, pinning me with a stare.

      “I’ll buy you another one,” I note, peeling the remaining fabric from her body.

      Before she can argue, I lower my head and suck on her breast. Alternating from one to the other, groaning as her nipples pebble in my mouth.

      “Why is your skin so soft?” I can’t help but grunt. Every part of her is velvety smooth, soft, without blemish.

      “More, Xavier. More.” Sofia runs her hands through my hair. Her eyes fill with heat, reflective of the same heat in mine.

      She arches her head back, and the golden flecks in her hazel eyes shine in that familiar way Zayn’s do when he’s in deep thought, and the sight of it knocks me from my lust-filled haze. I pull back and step away from her.

      “Fuck, Sofia.” I run my hands through my hair and begin to pace.

      Sofia is unphased. Her legs are open, her skin flush, eyes glazed.

      “This …” I point to the space between us. “This can’t happen. I can’t break Zayn’s trust.”

      “You’re not,” she says with an assured confidence I don’t feel.

      “Sofia,” I groan.

      She rises from the stool and eliminates the space between us, palming my dick through my pants.

      I want to tell her I’m not sure if her brother would even want to be friends once he discovers my other secret. Adding this thing between us to the equation would only complicate things even more.

      “He doesn’t have to know.”

      I want to believe her, but I don’t think I believe those words myself.

      We share something. Call it an attraction, compulsion, or hunger. Whatever it is, it cannot be hidden. So, even if Zayn doesn’t know, my natural response to her nearness would give it away.

      She reaches for my shirt, unbuttoning it with enthusiasm and fervor.

      “He never has to know.”

      I go along because her hand against my skin feels too good to deny her.

      “Yes.” She places a chaste kiss on my chest.

      Fuck.

      “Let me make you feel good. So you can forget everything.”

      From the hitch in her voice, I’m unsure if her promise is directed toward me or herself. I can’t lie and say the idea is not appealing or tempting. Especially right now.

      ”Just for tonight, Xavier.”

      I lose myself when she looks up at me, her thick lashes framing her face in a way that makes me want to drop the world at her feet. The slight smile tugging the corner of her lips tells me that is the desired effect. But I’m a goner. For her. For this. And as much as I want to push her away, I want this. I need this.

      I relinquish control and give in. “Not tonight.” I wrap my hands around her waist and pull her closer.

      I tilt my head and lower my lips to hers. Sofia melts into my hold, groaning as I kiss her. I take my time tasting and savoring her. Her lips, soft, rich, decadent. Everything I envisioned they would be.

      The kiss is slow at first, but the taste of her, her scent, her small whimpers as I deepen the kiss, take me off kilter. I’m hungry. Ravenous. Desperate for more. More of her. More of this.

      “Xav.”

      My nickname on her lips is my undoing. “Two days and one more night. Not just now.”

      “Yes,” she breathes.

      My hands lower, and I don’t waste time, pushing her shorts down until they pool by her feet.

      “Then we go back to how we were before.” When the words leave my mouth, there is a bitter aftertaste, an unjust truth behind them, but this is all I can offer her. Me for a limited time. Anything else is impossible.

      “Ok.”

      “That’s all I can offer. I can’t offer you anything else, Sofia.” I need to make this fucked up truth clear.

      “No strings attached,” she agrees, frantically ripping my pants off until I’m left in nothing but my underwear. Sofia licks her lips. “I need you.”

      “I got you, princess.” I don’t need her to explain what she means. I can see it in her eyes and how her chest rises and falls—she needs this as much as I do.

      My hands move down her sides, down to the back of her legs. I lift her off the floor. Her legs wrap around my waist. I place her on the kitchen island and spread her flat against the marble tile like a feast ready to be devoured.

      “Open your legs, princess.”

      Sofia follows my orders, scooting so her feet are rested against the island’s edge.

      “Wider, baby.” My eyes are locked on her glistening pussy. A smooth canvas that makes my mouth salivate. I lower my head to her opening and inhale. “Fuck, Sofia, you smell divine.” I groan, unable to control myself.

      My hands press down on her waist, keeping her in place. I kiss the insides of her thighs, taking time to savor her. When I blow against her clit, Sofia squirms.

      “Yes.” I run my tongue against her clit, licking the spot with a single stroke, needing to taste her.

      Fuck. The first taste of her salty goodness makes me almost lose my mind. I am ready to eat her whole. I have to force myself to slow down. This. Sofia. Is fine cuisine that deserves to be sampled and enjoyed.

      My lips find her thighs, kissing trails up and down them. With my tongue, I tease her clit. I keep repeating the move, unsure if I’m tormenting her or myself.

      “Stop playing with me, Xav.” Sofia grinds and scoots closer. She makes a feeble attempt to lift the top part of her body but I smack the lips between her thighs, and she falls back, whimpering in a way that tells me my little princess is exactly what I imagined—a closeted freak.

      “Patience, princess.”

      “I’ve been patient, but you keep teasing me. I need—”

      Before she can finish the sentence, I devour her, silencing her complaints by sucking on her clit. I pull on the bud, licking, kissing, and sucking it.

      “Please, Xav.”

      Spurred on by her words, I lift her feet and place them over my shoulders, giving me better access to her. I drag my tongue from her clit to her ass and stop at the hole there. I swirl my tongue around the spot.

      I know anal is a no-go area for most people. But Sofia’s response to my mouth on the spot tells me she is open and receptive to at least trying it out.

      “Yes. Right there.”

      I repeat the process several times, and when I feel her release close, I slide a single finger inside her pussy.

      Sofia whimpers, palming her breast.

      “Fuck, you’re so tight.” My hand pumps inside her, slow, fast, alternating the pace.

      “Another finger,” she encourages.

      I love how responsive and unabashed she is about what makes her feel good. I follow her request, easing in and out with two fingers while sucking on her clit.

      Her body tightens, and her pussy swallows my fingers, pulling them deeper into her heat. “That’s it, princess, come for me.” I flick her clit with a swipe of my thumb, and I watch as she unravels before me. A siren. Lured to my doom by the sound of her sweet song.

      “On my tongue, princess.” I pull out my fingers and drink her release. I am a starved man, insatiable.

      My ears ring, and blood pumps through my body, revitalizing me with a new thirst and fuel. I could spend the whole evening here, eating, drinking, and feasting on her. She is a well, Mimir’s Well, and I am the Norse God, Odin, willing to sacrifice my body to share in her wisdom, nourishment, and essence.

      I don’t stop drinking from her well. I swallow every single drop, stroking her clit, voracious for more. More knowledge. More insight. More of her.

      “That’s it, princess, let go.” I come up for air.

      Her chest is pushed forward, back arched. “I can’t. It’s too much.”

      “Yes, you can. Come for me again.” I coax her with lazy, languid strokes with my tongue.

      When she comes, her body grows limp, and she falls back on the island, a satisfied smirk on her lips.

      “We aren’t done, princess. We are just getting started.” There is so much I want to do to her, for her, on her, in her. I’m overcome by the depravity of my own mind.

      Sofia sits up.

      “Keep those legs open.” I tap her thighs, ensuring I still have access to her pussy. I swipe my thumb over the remnants of her orgasm and raise my fingers to her lips. “Open.”

      Sofia opens her mouth and swirls her tongue around my finger.

      “Suck.” The heat and warmth of her mouth makes me want to bust.

      She swallows my thumb, using her tongue as a vacuum.

      “Fuck, princess.”

      Sofia smiles, pops my finger out of her mouth, slides down the island, and falls to her knees before me.

      “You don’t have to—”

      “I know. I want to. I’ve been thinking about you in my mouth.”

      The confession makes my dick jerk, and her head follows the movement.

      “Are you going to just stare at it or get to work? Capitalism and all?” I can’t help but tease.

      She slaps my thighs, trying to hold back her laughter. “I hate you,” there is no bite behind her words, and the natural way we navigate from this debauchery to laughter fills my chest with an unfamiliar warmth.

      When she sticks her tongue out and lathers my dick with her saliva, I know I am fucked. Nothing has ever felt so mind-blowing.

      “Damn, Sofia. Do you know how I’ve fantasized about those perfect lips around my dick?”

      She moans in response and takes me in.

      “Shit.” I was mistaken when I thought the feel of her mouth on my thumb was euphoric. This. This right here, is sin. A sinner’s heaven. The pit of my damnation, but a hellfire I am willing to embrace.

      I’m unable to control the sounds coming out of my mouth. Grunts and moans of appreciation fill the room. Saliva pools her lips, and tears stream down her cheeks as she sucks, licks, and swallows more of me.

      I want to keep her like this, immortalize this moment. Her tears. Her vigor. Her heat. The moment I sullied whatever innocence she had. The moment I possessed those perfect dick-sucking lips.

      “Faster, princess.” I pull the locks of hair obscuring her face, wrapping them around my fingers into a ponytail. I tug, pulling hard enough to inflict pain but not cause any serious damage.

      Sofia moans.

      Dammit, she’s nasty. “Fuck I want to ruin you.” I push my hips forward, needing her to take more of me. “I want to come all over your beautiful face.”

      She groans and intensifies her efforts. “You want that, baby? All over your face, hair, eyes, lips, yes?”

      She nods, taking me in so deep I feel that thing in the back of her throat.

      “Oh, shit.” My release makes me lose control of my body. A never-ending sea of rising waves crashing on a bitter shore. And Sofia drinks from it, swallowing every single drop.

      Never in my life has anyone sucked me off the way she has.

      “What have you done to me?” I murmur, trying to catch my breath. Sweat clings to my skin and beads my forehead. “Come here.” I reach for her hand and help her up, needing to touch her, feel her. I draw her into a kiss, our tongues locked in a slurry of hungry, desperate movement.

      I palm her perfectly round ass and can’t help but grunt with appreciation. I spin her around, admiring how well it fits my hands. I fall to my knees and squeeze each cheek. “Bend over, princess. Hold on to the edge of the island.”

      Sofia arches her back and sticks out her ass, inches from my face.

      “That’s it, princess. Open your legs for me.” I spread her wider with my hands and continue to palm her ass, squeezing and kneading. “Stay still, princess.” Spreading her cheeks open, I lick from her clit to her ass, focusing on the hole there.

      Sofia tiptoes and arches back even more.

      “You like that, princess?.”

      “Yes. God, yes.”

      Liquid pools down her thighs and spurs me on. I swipe my tongue up and down her ass, burying my face inside. “I’m going to fuck your ass, Sofia. Not right now, but later. I’m going to fill every single hole in your body before this weekend is done.”

      Sofia moans in response, and my dick strains begging to find solace.

      I rise to my feet and part her legs with my hands. “Lay on the counter, and spread your legs wider.” I stand behind her, pressing her waist down so her ass is arched higher. “I’m tested.” I let her know because going bare isn’t up for negotiation.

      ”Me too, and I’m on birth control,” her words are muffled.

      I grip my dick and slide it against her opening, up and down.

      “Please,” Sofia pleads, tiptoeing so I have better access to her.

      She is dripping wet, so I meet no resistance when I slip into her. Warm heat and tight walls greet me. Her pussy practically swallows my dick. “So fucking tight.”

      I inch inside her, afraid if I rush the process, I will come within the minute, and the last thing I need to do is make a fool of myself, especially after the big game I’ve spoken.

      “Too much.” She attempts to run from me.

      The sight is laughable. I pull on her hips and press down on her waist, keeping her exactly where I need her to be. “There’s no such thing.”

      “It’s too big.”

      “And you can take every inch, princess.” I slide deeper into her until every inch of me is snug inside her.

      I’m still for a moment, needing a minute to catch my breath. Slowly, I slip in and out of her, giving her time to adjust to my length. “Look how well you’re taking my dick, princess.” I palm her ass and pick up my pace, pulling in and out of her because the sight of my dick soaked with her juices drives me crazy.

      “Yes, like that, Xav. Don’t stop.”

      “Over my dead body.” Nothing can stop this. Stop me. I’m too far gone, too deep to retract my steps. And I don’t care. Because right now, she feels amazing.

      She meets each of my thrusts with one of her own, and her ass jiggles against my dick. The sight alone makes me want to fall to my knees.

      I’m so lost in the feel of her that I lose myself slapping her ass so hard the sound ricochets in the room. I expect her to curse me, but Sofia surprises me when she grinds against me with low moans and sighs.

      “You like that, baby?”

      “Mmm.”

      “You’re doing so good, princess. Taking all of this dick.” I slap her other ass cheek, this time harder, kneading it to ease the sting. I don’t stop, continuing to alternate from one to another until her ass is red with traces of my hand. “So beautiful.”

      She sighs, and from how her body melts with my affirmations, I know she loves the praise. I store the piece of information away for a later date.

      I can feel my release drawing close, but I know Sofia is nowhere near. Slowing my pace, I let her take the lead, leaving her to grind her ass against my dick at her own pace and leisure.

      “Yes Xav, please Xav.” Her movements are frantic.

      If she continues at this pace, I’m going to come. And I don’t want to until she comes with me.

      Lifting her left leg to the side, I slam in and out of her. “That’s it, princess, take it. Take. This. Dick.”

      “Yes. Yes. Oh god. Just like that, Xav.”

      My free hand moves to her clit, and I stroke it as her walls tighten around my dick. “You’re going to come with me.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Where do you want me to come, princess.”

      When she doesn’t respond, I intensify my thrusts.

      “Tell me, your ass, face, or pussy? Where?”

      “Face,” she replies through moans, and her climax follows.

      I don’t stop, slamming against her faster, harder.

      When she comes again and milks my dick, I lose my mind. I pull out quickly. “On your knees, princess,” I grit the words out.

      Sofia drops to her feet, mouth open and eyes closed.

      I come all over her face, lips, hair, and chest. I’m a mess, trying to catch my breath.

      Sofia wipes my release from her face, scooping it into her hands. Her eyes open, and our gaze locks. Lifting her hand to her mouth, she licks my cum, moaning and groaning as she does so. “You taste good, Xav.”

      Fuck, she’s nasty.

      My dick springs to life again, and I know I haven’t yet had my fill of her. I’m not even sure this weekend will be enough to satisfy my needs and desires. “Come here.”

      Sofia rises to her feet and falls into my chest.

      Pulling her into a kiss, I groan with appreciation of the taste of her, us. Lifting her leg, I pick her up from the floor and slide into her. Her legs wrap around my waist. Our lips remain locked, and Sofia is frantic, like me, her hands buried in my hair.

      I have every intention of taking her to my room, but we will never make it.

      I take a few steps forward and settle against the wall closest to Zayn’s office instead. I know without a doubt I will have to order a cleaning service before I leave to sanitize this whole place.

      “Don’t stop.” Sofia’s hands rest against my shoulder as she bounces up and down my dick.

      “Keep this up, and I might not let you go,” I murmur, biting down on her ear.

      This only drives her more crazy. We are a mess of tangled bones, heavy breaths, and sweaty bodies.

      I relinquish my hold on her ass and pin her hands over her head, slamming into her. I bite her lip with each thrust until we are both a shattering mess, legs sticky from the mix of our pleasure. I remain buried in her, too tired and dizzy to do anything else. When I’m finally able to see straight, I let her hand go, but keeping her pressed against the wall, loving the feel of her lips against my brows, cheeks, nose, and lips. There is tender care and reverence behind it, and the simple act takes my breath away. I want to turn my face away, overcome with how intimate this feels.

      I ease out of her, and she expels a hushed moan, her eyes closed. I press her against my chest, and she curls into me, barely able to keep her eyes open.

      Stepping inside her room, I lay her on the bed. She barely moves, her body weighed down with tiredness.

      I retreat into the bathroom and return with a damp cloth, finding her in the same position I left her in. I wipe her face, breasts, and between her legs, then return to the bathroom and repeat the same steps for myself.

      I stroll back into the room, pulling her under the sheets. I loom over her for a moment, fighting the allure of staying or leaving. I settle into the bed, pulling her back flush against my chest. With my hands wrapped around her waist and my head resting on her shoulder, I close my eyes and let sleep overcome me.
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      I wake to an empty bed. And I’m so disoriented it takes me a while to get my bearings and work out where I am. The throbbing between my legs is the only indication I have, reminding me of what happened last night. Xavier and I had sex.

      I shift on the bed, pulling the duvet to cover my naked body, and flinch when I roll over on the cotton sheets. My ass burns with the imprint of Xavier’s hands. I know, without a doubt, sitting is going to be hard today, and from the pace Xavier was going at last night, possibly a week.

      There’s a robe folded and carefully placed on the foot of my bed. I reach for it and head for the bathroom. My steps are halted when I catch a reflection of myself in the huge mirror that fills the marble countertop. My hair is a tangled mess, smeared with the remnants of his dried come. My lips are swollen, and my breasts and neck are dotted with hickeys and bite marks.

      I inhale and wait, anticipating guilt or shame to fill my chest. There is nothing. Just a chasm, a deep opening filled with delight, pride, and joy, where loss and emptiness once reigned.

      When I left my room last night, I had no intention of sleeping with him. My goal was to keep my distance and keep myself busy long enough that he would forget I was even sharing the space with him. But being in his presence, denying myself of him, his touch, warmth, and desire was impossible.

      When I felt the warmth of his body, the heat of his lips, and the desire in his eyes, I knew I had to have a taste.

      It was the first time I was making a decision for me. At my pace, for my own pleasure and nobody else’s. The first time I got to be selfish. Selfish with my time. My needs. My desires. Me. And it was liberating.

      I quickly shower. When I’m done, I moisturize and put on a green bandeau dress that’s loose around the waist and heavy on the cleavage. I don’t bother with underwear because I’m more than sure I won’t need it today.

      Music thrums from the kitchen, and I find Xavier standing over the kitchen counter with a bare chest and loose-fitted denim pants. His back is turned to me, and he is so consumed in whatever he is doing he doesn’t hear when I walk and lean over the island.

      “Morning.”

      He tilts his head in my direction, and a warm, inviting smile stretches his face.

      Seeing him like this, relaxed and at ease, is refreshing. Sparks of heat dance through my fingers. At the center of my chest, I feel a strange pull, as if a thread has been knotted up inside me.

      I expected this moment, the morning after, to be awkward. We crossed boundaries and threw caution to everyone and everything. And from his initial hesitation, I expected him to be withdrawn, reserved, and worse, regretful about the whole encounter.

      “Sit.” He points to the stool beside me.

      I slip onto the seat, wincing as I do so.

      Xavier’s eyes heat, and the ghost of a smile appears on his lips, so faint it could easily be missed. He places a round white bowl before me, along with a glass of water.

      “Is this a smoothie bowl?” The bowl is an organized and aesthetically pleasing spread of peanut butter, banana, granola, chia seeds, strawberries, and coconut flakes.

      Carrying another bowl in his hands, he sits on the stool beside me. “Yes. I was going to cook something, but I didn’t want to give you PTSD from trying to burn the house down again.”

      “So thoughtful.”

      “I try.”

      I stare at the bowl, not sure whether I should eat it or keep it since it looks so good. “You usually cook?”

      “Don’t sound so surprised. My pancakes and smoothie bowls are to die for.”

      “Pancakes, no. But let me be the judge of this smoothie bowl. ”I dig in and can’t help but moan at how everything blends so well together.

      “If you keep making that sound, neither of us will finish breakfast today,” he says, digging into his bowl.

      I raise my spoon to my lips and lick it clean. “I’m not opposed to the idea.”

      “You need to eat first. You used up a lot of energy.”

      “You mean you wore me out.”

      “I’d rather go for 'Fucked you to sleep.’ It feeds my ego better.”

      I take several bites of my breakfast. “I can’t imagine that ego getting any bigger.”

      Xavier shakes his head. “Impossible.”

      I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I downed the bowl in less than two minutes.

      “We should talk about what happened,” Xavier says, breaking the lingering silence.

      “I don’t regret it, Xavier. If you do.” I shrug, refusing to feed the small, insecure voice in my head.

      Xavier’s body tenses and an eerie silence follows. He continues eating, finishing the remainder of his food. When he’s done, he turns his stool around, pinning me with a stare I can’t quite place.

      His hands land on the side of my stool, and with one fluid movement, he pulls the stool toward him until there’s no space between us. “I don’t regret it.” There is bass in his voice, almost as if I’m being chastised for thinking otherwise. “I can’t regret being with you.” His words are sharp, clear, leaving no room for argument, but there is a quiet wavering tremor in his voice. The tick in his jaw and flare in his nose tell me the words said out loud come as a revelation to him, especially with the relationship and bond he shares with my brother. “We agreed that this is just for this weekend. When you leave here, when I leave here, we go back to our regular lives.”

      “And pretend this never happened,” I reiterate wanting to ease the shift in the atmosphere

      “And that’s okay?” He reaches to push a stray strand of hair behind my ears, tracing my ears.

      I shudder.

      I take my time, marinating on his words, trying to make sense of what is unspoken. I nod, understanding dawning on me. “Don’t worry; I won’t fall for you.”

      I get his line of questioning. Xavier is used to women fawning after him and his dick with the briefest encounter. The last thing he wants is for me, his best friend’s little sister, to follow the same trajectory. Just because I get it doesn’t mean it doesn’t grate my skin.

      Hurt crosses his features. “That’s not why, Sofia.”

      I don’t bother hiding my irritation. “Educate me.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Maybe I’m the one who might hurt you?”

      He exhales a long breath. “I want this thing between us to be clear, Sofia. So, we have everything on the table. I want you to make an informed decision with all the facts. I owe you that.”

      “I know what I’m doing, Xavier. Stop handling me with kid gloves.”

      “I’m not.” He tilts my chin up, so nothing else is my focus but him.

      “You are.”

      “There is nothing kid-like about you.”

      We both seem to find his words funny and burst out laughing.

      “I’m a big girl and know how to separate what my vagina needs from my emotions. Besides, you’re not really my type. You’re what? nine years too old?” I add, needing to ease the mounting tension between us.

      “You weren’t saying that when you were moaning ‘Yes, Xav. Please, Xav,’ last night.”

      Heat creeps up my neck and cheeks. “Well—”

      “You also weren’t saying that when your lips were wrapped around my dick, taking me so far up your throat, my soul left my body.”

      “You made your point, jackass. I get it.”

      My response only makes him laugh.

      “Come here.” He pulls me into his chest until I’m sitting over his thighs, my back pressed against his warm chest. He lowers his lips to my neck, placing steady kisses all over. “How did you sleep?”

      “Like a newborn baby,” I moan involuntarily when I feel his dick press against my ass. Part pain, part pleasure.

      “Are you sore?”

      His hands cup my breast through my dress, and he groans with appreciation.

      “A little,” I confess. “But I want you. I want this.”

      Xavier keeps my body facing forward, and my head tilted toward him. His lips descend on mine, and I moan when he releases one of my breasts from the dress.

      “You knew what you were doing when you wore this dress, Sofia.” His breathing is heavy and erratic.

      “Maybe.”

      The low rumble of a chuckle leaves his lips. “Tell me what you want, Sofia.” He rubs his nose against mine. “I want you to get the most from this weekend.”

      Excitement flutters in my chest.

      Xavier turns me around so I’m facing him. He pulls my dress down lightly, exposing my breasts. He palms one, lowering his head to graze his teeth over the nipple.

      “Anything, princess. Tell me.”

      How does he expect me to think straight when he’s doing this?

      He sucks on the pebbled bud, and liquid heat pools between my legs.

      “I want to pretend ...”

      “Go on, princess,” he encourages, moving to the other breast.

      My skin is on fire, and I can’t get a coherent word out.

      “Pretend?” He pulls the dress down until it pools at my feet.

      I'm left in nothing but the skin I was born in. I wince when he kneads my cheeks. “That feels incredible.”

      “Go on.”

      The sensation of his mouth on my breast, and his hands on my ass, sets my skin on fire. “I want us to play. Pretend we are doing something bad.”

      “I like bad.” He alternates between my breasts.

      “I want us to pretend that Zayn is here and we are sneaking around doing this.”

      Xavier stops and pulls back. My stomach sinks, and I immediately regret the words that came out of my mouth.

      “Okay.”

      His answer takes me a while to register.

      Xavier gives me no time to retract or question him. His fingers spread my folds and press against my clit. “What else, princess?”

      “I want to do it in public.” For a moment, I feel naked, vulnerable, exposing my deepest, darkest desires. Things I’ve fantasized about behind closed doors.

      There is no judgment as he listens, just a flash of intrigue, lust, and excitement. “I can arrange something.” His fingers glide inside my pussy.

      I moan at the intrusion.

      “One more.”

      “One more thing?” my words sound like a plea in my ears.

      “Yes. You might not agree to this one,” I say.

      He removes his fingers from my pussy, and I groan from the loss.

      Xavier chuckles. “After everything else I’ve said yes to?” The ghost of a smile tugs the corner of his lips.

      “I want to tie you up,” I confess, unable to keep the excitement and intrigue from my voice. Light BDSM has always been something that has fascinated me. The idea of having someone’s pleasure and needs, in your hands seems exhilarating.

      “Now that I wasn’t expecting.” There is childlike innocence in the way his eyes expand.

      “Out of all the things I’ve said, being tied up is the most surprising?”

      “I’m usually the one doing the tying, not the other way around, princess.”

      I recoil a little at that piece of information, forcing the thought of him with anyone else to the back of my mind. “You can tie me up if you want.”

      His eyes sparkled with excitement. ”Oh, that was going to happen, regardless. How do you want to do this, the role-playing? Are we meeting for the first time?”

      “We are meeting again after having a six-month affair. You’re over at my brother's house because of a family picnic.”

      “Okay.”

      “Get dressed, and meet me back here in fifteen minutes.” He helps me get back into my dress, then eases away from me so quickly it takes me a moment to realize it’s happening.

      My pulse vibrates under my skin, buzzing like an electric current, as excitement fills my chest. I rush into my room and pull out my suitcase and a pair of blue monochrome heels and matching underwear that go well with the dress I’m wearing.

      Heading to the bathroom, I take my makeup bag, pull my hair into a bun, and apply a full face of makeup. Once I’m done, I apply a thick layer of mascara, a nude lipstick, and head out, unsure what to expect.

      “Sofia,” he whispers my name like he did last night. “I didn’t know you were going to be here today.”

      I see that he isn’t waiting to ease me into the scenario. He is simply going for it. “I wasn’t going to, but I changed my mind last minute.”

      “A drink?” He reaches for a glass in the cabinet and fills it with bourbon. He walks to the center of the room and hands me the glass.

      His fingers brush against my skin, slow, intentional. The simple touch spikes my pulse. I take the glass and sip, allowing the burn to embolden me.

      “You look beautiful.” His fingers graze my shoulders, chin, and lips.

      “Xavier, what are you doing?” I search our surroundings, alluding to the fact that someone might be watching or we could be caught.

      “I miss you, princess. Do you ever think about me? Us?”

      This isn’t part of the script and what we agreed, but I can see where he is going with this, so I play along. “My boyfriend is outside with my family. This isn’t the place for this.” I step back, creating a steady distance between us.

      Xavier tilts his head toward the opening that leads to the terrace, and a crown appears over his forehead. “You came with that asshole? You’re serious about seeing him after everything we shared?”

      If Xavier wasn’t so invested in hockey, acting would have suited him. “Ezra is probably looking for me. I told him I was going to the bathroom.” I have no idea why I even used that name, but it’s the first thing that came to mind.

      His fingers brush across my shoulders.

      “Xav. Don’t do this. Zayn and—”

      “I don’t care.”

      “You’re the one who wanted us to end this. You’re the one who kept me a secret for almost a year. I’m not doing this with you.” I drink the remainder of my drink, push past him, and turn toward the terrace.

      He picks me up, lifting me over his shoulder.

      “Xavier,” I whisper-shout, pounding my fist against his back with one hand, the other wrapped around the empty glass.

      Xavier doesn’t stop until we are situated in the bathroom beside Zayn’s office. He places me on the counter and takes the glass from my hand. I am frantic, cursing and putting up a fight.

      “What do you think you’re doing? What if someone saw? What if—”

      “Then let them.”

      “Don’t. We are not doing this again. I’m not going to let you toy with my emotions anymore.”

      “I fucked up, princess. Seeing you with someone else, picturing him all over you, makes me crazy.” His eyes bore into mine. “This is my first time seeing you after you ended our relationship six months ago, and all I want to do is touch you. Let me touch you, baby.”

      My heart flutters in my chest. “Xavier, please.”

      His hands cage me on the counter. I make a feeble attempt to hit his chest and fight the attraction between us.

      “Tell me you missed me, Sofia. Tell me you thought about the kiss as much as I did.”

      He spreads my legs open, situating himself between them. I know I should be trying harder to push him away, but I am so turned on right now that the prospect is hard for me to fathom.

      Xavier stays in character, lowering his lips to mine and pulling me into a searing kiss. “Tell me you miss me, baby. Tell me you miss my dick. The way I make you come. How I make you feel.”

      His hands are all over my body, pulling, tugging, and tearing through my dress until I’m before him in only my underwear. The heat of his lips against my skin and body makes me almost lose control. I am frantic for his touch, his warmth, for him.

      “I missed you, Xav. But I—”

      His eyes heat, and his nose flares. “No buts, princess.”

      “Xavier. Someone could come in.” I’m pretending to put up a fight, but my efforts are useless against the onslaught of his desire.

      “The door is closed.”

      “Someone could hear us or come looking for me.”

      “Then you’ll just have to make sure you don’t scream. Can you do that, princess?”

      I nod, unable to deny this man anything.

      “Good girl.”

      His lips descend over mine again, silencing any more complaints I may have. Hot, and frantic, his tongue demands more access.

      “You’re so beautiful, Sofia. Everything about you turns me on.”

      My pulse races at the reverence in his words. I frantically begin unbuttoning his pants and shirt, desperate for the heat of his skin against mine.

      When he is naked, he pulls me against his chest. “Fuck, I need to be inside you, baby,” he whispers, his head pressed against mine.

      My legs wrap around his waist, directing his dick to my entrance. Xavier slides into my wet channel, pulling me into another kiss. My hands are frenzied, grabbing every part of him—hair, shoulders, chest, and face. I can’t get enough of him. Of this.

      Xavier begins to move inside me, fast, hard, barely offering me a moment to catch my breath.

      “Oh, shit.” I bite my lip, overcome with the feel of him inside me.

      Xavier’s movements begin to slow down. He turns his gaze to the door and presses his hands against his lips. “There is someone outside, baby. You don’t want them to hear us, do you?”

      My sanity is hanging by a thread. I shake my head, though another scream is at the tip of my tongue. Xavier’s mouth descends over my breast. His thrusts are painfully slow, drawing out my pleasure. And it’s making me lose my mind.

      “Xavier, please.”

      “You want to come?”

      I attempt to control his pace using my legs. “Oh God, yes, please!”

      “Tell me, you’re mine, baby.”

      “I’m yours.” Right now, I would offer him anything he wants without question.

      “Tell me this pussy belongs to me. Not Ezra. No one else.” His pace picks up.

      He is so deep in me that I can feel him in my stomach. “Xavier. It's too much.”

      “Tell me, princess.

      “It’s yours. I’m yours, Xav.” The words settle in my chest, and I swallow the rightness that fills my chest.

      “Good girl. Now come for me.” His thrusts are relentless.

      I feel it building, drawing close quickly. Darkness clouds my vision, and I lose the feel of my legs and body. A sudden inexplicable need to pee seizes me. “Oh my God! Oh my God!” I scream as I squirt all over his dick and chest.

      A growl tears from his throat, and he comes, filling me with the warmth of his cum.

      Xavier held me in place as we both struggled to catch our breath.

      “That was …” I can barely find the words to describe what we just shared. “That’s never happened to me before.”

      A low rumble of laughter shakes Xavier’s chest. “You know—”

      I playfully hit his chest when a cocky smile curves his lips. “Shut up.”

      “I haven’t even said anything yet.” He slowly eases out of me. “Come on, you need to shower so we can go out.”

      “Do I have to?” I whine, even though a small part of me is excited about whatever he has in mind.

      “If you want to tie me up, then we need to leave the house to buy what we need.”

      I sit up straight, a surge of energy pulsing through me.

      “What am I going to do with you?” He laughs and slowly eases me down from the counter and places a kiss on my forehead. “Wear a dress. You’re going to love what I have planned next.”
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      “Is it bad that I want everything here?” I whisper in Xavier’s ear.

      I can tell he’s tired of me after dragging him through tourist stops like Buckingham Palace, Big Ben, and The British Museum. We also stopped at Borough Market. I was hungry, and I couldn’t pass up an opportunity to sample a variety of foods from different countries. Xavier acted uninterested at first but ended up buying us so much food we needed to recoup in his car for thirty minutes because we were both suffering from the worst case of food coma.

      Our last stop is Atsuko Kudo, an infamous clothing store that sells women’s clothing, lingerie, and underwear made from latex rubber. While researching the BDSM basics, it came highly recommended as a great starting point.

      Since we couldn’t make the stops Xavier initially intended, he ordered the ropes and items we might need, which he guaranteed would arrive at the house later this evening.

      “What do you think? Do I look like someone about to suck the soul out of your dick?” I whisper low enough for only his ears, even though the store only has two other customers browsing.

      I place the black, barely there latex dress with thin straps, lace trimmings, and suspender clips over my body. Xavier doesn’t have to respond; the gleam in his eyes tells me all I need to know.

      “I think my soul left my body the day I kissed you.”

      There is a brief moment of silence, his words soaking up the space like a seed sown and watered into a bud by the chemistry between us.

      “And yes, I like it. I can’t imagine you not looking good in anything.”

      He doesn’t know what his words do to me. How they stir a fire in my heart and set my soul ablaze. How looking into his gaze makes me feel … beautiful. A healing balm for someone whose early childhood was black and white—an ambiguous canvas lacking color.

      His phone rings, pulling us out of whatever trance we’re in, whatever bits of observable reality we’ve kept isolated from one another as if to avoid that what we share purposefully runs deep. It could run deep. Deep with concrete casings around boreholes. Yet, our well is shallow, surface, susceptible to contamination and drought.

      “Give me five minutes?” he mouths with the phone in his ear and credit card in his hand. “Just in case.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask when he hands the card to me. To most, it might seem like a small act, a chivalrous move, but it isn’t in his line of work to question people’s motives.

      “I trust you,” he whispers as he heads out of the store.

      Butterflies erupt in my stomach, a swarm of them fluttering, desperate to be released from their cage.

      I settle on the dress and pick up a few pieces of lingerie and aftercare items. By the time I’ve paid and made my way out, Xavier is nowhere to be seen. So, I head toward the car, finding him standing outside, pacing, the phone still pressed to his ear. One hand rests against his chest, and his lips are pinched into a tight frown. Tension oozes from him even in the distance between us.

      When he sees me, he stops, his mouth uncurls, and his expression softens. “I’ll be there soon.”

      I catch the latter end of the call.

      “Are you okay?”

      He doesn’t immediately answer. Instead, he takes the bags from my hands, situating them on the back seat of his car, along with my camera.

      “Not exactly.” He is buzzing with nervous energy. “I have to attend an unexpected meeting with one of my old coaches.”

      “And you need to go?”

      “Yes.” He is hesitant for a moment. He leans against the driver’s side of the car, reaches for my hand, and kisses my knuckles. “Come with me?”

      Though his intent seems chivalrous, I can't help but sense there’s something else. Something I’m missing. A truth he wants hidden.

      “How about you go to the meeting and meet up with me after? I wanted to check out St. Paul’s Cathedral but didn’t think we’d have time. This makes that possible.”

      Xavier is hesitant at first, but with some convincing, he reluctantly agrees.

      When he finally drops me off, I’m grateful for the respite. A moment to be alone and think without being consumed in him. A moment to recenter my thoughts and remind myself that this thing between us is simply for a good time, nothing else.
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      “This view is amazing!” I admire the nighttime view of London from the Gong, a bar on the fifty-second floor of the Shard.

      “I agree,” Xavier replies, but his gaze is locked on me instead of the view behind. “She’s beautiful.”

      My cheeks heat as my pulse echoes between my legs, the constant ache of lust never far away when he looks at me like that.

      Xavier stretches his hand and reaches for my camera draped on the seat beside me. He slips the camera strap over his shoulder, and I watch him play around with the buttons, adjust the setting, and then bring it up to his face.

      Since returning from his meeting, he’s been … intense. Constantly reassuring me with words, barely able to keep his hands off me for more than a few minutes at a time.

      The camera shutters with each picture he takes. And for a minute, I’m still. Enraptured by his focus and concentration. He takes intermittent breaks, looking from the camera screen to me with intimate pride and satisfaction—the way a child does when they are given a gift that brings them joy and contentment.

      My heart beats faster, and everywhere his gaze touches makes goosebumps appear on my skin.

      “Turn around, princess,” he directs as he takes shots of me looking out into the landscape ahead. “Tilt your head back.”

      I slant back seductively, tucking loose hair strands behind my ears.

      “Beautiful,” he whispers, taking more shots of me.

      I can feel some customers’ eyes turn toward us, and my cheeks heat. But Xavier is oblivious to everything and everyone around us. His eyes are dark, hungry, and needy, coupled with something else I can’t quite name.

      I lose myself in his gaze, relishing how it makes me feel powerful. Wanted. Needed. Desired. No one has ever looked at me like Xavier is at this moment. His gaze mesmerizes me. His magic captivates me in the form of a passionate symphony charging the air that surrounds us. My pulse races, and my heart pounds in synchrony with the symphony.

      “Here’s your drink,” a female waiter chirps, eye fucking him as she places our orders on the table.

      He seems oblivious to the whole encounter, and I’m unsure whether to laugh or feel sorry for her. She returns to her colleagues behind the round bar that occupies the space, whispering. I can’t blame her; he looks good. He’s so assured, so confident, and just oozes masculinity. It would be impossible not to be drawn to him.

      “What are you cooking up in that head of yours?” He picks up his drink, his brow furrowed.

      I push my chair closer to the table separating us, and an idea springs to mind. I wiggle my butt on the seat and slowly pull down my underwear, looking around to ensure no one sees. My knees and calves are damp and sticky. My underwear caresses my legs with its cold, wet touch.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” I cock a brow. Using my free hand, I down my third cocktail for the evening to give myself the booster for what I’m about to do.

      I place the glass down and rise to my feet. Xavier’s gaze follows my every movement.

      “A gift to carry you through the next minute,” I whisper, lapping my tongue against his ears.

      Xavier shivers, releasing a low grunt.

      I drop the underwear discreetly on his thighs and head toward the restroom. There is a lightness in my chest, excitement in my steps, and an eagerness in my efforts. It’s only a matter of time before he catches up with me.
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      Sofia is becoming an addiction. My shot of dopamine, the neurotransmitter that affects my mood, thoughts, and practically even controls my dick. So, it should come as no surprise that my little siren beats me to my plans of fucking her in the restroom.

      I give her a few minutes’ head start, paying for the tab, because once I’m done with her, we’re headed to one place: Zayn’s home.

      I pick up my pace once I’ve paid and left a hefty sum for the waitress who served us. Heading through the glass door, I head for the ladies' restroom. When I reach the restroom, she pulls me inside the marbled space and drags me into one of the large cubicles. Like me, she is a hungry mess of tongues, hands, and skin.

      I groan when her mouth moves to my neck; licking the spot she knows drives me fucking crazy.

      “I hope you don’t think you’re getting this back, princess.” I pull out her underwear from my pants pocket and dangle it in the space between us. Raising it to my nose, I inhale. My dick strains in my pants. “This is mine now.” My mouth salivates, and I place the black lace underwear on my tongue, sucking it.

      “Fuck, that’s hot,” Sofia moans.

      Her taste on my tongue, her scent on my nose, lips, fingers, drives me wild. “On your knees, princess. You promised to suck the soul out of my dick,” my voice deep with desire.

      Sofia obliges, falling to her knees and the sight before me makes me almost come in my pants. My little siren loves relinquishing control. A truth I don’t think she’s grasped yet. So I know her need, and desire to take the lead, is because of a need to feel in control. And I am more than willing to be her testing ground.

      She frees my dick from my pants and takes me so deep in her throat I almost come immediately.

      “Spit on it.”

      She moans, slurping on my dick while playing with my balls.

      The stimulation, coupled with the sound of her, does things to me. “That’s it, baby, spit all of it.”

      Sofia is a slobbering mess, her jaw and lips covered in precum and her saliva. She makes wet, slurpy sounds each time she swallows or takes me in deeper.

      “Play with your pussy, baby. Fuck.”

      She hums and pulls up her dress; her lips still wrapped around me. Her dress covers my view, but that doesn’t deter her multitasking.

      Movement and the sound of chatter outside startles me. I expect her to stop and slow down. But she doesn’t. She swallows more of my dick, and I have to bite my tongue so I don’t scream out her name.

      She hikes her dress up, rubbing her clit, with each bob of her head.

      I can feel my release is close, but I’m not ready to come yet, especially since I haven’t been inside her.

      Sofia pulls my dick out of her mouth, making a loud popping sound. I can hear the chatter outside stop for a brief moment. She looks up at me with wide eyes that swirl with mischief and excitement.

      How am I supposed to let her go when this is all done? The thought alone makes me freeze up, and a deep hollowness fills my chest with an unfamiliar ache.

      The chatter outside continues.

      I place my hand against my lips, motioning for her to rise. I need to be inside her. Now. Sofia rises to her feet. I shift, sitting on the toilet seat, my pants down to my feet.

      The chatter outside grows distant, and I hear the whooshing of a sliding door not too long after.

      Sofia sits on my dick, her back facing me.

      “No. I need to see your face. I need to see you riding my dick.” I hold her waist and spin her around.

      “So bossy.” She spreads her legs over my thighs.

      “And you love it, princess.”

      Instead of sitting on my dick, Sofia hovers over it, using the tip of my dick to rub over her clit.

      “Greedy girl.”

      “You love it.” She repeats my words to me, eyes half closed, head arched back. “So good.”

      I pull down the thin strap on her dress and pull her breast into my mouth. She’s still using me to pleasure herself. I cup her ass and pull her down.

      “Ride this dick, baby.” I pull her from my dick and lift her until she is sitting atop me.

      Slowly, she angles my dick to her opening, easing me deeper into her. Her eyes are still closed, her hand pressed against my thighs. She slowly begins to ride me.

      With one hand resting on her back, the other over her chest, I lick and suck at her neck as she slides up and down my dick like an animal in heat.

      The door to the restroom opens again, and the sound of footsteps echo, stopping at the cubicle beside us.

      “Shit,” Sofia mouths, her eyes still closed. She slows down, grinding her ass in a clockwise motion.

      My dick feels like it’s being swallowed.

      She continues until there’s movement again in the cubicle next door.

      There is something ethereal about watching this siren. This mythical creature seizing hold of my body and mind, making me a servant to her needs.

      I’m unable to hold my load in any longer and don’t care if there’s someone else in here with us now. With one hand, I grip her waist and begin to pump into her. “Eyes on me, Sofia,” I whisper.

      “Xavier,” she mewls, meeting my thrusts with her own.

      Sweat beads on my forehead, chest, neck. “I need you to see what you do to me.”

      Her hazel eyes lock with mine, and heat surges in my chest. She lowers her head, and I pull her into a kiss as we continue at this pace, neither of us coming up for air.

      “I’m coming.”

      I can feel her walls contorting around my dick.

      “Not yet, baby.”

      I need more skin. More contact. This will be the last night I will ever have her like this. And I haven’t had my fill yet. I’m not sated. When she stares down at me, I see the same look reflected in her gaze. I pull her flush against my chest. Her lips are on my neck, hands in my hair, as she moans low. I plow into her, hindered only by our clothes acting as a barrier between us. But this moment, this is all I can have.

      “Come with me, baby,” I whisper in her ears.

      She unravels, biting down on my neck as she comes.

      I come after her and feel the remnants of our combined essence coat my thighs. Her heart beats against my chest. Her breath brushes my ears. And the scent of our release wraps us in a bubble, a quiet haven, away from the outside noise.

      I wrap my hands around her tighter, as if doing so will keep us here like this for longer. I close my eyes, pushing the thought of the contract I just signed with Silas and the new team in the back of my mind. A signing that was supposed to have taken place in San Francisco, but scheduling and last-minute changes forced it to take place here in London- my second home.

      The irony of it isn’t lost on me.

      I know this shift will change the trajectory of my relationship with her brother. Forever.

      Yes. This will be the final night I can hold her like this. Touch her like this. Feel her. Because from tomorrow onward, our paths might never cross again.
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      There is something here. Something between us. A natural ebb and flow, a current pulling us toward each other. Based on how his fingers are locked around mine and the small grunts he makes— an act I don’t even think he realizes he is doing—I know he feels it. He strokes my skin, mapping out words as if marking or setting a claim over my body.

      “You had a good time today?”

      There is care behind the question, and it tugs at the cords in my chest. Wired cables, tangled, lost, intertwined, yet seeking their solace—a hunt for something I know is unattainable.

      The air between us is thick with desire and need. I’m sore, and the traces of his cum from earlier still stick between my legs. Yet I can’t help but want more. This thing between us borders between lust and obsession and we are at the epicenter, lost to our bodies and the war that wages in our hearts.

      Xavier pulls my back against his chest when I nod. His evident erection is pressed against my ass. Though my public sex fantasy has already been played out, the thought of us being caught doing anything turns me on like nothing else ever has.

      When I turn around to face him fully, Xavier peers at me as if he can read my unspoken words. He pulls me into a kiss, his hands cupping my ass.

      The passageway is empty, but he and I know it’s only a matter of time before someone shows up.

      The elevator door dings and opens, and I hesitantly pull away from the kiss yet keep our hands locked. He pulls me inside. When the doors close, he is on me, his hands all over my body. I am on fire. My skin burns with the imprints of his fingers.

      “Fuck, Sofia,” he growls, holstering me up.

      I wrap my legs around his waist, my favorite position since we started this thing. I catch the glint of a camera overhead, but nothing else matters right now.

      My underwear is still steadily tucked inside his pants pocket, so his thrusting inside me is smooth, flawless, with no barriers.

      “Yes. Like that. Don’t stop.”

      Xavier doesn’t; he pounds into me with the same urgency the elevator takes getting to the thirty-fifth floor.

      The elevator door dings, and parts open in the living area of the penthouse. Xavier doesn’t stop his exploration of my mouth and body. I’m not sure how he is able to hold on to me, keep his pants on, and walk out of the elevator, all while keeping his dick inside me.

      I feel him step out of his pants, and then I help him remove his shirt. If I wasn’t still sore below, I would almost think I imagined what we shared at the Gong because of how anxious we are to continue.

      “I’m not ready to let you go.”

      My chest twinges with a silent reply: Me too. Somehow, those words, simple, indicative of the moment, seem to cause a rush of warmth from my head to my toes.

      The light in the house automatically flickers on when he steps deeper into the living area, past the kitchen, to the large carpet that covers the space between the large, curved gray sofa and the mounted TV. He lays me on the carpet, trapped between my legs. I lightly loosen my legs around his waist, giving him enough space to move but not too much that I’m not touching him.

      “I need you naked. Nothing between us,” his command comes out as a frustrated growl.

      The fire in his eyes tells me if I don’t, he’ll find a way to rip the fabric from my skin, and the last thing I want is this Olivia Von Halle number to meet his wrath. I lift my hand over my head and wiggle out of it as he helps ease it off my body. He keeps my hands pinned over my head and thrusts in and out with ease. I can’t move. I’m at his mercy. There are no words needed for what this is between us. Raw, unrepentant need.

      “If you keep screaming like that, princess, Zayn might hear us. Is that what you want, for you brother to see me fucking you like my little slut?”

      I watch, hypnotized, as his gaze darkens. My mouth is dry, and my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth. Unable to compute where the truth ends and reality begins. “Xavier,” I whisper, biting my lip.

      “Is that what you are, Sofia? My little slut?” He pounds into me.

      My response comes out as a garbled mess.

      “Mine to fuck. Mine to ruin. My dirty little secret.”

      I wrap my legs tighter around his waist, wanting to be that. His plaything, his toy, his whore.

      “Do you want your brother to know I’m the only man who fucked every hole in your body?” His words are presumptuous but won’t be far from the truth by tomorrow. “Tell me you’re my slut, and this pussy will always be mine.”

      “Yes, it’s yours.”

      He pounds into me harder, speared by the desperation behind my words. “Again.”

      “I’m your slut.”

      “Again.”

      “This pussy will always be yours,” I scream the words so loudly my throat burns. I can feel the pressure building.

      Xavier’s grunt, my moans, and the sounds of flesh against flesh echo in the space.

      “Oh my god, Xav. I’m so close.”

      He slows down. “Not yet, princess, I’m nowhere near done with you.” He pulls out and slowly slides inside me again.”You come when I tell you to come, you hear me?”

      “Yess!”

      “That’s it, princess.” Xavier’s pace is slow, deliberate, and purposeful. “Look at us, Sofia.”

      I lower my head, watching as he slides in and out of me.

      “Look how well you’re milking my cock.”

      The sight of him atop me like this, my legs locked around his waist, drenched in sweat, his dick coated with my juices is electrifying, intoxicating. Maddening.

      Xavier releases my hands. “Legs up, princess.” He taps my thighs.

      I uncurl my legs around his waist.

      “Good girl.”

      Those words. Two simple words make the blood rush through my head in an arousing high.

      “Legs on my shoulder,” he instructs, locking both of my legs together and placing them over his left shoulder.

      I palm my breast, playing with my nipples, as he pulls out and slams back into me. My chest bounces at the impact, a strangled moan leaves my lips, and Xavier pins me with an accusatory stare.

      He tilts his gaze in the direction of the rooms. "What would you do if your brother caught us like this, princess?” He separates my legs and spreads me open, placing a leg on each shoulder. “Why don’t we call him, baby?”

      My eyes widen, and my heart pulsates. There is a madness in his eyes that tells me he is equally turned on by the idea of getting caught.

      “No.”

      “No? Your mouth says no, but your body says otherwise.”

      “Xavier, please.” I’m not sure what I’m even pleading for.

      “Look how your pussy tightens around my dick at the prospect of your brother catching us, princess.”

      Before I can respond, he flips me around without separating our bodies.

      “Ass up, head down, Sofia.” He slaps my ass, and I moan from the sensation of him filling me and the lingering sting of his hands. He swats both cheeks repeatedly.

      “Xavier, please. I’m so close. I need to come. Please—”

      “Not yet,” Xavier grunts.

      He uses my wetness, trailing it up and down my ass with his fingers.

      “You're so wet, Sofia. Fuck.”

      His thumb circles my hole, slowly pushing its way inside. I release a low moan when he enters me. There is a moment of discomfort immediately followed by pleasure.

      “That feels so good.”

      Xavier continues, pulling his thumb in and out until I am a whimpering mess, begging for his dick.

      He removes his thumb, and I immediately feel something against my ass slowly ease its way inside. I am so wet that his dick doesn't meet much of a resistance.

      My eyes roll to the back of my head, and I am overcome by the fullness of him.

      “Xav!”

      He is still for a moment, and I hear him panting loudly behind me.

      “Give me a moment, princess. Otherwise, I’m going to come with one stroke.”

      He holds my waist and pulls out, slowly easing in and out of me. I almost lost my mind.

      “Every part of you belongs to me.” There is a possessiveness behind his words. It is wild, frenzy, and intensifies as his thrust become fluid, unrepentant.

      My legs convulse, and I know it’s only a matter of time before I’m overcome by my orgasm.

      “Fuck me.” The words barely leave my lips before my body tenses.

      “Come, Sofia.”

      A strangled scream escapes my mouth, and my legs give way as I come.

      Xavier pulls out, grunts, and I feel the heat of his cum on my ass.

      Tears stream down my cheeks, and my body shakes, the adrenaline high from earlier waning. He falls on his right side, pulling me flush against his chest. His heart beats against my ear, the rhythm soothing as he strokes my hair. It feels good to be in his embrace. So right.

      We lay there for a while, our breaths and heartbeats the only sound.

      “Why London?” Xavier asks, finally breaking the silence after some time has passed.

      The question catches me off guard for a moment, and I struggle with the thought of coming clean and relaying my truth to him. I trust you, his words from earlier ring in my ears, loosening my tongue. “I promised my Paw Paw.” I rest my hand on his chest, needing the contact to chase away the blues of his loss.

      “Paw Paw?”

      “My grandad.”

      “You were close? I know Zee was pretty torn when he died last year.”

      My throat constricts, thinking about one of the few people outside of my grandma who genuinely understands me. The real me. “He was my person. I spent more time at my grandparents’ house than mine growing up.”

      Xavier kisses my forehead and massages my scalp, encouraging me to continue. “What was the promise?”

      “My relationship with my mom is … strained.” That’s the nicest way to describe it.

      “Is that why you always look like you’re sucking on a lemon when I’ve seen you over the years?” His chest vibrates with laughter.

      “Hey!” I smack his chest in jest, unable to hold back my laughter because he isn’t lying.

      “Something like that,” I confess, unprepared to get into the specifics because it would ruin this moment and what we just shared. And I don’t want to taint the memory of this moment. “Before he died, we created a little map of things I should do by a certain age.”

      “Oh.”

      “London was on my list for when I turned twenty-one.”

      “When was your birthday?”

      “Last weekend.”

      “Why didn’t you tell anyone you were traveling? I’m sure—”

      “I did.” Sort of. “I was shut down, and my credit card limit lowered. I was low on options, as you can imagine.”

      Xavier is silent for a while. “And I ruined it?”

      I raise my head to take a better look at him. “No.” I envisioned doing everything alone, but having his presence here has been … refreshing. “I wanted to be alone. But now I actually think I needed the company.”

      He drapes another kiss over my forehead, seemingly satisfied with my response.

      “In your family, who is your person?” There is a silence, a stillness that follows my question.

      Xavier’s nose flares, his heartbeat accelerates against my chest, and his muscles tighten.

      His phone ringing breaks the silence.

      The question that now lingers as a whispered ghost over our heads. Xavier rushes to his feet, tugs at his pants on the floor, and pulls out his phone.

      “I’m going to shower,” I mouth when the phone is pressed to his ear. I quickly pick up the scattered remains of my clothes.

      “Coach,” I hear as I head back into my room.

      My phone lights up, and I see several messages from Zayn, but one, in particular, catches my attention.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Remember he is a brother to me.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart skips a beat, and without even reading the rest of the thread, I tap the Call button next to his name.

      An unease settles in my chest, and a flurry of thoughts passes through my mind. I’m grown, and yes, I can sleep with whoever I want. Zayn doesn’t have a say over that. But I understand optics and semantics. It won’t look right if I sleep with one of his teammates, especially his best friend.

      “Sof.” It’s daytime in San Francisco. I can hear the roar of Zayn’s car as he answers.

      “Hey, Zee. Are you alone?” I have to ask because I’m not a friend of his long-time girlfriend, and I don’t think she particularly cares for me either.

      He exhales a frustrated sigh, one I’ve become familiar with, especially since I became vocal about my dislike of her. “It’s just me.” Why didn’t you tell me you were leaving?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were tailing me?”

      “Sof, anything could have happened,” his voice rises an octave, and his tone irks me.

      I’m twenty, not twelve. I’m grown enough to travel and do what the hell I want without having to report my every move. “And you invaded my privacy, Zee. Would you have done that to Bree?”

      “It’s not the same!”

      “Because you’re fucking me?”

      “Sof.”

      “What?” I raise my voice, too, because for too long, I’ve allowed a lot of things to pass without expressing how it makes me feel.

      ”Okay,” I can hear the resignation in his voice.

      “Okay?”

      “You’re right. I should have told Mom no.”

      I can feel his sincerity, but I know my brother—he tries to avoid conflict so he doesn’t have to deal with the bigger issue.

      “Can we go back to being normal now? What did you do today? Did you go sightseeing?”

      “Something like that,” I reply blandly, still pissed about what he did and how he’s trying to swipe it under the carpet without explicitly calling my mom out on her bullshit.

      “Where’s Xav?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t seen him since I left this morning. I’m sure he’s out with a groupie or whatever you guys do in your free time.” I’m babbling, but I can’t shift the feeling that maybe, just maybe, Zayn suspects something. “Why, what’s up?”

      “I’ve been trying to reach him all day. It isn’t like him not to respond,” He’s mumbling, distracted.

      It gives me a short moment of respite. It’s not that he suspects anything between us. He’s just asking about his best friend’s whereabouts. “Is that why you sent me that text?”

      He is silent for a few minutes. A few minutes, way too long. “He’s my best friend—”

      “And what does that have to do with me?”

      “Look, Xav has a way with women. They are drawn to him. They lose their mind over him, and well, you’re a woman. And Bree thinks—”

      “Seriously, Bree?”

      “I agree with her. You’re young, with needs. I just think it’s safe if you know ... keep a healthy distance.”

      I hear the car door open, and Bree’s voice echoes in the space between us. Of course, fucking Bree. My dislike for her just went up an octave.

      “Sof—”

      I don’t wait for him to finish; I drop the call and turn off my phone. I need a moment to think. A moment to process the fact that everything changes tomorrow. I’ll be returning to my repetitive, mundane life filled with angst and excessive expectations. Worst, one of stunted glances, tight-lipped smiles, and pretense. The pretense of not having lost myself in Xavier’s arms and heart.

      I fall asleep, haunted by the prospect of an unfilled life.
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      Warm hands against my skin pull me from sleep.

      When I open my eyes, Xavier is peering down at me, his gaze warm and affectionate. He is naked, with only a pair of gray colored shorts on.

      “What time is it?” My eyes fall on the rope in his hands.

      “Eleven; you’ve been out for a bit.” He stretches his hand.

      I take it and glide to the edge of the bed and rise to my feet.

      “Get dressed. I’ve put your stuff in the wardrobe.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Of course.” He plants a kiss on my forehead, an act I’ve become so familiar with that the thought of not being able to experience it again makes my stomach churn. “You still want to play?”

      My breath quickens, knowing what he’s implying, the one thing I’ve been looking forward to the most. “So, you’ll let me tie you up?”

      “I don’t think I can deny you anything, Sofia.”

      I grin from ear to ear as butterflies erupt in my stomach.

      “The room is set up. Your clothes are in the wardrobe. Get dressed and meet me in thirty.” Xavier heads out, leaving me scrambling to get dressed.

      Thirty minutes isn’t enough time to shower, get glammed, and squeeze into the leather dress. So I opt for a quick, hot bath, wiping my body with a wet cloth. I reapply my makeup, adding a thick pair of eyelashes and red lipstick to complete the look.

      With five minutes left, I pull my hair into a slick ponytail and try to get into my dress.

      It takes me a few minutes to squeeze into the dress, the stockings, and the black pumps, which fit like a glove. I do a once-over glance. Satisfied, I turn off the lights and head toward the smaller spare bedroom.

      The room is dimly lit, and Xavier sits on the edge of the queen-sized bed. Two ropes are loosely tied on the openings at the foot of the bed. The other two ropes dangle on the cross-rail at the head of the bed.

      My palms are sweaty, and my breath hitches with each step I take into the room. I’m out of my element, and for the first time, I’m self-conscious, unsure of what to do with myself. Is this something I want?

      “I got you.” Xavier caresses my face as if he’s attuned to my body, needs, and fears. “You’re in control here.”

      I struggle to grasp the words, especially when I have no control over anything else in my life.

      Xavier makes his way to me in three successive strides.

      “Relax.” He pulls my back against his chest, turning me to face the bed. He is patient with me, dotting kisses on my neck and running his fingers against my arms in slow, steady strokes.

      The rhythm and the feel of him ease my fears for a moment, and I lean into his chest, taking steady breaths.

      “We don’t have to do this if you—”

      “I want to … I need to,” I reply.

      This. This moment. This need isn’t just about sex and pleasure. It’s about control. Exercising autonomy over my body and finding my voice - especially when it comes to my family. I know a singular experience won’t fix years of learned behavior, but I’m willing to try. With him.

      “I’m all yours, princess. We will go at your pace. You do what feels comfortable and comes naturally to you.”

      “I need your help.” Words I don’t think I’ve uttered since my Paw Paw died. I know this isn’t a need or obstacle I can conquer alone. I need him. His guidance. His patience and understanding.

      “Anything for you, Sofia.”

      “I just need some guidance.”

      “Okay,” Xavier answers, a knowing glint in his eyes. He releases me and moves to the bed, taking a seat at the foot of the bed.

      His legs are stretched wide open, and his eyes are dark with need. “Come here.”

      A thrill runs through me, from my chest to the tip of my head and the soles of my feet. I seductively stride toward him, allowing my hips to sway with each step.

      “Like what you see?”

      He pushes forward, stitching out his legs. I place my feet between his legs, my heels hovering over his dick. “Oh, I like. I like it a lot.” I love that even in a moment like this, there is a natural ease and flow between us, and we are able to laugh and enjoy each other’s company.

      His words encourage me, filling me with a sense of pride and adrenaline. The securities from earlier draw further and further away. I press my heel between his legs and lower my head. My lips hover above his.

      I lightly press my heels on the prominent outline of his dick. Xavier’s head falls back, and a low groan follows.

      “What are we going to do with this big boy?” I apply a little more pressure. Running my hands through his exposed skin, I take him, admiring the tight planes of his body and the sense of power I feel at having this man, this giant, at my mercy.

      “Why don’t you take him out and decide?”

      “Maybe. I do want to see it. I want to see what belongs to me.” I lower my hands and rub his dick through the pants.

      Xavier shivers, releasing a low groan. The sound shoots straight through my body. My nipples pebble, and liquid heat trails down my thighs.

      “Do you want to come, Xav? Do you want my lips around your dick?”

      A simple nod is his response.

      With my feet, I keep the pressure, and my hands massage in a steady rhythm. When I feel him getting close, I remove my feet.

      Xavier’s eyes shoot open.

      “I need your pants off.”

      Removing the buttons on his pants, Xavier raises his waist as I pull them down his legs, followed by his underwear. His dick springs out, upright, attentive.

      “You want to come, Xav?” I’m still sprawled between his legs, hypnotized as he grips his dick, stroking it. An idea forms in my head, and I fall to my knees, giving him the illusion of control for a brief second.

      I suck on his balls, my hands taking over stroking his dick. I keep my eyes locked on him as I do, making sure he sees how much his pleasure turns me on.

      His dick pulses in my fingertips, and the grunts he makes, coupled with the tight lines on his face, tell me he’s close.

      “Not yet, Xav.” I pull out, and his face scrunches with disbelief, confusion, and hunger. “This isn’t about you. This is about you satisfying me. My needs. My pleasure. Maybe, just maybe, if you’re a good boy, I might make you come after.”

      A mischievous smirk forms on Xavier’s lips. He’s enjoying me bossing him around.

      I pull him into a kiss, my tongue exploring, tasting, and sucking. “No touching.” I pull back when his hands caress my ass.

      “I’ll keep my hands to myself if—”

      “If what?” I cock my head to the side, enjoying the back and forth.

      “If you let me eat you out.”

      “You offer a tough bargain, Xavier Woods. But I have a better idea.”

      His hands are on the bed, his fingers tapping the sheets with barely controlled restraint. “I’m listening.”

      “Since you talk so much-”

      “This mouth has made miracles happen.” He chuckles.

      “Miracles?” I try to hold back my laughter. “See what I mean? I can’t even finish my sentence.

      “Making you squirt is one of the seven wonders.” He deadpans.

      “Xavier.” I shake my head.

      He raises his hands in mock surrender. “Go on. The floor is yours.”

      “Since you talk so much, I should smother you.”

      “You want to smother me?” He gasps with fake outrage.

      “I want to sit on your face until you’re out of breath.”

      “If this is my punishment for talking too much, then I’m never going to shut up, you know that, right? You’re always going to…”

      He stops, allowing the unspoken time limit to fill the space between us. A truth neither of us can escape. A truth I’m not yet ready to face.

      Xavier’s fingers lightly stroke my shoulders, returning me to the present. “What do you want?”

      I don’t answer him. I remove my heels and push him onto the bed. Stepping atop the mattress, I walk around his tall frame and hover over his head so he knows I have no underwear on. I reach the headboard, grip it, and tilt my head back. “Come, I need to come.”

      “Fuck, Sofia.” Xavier’s voice is gruff and needy. He spreads me wider, opening my legs so when his head touches the pillow, he is situated directly beneath my pussy.

      “I need these fucking stockings off.” Before the words leave his mouth, he palms my ass ripping the fishnet tights in the center. “Sit on my face, Sofia.” He laps my clit with his tongue before I’ve even lowered my body. “Cut off all my air supply; I don’t care, just let me taste you.”

      I drop to my knees, leaving enough space for him to fit his head between my legs.

      Xavier’s hands are wrapped around my waist, pressing me down as his tongue connects with my clit. Pleasure rushes through my body, and I moan in response. He laps me up like a man who is starved and hasn’t eaten in days. I grip the headboard and begin grinding on his face, meeting the pace of his tongue.

      “That’s it, Xav. Don’t stop.”

      He grunts his response, tightening his hand around my waist, which stirs me even more. I press down my ass till I feel his nose dig into my pubic area.

      I slide up and down, and the sensation makes my eyes roll to the back of my head.

      “That’s it, Sofia. Ride my face. Leave your scent all over me.”

      His breath fanning my pussy drives me crazy. I’m close. So close to coming.

      One finger slides inside my pussy, while he continues to suck on my clit.

      “Another one. One more, Xav.”

      Two fingers slide into me, and I lose it, coming so hard stars flash in my vision. But I don’t stop riding his face and fingers, leaning all my weight over him, smothering him with my juices.

      “Fuck, you’re perfect, Sofia,” he breathes when I lean forward, giving him some breathing ground.

      My legs tremble as I go down his body, with one singular focus. To ride his dick until I cannot walk. First, I need to tie him up.

      “Stay, don’t move,” I command when I feel him shift beneath me. I pull on the string tightening around his left foot, his right foot. Rising to my feet, I turn to face him, and his gaze shoots a sharp pain through my heart. “No touching.” I slap his hands when he tries to pull me in for a kiss.

      “I don’t remember when I wasn’t touching you.”

      My heart beats so loud in my chest that I’m afraid he might hear. Everything feels heightened tonight. Too many words. Too many emotions. To many unspoken truths.

      I tie his wrist tight enough not to wiggle out of it without me freeing him. Staring down at him, I envision all the obstacles I have no control over in my life. I lower my body, gliding his dick against my clit.

      I slowly lower my waist and slide down his dick until he fills me up completely.

      My legs on each side lock him in place as I slowly ride him. This man. This giant is mine. He is an exploit of war and siege. Conquering him means conquering everything else in my life.

      I begin to pick up the pace. “You’re mine, Xavier,” I speak life into the words I could not even whisper in the privacy of my room. But here, right now, I’m exposed, raw, unfiltered.

      I feel powerful and in control, and want to conquer this man like King David conquered Jerusalem. How Caesar conquered Gaul, creating empires from the exploit.

      Xavier lights up. “Always.” His eyes never leave mine as he mutters the words through clenched teeth.

      I allow my heart to register the proclamation, fueling me. Even if his words aren’t real, I would be content. Content with having experienced him.

      I’m desperate, and hungry with need for him. I ride him so fast that I feel him everywhere in my head, chest, and my heart.

      And the realization leaves me breathless, gasping for air.

      Xavier grunts, “You’re doing good, princess. So good.” His words tear apart the mirage I’ve held. The front I’ve been putting on, ignoring this thing between us. Those emotions and that ache is shoved to the forefront, bleeding out before him.

      Xavier’s gaze washes over me, and I feel my release close and my emotions at the tip, like the parting of the Red Sea, a clear marking of the old to the new.

      Tears spring to my eyes, and I won’t stop. “I need to touch you, Sofia. I need to feel you.” I shake my head, not ready to shatter before him.

      “Please.”

      I can’t say no to this man. I stop my assault and pull myself off him. He tugs on the ropes with his right hand. As I move to his other, he begins caressing my body in a way that tells me he senses this thing. This imploding floodgate, this dam is about to burst.

      Everything around me seems to be moving slowly, a blur of movement, a shifting of bodies. Before I know it, Xavier’s legs are freed, and he is between my legs, sliding in and out of me. Slow, intentional, as if conveying the same beat and words to me.

      “Sofia.” The belonging in his voice tears my heart into pieces.
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      This isn’t sex. It is a melding of two souls, a unification of two bodies. A silent vow, one I cannot articulate with simple words but my body.

      I want more.

      I pull in and out of her, slow and calculating, allowing my body the impossible.

      I lower my head, pull her in for a kiss, and I stroke her face. I feel her tears on my fingertips. There’s no denying this thing between us is not only a sharing of bodies and pleasure. It is more.

      “Sofia,” I breathe her name again, my lips never wavering from hers.

      When our gazes lock again, I know this is it. Our unraveling, our awakening. The moment and truth that we can no longer hide from.

      “Xavier, please.” Sofia closes her eyes, meeting my thrust as if closing her eyes will make this ache in my chest disappear, as if she can disappear. Not possible.

      “Eyes on me, Sofia.”

      “I can’t, Xavier,” she pleads, a sadness in her tone. One I hate being the cause of.

      “Yes, you can.”

      “Don’t make me do it.”

      “I need to feel you, just one more time. I need more.”

      Her eyes fly wide open. I continue to ride this thing between us, touching, kissing, and taking my time because I’m not ready yet. I'm not prepared to let her go.

      Always. A silent proclamation. In another time, another place, another life, things between us will be different. Always is all I can offer her when everything in my life is uncertain. When the path I’m embarking on means I will be hurting her brother, hurting her.

      Always in my heart. Forever in my thoughts.

      “Always,” I repeat out loud, and the word is our undoing as we both come.

      Sofia is a mess. Her body shakes, and her tears cover and stain the pillow beneath her head. She’s gasping for breath as I try to find mine.

      “We should talk about us.”

      “No.” There’s resolve in her voice.

      “We have to, princess.”

      “No, let’s just be here, Like this. Present. So we don’t ruin what we’ve shared.” Her words shoot through my chest, and I shift awkwardly with her in my arms, feeling the ache.

      I can tell she isn’t ready, so I don’t push. I do the one thing I can; I carry her into the bath, help her on her feet, and give her what she needs right now—aftercare.

      I set the bath running with some Epsom salt and essential oils. I pull her into my chest as I massage her body, relishing her curves for a time when I will no longer be able to.

      Sofia is silent, her back flush against mine as I move to her hair.

      When I’m done, I take her into the shower and rinse her body again. Her head is on her chest, and I can tell she’s exhausted, barely able to stay upright or awake.

      “Sleep, I’ll be here,” I whisper into her ear once I’ve dried her and placed her in my bedroom.

      I don’t sleep. I spend the remainder of the evening watching her. Remembering the contours of her face, the suppleness of her skin, and the whistling sound she makes when she’s deep in sleep. For tomorrow I will no longer have this pleasure.
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      I came to London to find myself. Instead, I got tangled, coiled like a barbed wire in the hands of a man I have no business giving pieces of myself to. Now, the cords around us are so tightly locked and interwoven each pull and tug causes pain in my chest. A new hole, an opening that cannot be easily filled.

      Xavier is lying on the bed beside me, his beautiful face covered by loose strands of hair that frame his face. I run my hands through his hair, his face marking every line, curve, contour, and dent because, after today, it’s over.

      My mind replays last night in a slow loop, and I cover my face, recalling the tightness in my chest and the ache in my heart with each proclamation. My limbs are heavy and ache from the intimacy of what we shared yesterday. There were lines we should have never crossed, unspoken truths we should have never given words or breathed life into.

      My breath catches as I slowly uncurl myself from his hold. Xavier stirs gently, his hand searching for my body, and the sight of that tugs at invisible strings that keep my heart beating.

      The time on the bedside tables says it’s six. I rush to my room, keeping my steps light as I make a singular decision. I have to leave this house. Leave this country. Leave him right now. Not tonight, but right now.

      Reaching for my phone on my bedside table, I check the British Airways website and swiftly change my flight to the earliest available one today, which is at 11:55. I book myself onto a first-class seat and quickly pack my clothes, skincare, makeup, and the additional items I bought during our shopping spree yesterday.

      Goodbyes have never been my strong suit. I’m still reeling and grieving from my last goodbye, and another one so close, fresh, and raw would be my undoing.

      Always. Xavier’s words echo in my head on a loop as I quickly shower and dress. My hands shake as I close my suitcase one final time.

      I’m at the elevator door at seven on the dot. My fingers hover over the button. My stomach is in knots, and I find myself paralyzed to the spot for a minute.

      Leaving like this feels … wrong. Xavier deserves more. He deserves better. But right now, I’m unable to give another piece of me away. I gave away too much, and I have to hold on to something.

      I pull out a pen and sticky note from my bag and scribble out a quick note. I rush into his room, place it by his bedside table, and make my way back to the elevator.

      My driver is waiting for me when I arrive at the main reception area. He quickly places my suitcase in the car, and I hover beside it.

      Putting my glasses on, I enter the car and get seated, allowing the tears I’ve held at bay to fall. Tears of joy as I was afforded the opportunity to experience something so profound with him.

      Another fresh dose of tears falls as the car drives further and further away.

      Tears of loss.

      Tears of uncertainty.

      Tears for what could have been and what can never be.
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      The jarring sound of my alarm wakes me up. Eyes closed, I intuitively reach out for Sofia.

      The bed is cold, empty. A deep ache punctuates my chest.

      My gaze turns to the clock over the door, which says 10:45, the latest I’ve woken up in a long while. And the most sound I’ve slept for even longer.

      A smile curls my lips, thinking about the reason behind it. Sofia.

      Last night was filled with heart, passion, and emotion.

      Sofia is softer and sweeter than I'd imagined, more addictive, and unlike anyone I've ever known. And last night, I realized that letting her go isn’t something I want to imagine. Maybe if she’s open, receptive we could—

      I get to my feet and head for my room. I brush my teeth, wash my face, and do the one thing that’s become like second nature—search for Sofia.

      Excitement thrums through my chest at the prospect of laying everything on the table for her. I’m not expecting this thing between us to be easy or smooth, but being with her is better than not.

      I head for the kitchen first. When I find she isn’t there, I head for her room. “Sofia?” I call her name as I turn the handle to the door.

      Her bed is neatly made, and the room is spotless. Odd since her skincare products and perfume were scattered on her bedside table.

      I rush into her bathroom. The counter space there is also empty. The rising ache in my chest spreads and grows into discomfort.

      In her wardrobe, I find her suitcase gone, the shopping bags from yesterday neatly stacked, yet empty.

      I run out of the room, go through the office and the additional two guest rooms. She’s nowhere to be seen.

      We had agreed I was going to drop her off. She told me her flight was in the evening. She wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye, right?

      I speed back into my room and take out my phone, attempting to call her phone. Initially, the phone rings until the fourth try, then it immediately goes to voicemail. My skin prickles with unease, a knowing it refuses to accept. One that stares me directly in the face.

      My eyes fall on a piece of paper beside my bedside table, and I reach for it.

      

      
        
        Xavier,

        Words can never articulate some stories, experiences, and encounters. You are one.

        I’m not good with goodbyes. And since you and I both know this is the end, it’s best things end like this.

        Always,

        Sofia

      

      

      

      My heartbeat ricochets in my chest. All I can hear is the sound of my pulse pounding in my ears. I hold my breath. An eternity passes.

      Again, I try to call her. When that fails, I go onto the British Airways website, recalling that was the flight she used. I check their list of flights. The last one was at seven. I doubt she took it. Unless she immediately left after we fell asleep.

      The next available flight is in almost two hours.

      I pick up the same clothes I had on the night I met her and rush out of the house.

      Driving what would normally be over an hour in forty-five minutes, I park and rush through the airport, looking for the departure gate for her designated flight. I’m not sure what I’m going to say when I see her, but I know we can’t end one of the best weekends of my life like this.

      I peer down at my watch: 11:15. I’m not sure if she’s gone through customs already. But I have to try, at least.

      I’m running through a sea of bodies, hoping and praying she hasn’t rushed to board early, that maybe just maybe—

      “Sofia?” I recognize the curls in her hair and the natural glow her skin emits. The skin I’ve spent days marking, memorizing.

      She stops and turns. The raw emotion on her face guts me.

      “Sofia,” I yell out again.

      She doesn’t move, simply stands there. Time seemingly stills.

      There is so much I want to say. So much I wish I had made clearer before this, then perhaps—

      I read the words on her lips, “Goodbye, Xavier,” and I take in her red-rimmed eyes.

      Slowly she turns her back to me. The gate opens and closes. I stagger backward. My heart is in my throat.

      Gone.
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      Want to read the follow-up of Xavier and Sofia’s story? Preorder Dangerous Pucking Play here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Did you enjoy Two Days, One Pucking Night?

      

        

      
        Reviews are the cornerstone of every author’s work. Your opinion will help others decide to read my works. If you would like to see more from me, please consider leaving a review on AMAZON.
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        Skylar writes New Adult contemporary romance stories with swoon-worthy heroes and complex heroines sprinkled with heat, steam, and angst.
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        (A series of interconnected standalone stories)
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